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Dedicated to the hungry
hearts of true citizens.

T

his book never would have been written absent the love,
support and encouragement of my wife, Marilyn Feil, and my
son, Casey McCabe. This is theirs as much as it is mine.
I also owe a large debt of gratitude to Kristin Mitchell for believing
in this book, and to my editor Carl Stratman for his careful attention to detail and many excellent suggestions for improvements. A
special thank you goes to Dave and Diane Pauly for their astounding
generosity of spirit in helping me on my way, to Lori Compas for her
unique blend of infectious enthusiasm and constructive criticism,
to Mike Moskoff for his steady encouragement, and to hundreds of
others who urged me on both emotionally and financially with their
generous responses to the publisher’s appeal for crowdfunding.
Their faith that the book would be worth reading without seeing a
word I’d written was as inspiring as it is heartwarming.

BLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES

3

4

MIKE McCABE

INTRODUCTION

A

merican politics is caught in a time warp. If other aspects of
our lives mirrored the way we think and talk about politics and
act as citizens, we would all still be wearing knickers or petticoats,
dancing the Charleston and telegraphing messages to each other in
Morse code.
Life in America bears little resemblance to life at the nation’s founding, or even the America our great-grandparents knew. The roofs
over our heads, the food on our tables, the clothes on our backs—
all have changed dramatically. The way we work, how we travel,
and what we do with our leisure time are completely different and
growing more so by the day. But much about civic life has evolved
barely at all, as if frozen in time.
New slang enters our language almost daily and is quickly incorporated into conversation at work or school or social gatherings,
yet our political vocabulary has remained remarkably static. New
businesses are regularly being started, bombarding us with new
goods and services catering to our ever-changing tastes, while
old products are continuously reformulated and repackaged to
account for evolving appetites. American political parties and their
trademarks, on the other hand, have stayed constant for ages.
We have little choice but to perpetually upgrade our workplace skills
to keep pace with the demands of a fast-moving global economy,
but both the demands and opportunities of citizenship are largely
unchanged.
Democracy is a living thing, and in America it is in a state of
suspended animation.
No wonder so many people feel disillusioned about politics and
detached from the democratic process. The more the world changes and the more politics stays the same, the greater the cause for
alienation. Inside-the-beltway pundits endlessly write and talk
about the doings and failings of government and the whims and
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inclinations of voters, but with diminishing effect. American
politics is growing increasingly disconnected from American life.
This is not the first time in our nation’s history that politics has
fallen out of step with the times. If history is any guide, the innovators who will help us think our way out of our current trap will come
from unexpected locations.
In the fashion world, trends are set in places like Paris, New York
and London. In film, all eyes are on Hollywood. In business,
western centers of commerce still may set the tone but much of
the action is increasingly found in Hong Kong, Dubai, Beijing,
Singapore and Shanghai. When invention comes to American
politics, it only makes sense to assume its origins would be
Washington. But history indicates otherwise. Past political
trend-setting has come from nowhere near the Potomac River.
When American politics twice before underwent extensive
remodeling, it did not happen in the nation’s capital. Curiously enough, the renovation was engineered in my home state of
Wisconsin, of all places.
As political systems go, America’s is comparatively young. But
our democracy looks old and sickly at the moment. Politics in our
country has again become outdated and needs a totally new look.
Recollection of past facelifts inspires much of what you will find
in the following pages. Indications of trends in the making and
imagination of enterprising citizenship not yet pondered inspire
the rest.
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CHAPTER 1

CLUES FROM
CLARK COUNTY

W

isconsin’s Clark County is where I did most of my growing up.
I moved there with my family in 1971 shortly before my eleventh birthday. My dad was north of 50 but was finally realizing his
lifelong dream of getting back to farming full time. His family lost
their farm during the Great Depression. My mom—a city kid—lost
her father. Jobless and emotionally tortured by the daily reminders of his inability to provide for his family, he went off on his own,
leaving his wife, two sons and two daughters to fend for themselves.
After fighting in World War II, my dad returned to get on with his
life, met my mom and the two were married. For years, they made
their way by farming on halves, the northern equivalent of sharecropping. They were tenant laborers, working the land and tending
the dairy herd while splitting their earnings with the landowner.
While starting a family—enduring a still birth before the arrival of
three healthy daughters—they toiled for southern Wisconsin landlords, first on a farm in the Whitewater area and then on another
near Beloit. By the time my brother was born, mom and dad had
saved up enough for a down payment on a farm of their own. A few
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miles outside the Rock County community of Evansville, it was not
much more than a hobby farm, a mere 80 acres capable of supporting the smallest of cattle herds. Dad worked full-time in a factory
in town, and in his spare time milked our three cows, planted and
harvested the crops and kept the machinery in working order. Mom,
my sisters, my brother and I did our part too, helping with the barn
chores and taking care of a small flock of chickens and a few pigs. It
was there I spent the first 10 years of my life.
My parents scrimped and saved and eventually pulled together
enough money to buy a full-size, family-supporting dairy farm (with
the help of a sizeable bank loan, of course). We moved a couple of
hundred miles north where land prices were cheaper, and landed in
Clark County.
Situated about halfway between the cities of Wausau and Eau Claire,
near a tiny dot on the map named Curtiss, our new home was a
standard Wisconsin family dairy farm—200 acres and 40 cows. I’d
never seen my dad happier. It had taken him close to 40 years, but
he had made it all the way back to what his family had before the
Depression hit.
Clark County was the epicenter of the dairy industry in the state
known as “America’s Dairyland.” Still is to this day. It had more cows
than people. Still does. The most recent census put the entire human
population in the county at a shade under 35,0001—a whopping 29
people per square mile. According to U.S. Department of Agriculture
figures, Clark County boasts 67,000 cows, the most anywhere in the
state.2
To know Clark County, first know that I never thought of our family
as poor. Like most farm kids, we wore hand-me-down clothes. We
had no health insurance. One time, when my brother had finished
filling a cart with cow feed, he threw the pitchfork he was using on
top of the loaded cart before noticing that I had grabbed the cart
to wheel it away. The fork went straight through my hand. I wasn’t
taken to the doctor. Mom wrapped my hand with a poultice of
Epsom salts and hoped for the best. Another time my right leg had
8
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an unfortunate encounter with a barbed wire fence and the fence
won. Ripped a series of gashes from my thigh to my calf. There was
no trip to the doctor to get stitched up. Just more Epsom salts. My
first visit to a dentist’s office was at the age of 22, after I’d left the
farm. My family let my teeth decay and grow crooked, concentrating
instead on keeping my soul straight.
Still, I had reasons not to feel poor. We never went hungry out
there on the farm and were considerably better off than most of our
neighbors.
Clark County is one of the five poorest counties in Wisconsin,3 a
state in the bottom half nationally in per capita income.4 The county could not have been comparing any more favorably when I lived
there. As I finished up high school in the late 1970s, I was watching bankers foreclose on neighbor after neighbor, throwing them off
their land and taking away both their livelihood and their way of life.
By 1984, Hollywood caught wind of the crisis in rural America. Three
movies depicting the plight of family farmers—Country, Places in the
Heart and The River—shared the big screen that year. The music industry also noticed something was wrong in farm country. The first
Farm Aid concert was performed in 1985.5 Their art mirrored our
reality. Families like mine lived those films and those songs.
To understand Clark County’s essential character as I knew it then,
let me tell you about Les Sturz. Neighbors had many a good laugh at
Les’s expense, sniggering about how he “wasn’t the sharpest tool in
the shed” or was “a few bricks short of a load.” Some insisted he was
illiterate, but I saw and heard enough to believe he could read and
write despite his apparent lack of much formal education. He spoke
with what I can only describe as a strong Northwoods drawl. Vowels
were stretched and words starting with the “th” sound became “dis,”
“dat,” “dem” and “doze.” Words ending with that unpronounceable
sound came out as “wit” and “boat.” His remarks were generously
sprinkled with “you betcha” and “dontcha know,” and most every
sentence was punctuated with “eh!” You or I might say, “Please join
me.” From Les, it was, “Come wit, eh?” It took some getting used to,
BLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES

9

but it wasn’t hard to follow what he was saying. His way of talking
fit him, along with the buzz cut, the threadbare flannel shirts and
the shit-kicker work boots. Les was hard to dislike. He was as goodnatured as he was strong-backed and hard-working.
Compared to the Sturz family, mine was very well off. Decisions like
foregoing health insurance and eating Velveeta instead of the cheese
our milk went to make kept our farm profitable. Les’s family wasn’t
so lucky. Shortly after the bank issued a notice of foreclosure, his
father was found hanging from a rafter in a shed.
His dad took his own life at harvest time. The rains wouldn’t stop
that year, leaving the fields so muddy it was next to impossible to
harvest the crops. One day we had a tractor hopelessly buried in a
corn field, up to its axles in mud. We tried pulling it out with another tractor and got that one stuck too. The next thing we see is
Les Sturz on his family’s bright orange Allis Chalmers tractor racing
down the road to our rescue. He fastened a chain from his tractor to
ours, pulled us out of our rut, and proceeded to pull us around the
field the rest of that day until our corn was harvested. Of course we
returned the favor on his farm in the days to come, but that still
didn’t strike me as a fair exchange considering the circumstances.
The sight of him coming down the road that day to help a neighbor in need—just days after his father committed suicide and just
months before the Sturz family had their farm taken from them—is
forever burned in my memory.
Les Sturz was not a worldly man in the well-traveled sense. He was
not politically savvy, or even politically aware. For what little time
he spent in school, he was surely not much of a student. But he was
a good teacher. He gave me some of my first and most important
lessons about the meaning of the common good. Les didn’t know
much, but he knew of the value of thinking we first instead of me
first.
As I finished high school, I could read the handwriting on the wall.
The future looked bleak for small family farms. So I headed off to
college.
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Living in Madison all these years later, I regularly encounter people
who marvel at what they consider the stupidity of people like my old
neighbors who vote against their own self interest. How can they
possibly believe the Republicans’ feed-the-rich policies will benefit
them? How can some of the poorest people cast their political lot
with the 1%? To them, the good folks of Clark County are an indecipherable riddle.
Some years ago, Tom Frank wrote the book What’s the Matter with
Kansas? The story chronicled the transformation of a hotbed of progressive politics into a mainstay of turn-back-the-clock conservatism. He could just as well have been writing about Clark County.
Two generations ago, Clark County was represented by a fiery populist, Frank Nikolay. No truer progressive ever served in Wisconsin’s
legislature. A generation ago, around the time my family moved into
the area, the county was sending Tom Harnisch to the State Capitol.
Harnisch was a more moderate Democrat than Nikolay but a Democrat all the same. Clark County went on to be represented in recent
times by the likes of Scott Suder, a rabid right winger and Tea Party
Republican6 who rose to the position of majority leader in the state
Assembly.
Liberals dwell on how Republicans used social issues like abortion,
gay marriage and gun rights as wedges to splinter off low-income
rural voters who used to vote for Democrats and now reliably support Republicans. The left overlooks the economic wedge the right
skillfully exploited.
No Hollywood producer ever told the Sturz family’s story. No musicians played a benefit concert for them. No union negotiated on
their behalf or stood in solidarity with Les and his widowed mother
as they were made to leave their home.
Now, don’t get me wrong. I believe in labor unions. Joining a union
in the workplace is a basic human right. That’s not just me talking,
it is a statement found in Article 23 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights,7 approved by the United Nations General Assembly
on December 10, 1948 with the United States voting yes.
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The biggest problem with unions is they don’t represent and protect
enough working people. Belonging to a union may be a right, but for
most workers it is not a practical option. Today, America’s working
class is divided and conquered. When everyone from factory workers and migrant laborers to postal workers and police officers were
unionized, they were a potent force in the national economy and the
nation’s politics. But when unionization started slipping seriously
in the private sector in the latter part of the twentieth century, the
public sector was left as the last bastion of true union brawn. And
that started alienating some groups of working people from others.
Non-union workers like farmers who were being driven from their
land and factory workers who were being downsized and outsourced
and offshored to death started to feel growing resentment toward
better-off unionized government employees who held on to pension
plans, employer-paid insurance and other benefits that were long
gone in the private sector.
This created an opening for Republicans to build a rich-poor
alliance… and a governing majority in Wisconsin. Republicans asked
people in places like Clark County if they had pensions, and the
answer was invariably no. Well, your taxes pay for the public
workers’ pensions, they’d tell them. Do you have health insurance?
No. So how do you feel about paying for theirs? Are you getting
pay raises? No. Well, they are… at your expense! It’s not that the
Republicans offered people any realistic hope of getting any of these
things; they just very effectively played on very real slights to fan
the flames of envy.
My dad had an eighth grade education. In his view of the political
world, as he told me more times than I can count, the Democrats
were the party of the poor and the Republicans were the party of
the rich. If he were alive today, he would not be able to make heads
or tails of the Tea Party movement. He would be confounded by the
fact that some of the poorest Americans are among the Republican
Party’s most faithful supporters. In the 2010 election for governor
in Wisconsin, Republican standard bearer Scott Walker carried eight
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of the 10 counties with the lowest per capita income. He lost in
Menominee County, which is made up entirely of an Indian reservation and where only 752 votes were cast. And he narrowly lost Crawford County. But overall Walker won by 13 percentage points, with
a vote margin of 8,400 out of just over 66,500 votes in Wisconsin’s
10 poorest counties.8
In Clark County, one of the state’s five poorest, Walker got 61% of
the vote. In early 2011, Walker and his allies in the state legislature
proceeded to strip most public workers of their ability to unionize
and the right to collectively bargain with their employer. The action
prompted mass demonstrations. Crowds on the Capitol grounds
swelled to more than 100,000 protesters. Eventually they took their
protest to the streets, gathering close to a million petition signatures to force a recall election. With the help of millionaires and billionaires from one coast of the United States to the other,9 Walker
raised and spent more than $36 million and had tens of millions
more spent on his behalf by supportive business interests to survive
the attempt in 2012 to remove him from office two years before his
term was due to expire.10 He carried Clark County by more than 30
percentage points.11
Walker’s popularity in Clark County, when he has done next to nothing to visibly benefit the area, says much more about his opponents’
weaknesses than his own strengths. And rural Wisconsin serves as
an illustrative microcosm in this regard.
Democrats have broken the political law of universality. They may
say we’re all in this together and need to look out for each other, but
people in places like rural Clark County don’t see Democrats practicing what they preach. When the Democrats won the hearts of a
majority of people in the past, it was because the party had a big
hand in creating things that tangibly benefited everyone or at least
directly touched every American family in a major way. Social Security and Medicare. Rural electrification. The GI Bill. The interstate
highway system.
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Two generations ago, when Clark County supported Frank Nikolay,
the actions of Democrats were helping all of working-class America.
Strong private and public sector unions were the financial backbone
of the party. A generation ago, when Tom Harnisch was representing
the county in the legislature, the private sector unions were losing
steam and the Democrats were becoming increasingly reliant on the
government workers and their unions for political backing. Their
policies reflected that.
As the heady days of the New Deal and Great Society receded in the
rear view mirror, Democrats grew steadily less able to deliver better
health or retirement security or higher pay to all. Government workers who were among the last to enjoy strong union representation
benefited from the Democrats’ toil, but not many others. What is
the modern equivalent of the GI Bill that offers every family a path
to vocational training or an affordable college education? Where is
the digital age’s equivalent of rural electrification or the interstate
highway system?
People in Clark County are not stupid. They noticed that the Democrats did not have good answers to these questions.
Most people across rural Wisconsin and throughout rural America
see Democrats working for health and retirement security and better pay for government workers, but not for them. They see that
the bankers who took away their land have two parties working for
them, but can’t see one that is on their side.
In places like Clark County, the Democratic Party is seen as the party
of government, and most people hate the government. Why? Because increasingly they see it as corrupt, run by self-serving people
they view as crooked. They don’t believe government is working
for them, and if it’s not going to work for them, then they’d prefer
to keep it as small as possible. The Republican Party is seen as the
anti-government party, and has become the default option in Clark
County. My old stomping grounds are hardly alone in that regard.
The party of the poor no longer has the poorest in our society with
them. The unions that supplied them with a power base have been
14
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under siege, first in the private sector and now in the public. With
union power dwindling, and union money drying up, Democrats now
get far more of their campaign money from business interests than
from labor unions.12 The combination of their reliance on the 1% for
donations and their allegiance to what little is left of the unions is
alienating them from the poor in places like Clark County. It’s hard
to imagine Democrats ever winning in Wisconsin’s rich counties
like Ozaukee, Waukesha and Washington. All of which leaves the
Democrats between a rock and a hard place.
It shows. A young woman who was born and raised in farm country went away to school before returning home some years later
to launch a bid for a seat in the state Assembly. She told me that
operatives in state Democratic headquarters lectured her that the
key to winning was to avoid being pinned down on any issue. The
Democrats’ nominee for governor gave her the same advice, recommending that she remain as vague as possible in answering any policy questions and telling her—to her face—to just be “present and
pleasant.” She did as she was told. She lost.
You lose in politics sometimes. But when you lose, you need to lose
with a purpose. Something has to be gained from every defeat. Seeds
planted during today’s loss grow into the fruits of tomorrow’s win.
Present and pleasant serves no purpose.
In victory there is still vulnerability for the Republicans in places
like Clark County. Today’s GOP seems utterly uninterested in lifting
a finger to create greater economic and health and retirement security for working families. Republican politicians in Wisconsin have
no discernible rural agenda. They harvest votes in farm country, but
their actions do nothing to create better harvests there.
In defeat there is still opportunity for the Democrats. Liberal positions favoring reproductive freedom, gay rights and gun control
measures like criminal background checks as a condition for firearm
purchases will keep them in good stead with left-of-center voters.
And catering to the last remaining cash constituency loyal to the
Democrats alone—the public employee unions—will enable them to
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keep rolling up large vote totals in Madison and other locales where
government is a major component of the economy. But in Wisconsin, winning in Milwaukee and Madison and a few other liberal enclaves does not a majority party make. Continuing to ignore the law
of universality and failing to breed new Frank Nikolays is no formula
for electoral success statewide.
Farm country used to be fertile territory for Democrats, but they
have been getting their heads handed to them in rural Wisconsin for
quite some time now, including in almost all of the state’s poorest
counties. It’s hard to be the party of the rural poor when you don’t
have a rural agenda. Name me a signature modern-day Democratic
program or policy addressing the challenges facing rural communities. It’s not that the Democrats don’t have a compelling or even
coherent rural agenda. They don’t have a rural agenda, period.
Neither major party truly cares about Clark County. One neglects its
residents but takes their votes for granted while the other offers up
little more than condescension and has written it off. Neither has
anything resembling a true rural agenda. There is a reason for that.
Of the roughly 900 zip codes in Wisconsin, most of the political
money comes from barely 30 of them.13 Every one of those “giving
zips” is either urban or suburban. The major parties don’t talk about
rural problems because they can’t raise any money with such talk.
Rural people aren’t big campaign donors. A great many Americans
have much in common with rural Wisconsinites. Coming out of the
Great Recession, one in three Americans found themselves either
living in poverty or that perilous place just above the official poverty line.14 Poor people don’t make political donations either, which
explains why no new war on poverty was launched when poverty
rose to historic proportions and why even those politicians belonging to what my dad saw as the party of the poor take such pains
to confine their expressions of concern to the plight of the middle
class and working families. Nor are they talking much anymore
about the gender pay gap, despite the fact that women still make
less than 80 cents for every dollar men earn.15 Well, when it comes
16
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to political giving, women give about a quarter for every dollar men
contribute.16
For rural folk, or the urban poor or women or racial minorities or
any number of other demographic groups in America, there are two
problems in American politics that surpass any other. The first is
that most Americans no longer believe they are being represented in
Washington or in state capitals like Madison, their voices are no longer being heard and their interests are not being served. The second
problem is that most Americans are correct. They have good reason
to feel that way.
There is a cancer growing in the body of democracy. Most politicians
in both major parties have been slow to come to terms with the severity of the disease and the impact it is having on their standing
with the public.
Which brings me back to Les Sturz. The spirit of neighbor helping
neighbor that he personified is nowhere to be seen on today’s political landscape. Some will say that nostalgia is all that’s left of this
ethic. It’s true that Americans don’t trust each other like we used
to.17 And it’s unquestionably true that the ties that bind us together
have frayed. The best-known analysis of why this might be comes
from author Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone, which chronicled two
decades’ worth of decline in what he called America’s “social capital.”
But social capital won’t be remanufactured by going bowling. Or by
joining clubs. Or by connecting on social networks. We need to prosper together. We need to make key decisions about how our society functions together. Today, Clark County is full of people who’ve
never known the brotherhood of a union. They’ve grown full of
resentment for having to pay for others to have things they don’t
have themselves. Their concerns do not come up when lawmakers
talk with each other or with the lobbyists in the marble corridors in
Washington or Madison; their issues aren’t fodder for floor speeches in what passes for debates in those ornate legislative chambers;
their problems do not get fixed there. While waiting for authentic
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representation, they have joined with their rural brethren to form
one half of the Republicans’ rich-poor governing coalition in Wisconsin, in Kansas, and all across the country. That the governing
made possible by this coalition is done for the benefit of the rich is
beyond dispute.18 Income and wealth inequality in America is real,
it is growing, and it is the natural byproduct of conscious political
decisions and government policies.19
Wittingly or not, Clark County has done its part to keep the architects of these policies in power. Despite an abysmal job-creation record,20 a cloud of scandal and criminal investigations21 and nearly
a million angry citizens petitioning for his removal, Scott Walker
grew more popular in Clark County in 2012 and his rich-poor alliance worked wonders for him. The Democrats proved unable to beat
Wisconsin’s most polarizing political figure since Joe McCarthy,22
one bankrolled by millionaires and billionaires, some of whom could
vote in the election and most of whom could not.23
Wisconsin Democrats were positively flummoxed by the fact that
the majority of voters could not be persuaded to find their party’s
standard bearer—Milwaukee’s affable mayor Tom Barrett—preferable to Walker. Finger pointing ensued. Some blamed President
Obama for not coming to Wisconsin to stump for Barrett. Some
blamed the populist former Senator Russ Feingold for not volunteering to run in Barrett’s place. Others fumed about the folly of the
unions spending $4.5 million in a failed attempt to secure the Democratic nomination for their favored candidate—Dane County liberal Kathleen Falk, who obligingly pledged to veto any future state
budget that did not restore public employee bargaining rights. That
promise impressed union leaders, but not voters. She lost badly in
the Democratic primary.
Monday morning quarterbacks even blamed the citizenry itself, calling the petition drive to force a recall election a strategic blunder.
Party insiders wouldn’t go there, but in what former party chair Joe
Wineke described as a “circular firing squad,” Democratic stalwarts
aimed shots at everyone from the DNC to Wineke’s successor as
18
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state party chair, Mike Tate. For his part and presumably his party’s,
Tate said there were no regrets, gamely insisting “some things are
worth losing over.”
The scapegoating raged for weeks and even months, but the recall
election post-mortems never did come around to the question of
whether the Democratic Party could deal with, or even recognize,
how damaged its brand really is. Democrats remained baffled, continuing to see all those Walker voters as an indecipherable riddle. In
Clark County, in this place with more cows than people, there are
important clues to the riddle. To most eyes, in Clark County anyway,
the Democratic Party is the party of government and government
employees and their unions. Most people hate the government. How
do you build a governing majority with a brand people hate?
You don’t.

BLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES

19

CHAPTER 2

A DREAM
DOWNSIZED

A

merica is up to its eyeballs in problems. Family farmers that
once formed the spine of vibrant rural communities in Clark
County are an endangered species, and the small-town life in such
places is withering away. But there is equally disturbing inner-city
decay and despair in once-gleaming urban centers. Detroit is a bankrupt shadow of its former self. New Orleans struggles to bounce
back from the devastation of a bygone natural disaster. From Los
Angeles on one coast to New York on the other, there are drug-infested, violence-riddled neighborhoods where hope is hard to find.
There are overflowing prisons and overwhelmed schools. In suburbia, financial insecurities are as endemic as the homes and business
establishments are generic. And then in the escapist gated communities, birds of a gilded feather flock together in hopes that others’
struggles can remain out of mind if they are kept out of sight.
Behind those gates might be the only place where the anxiety shared
by most Americans cannot be found. Rural Americans know the
angst of which I speak. Urban and suburban dwellers surely know it.
So do blacks. And whites. Americans of every other color too. Men.
Women. And especially our nation’s youth.
20
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I am talking about the one thing that is more responsible than any
other for the current dismal state of affairs in American government, as well as the coming political upheaval. I am talking about
the downsizing of the American Dream. I am talking about the loss
of faith in that most American of assumptions, namely that the next
generation’s reach will exceed the previous generation’s grasp.
It has dawned on most everyone that for the first time in our nation’s history, we have a generation of parents who no longer can
find enough reason to believe their children will be better off than
they are. That article of faith always has been at the core of the
American Dream. The core has rotted.
On the cover of the December 2011 edition of Foreign Affairs, the
magazine asked “Is America Over?”1 The question was posed in reference to America’s status as a world superpower. But a more fundamental and wide-ranging version of that same question is gnawing at nearly every American these days. The anxiety this pondering
produces is quite possibly the only thing the right-wing Tea Party
and leftist Occupy movements have in common.
The impulse of Tea Party types is to look for a rewind button that
could return the country to an earlier time when parents could rest
assured that their kids were going to have it better than they did.
Their search is doomed. What is past is past. Change is inevitable.
Their yearning for a return to some nostalgized yesteryear is disfiguring the Republican Party and warping the country’s future.
Those drawn to the Occupy movement also are seething over the
stolen dream. But their response to the fears they share with the tea
partiers is totally different. They are putting their finger on what
George Packer called the “broken contract.”2 For 30 years after the
end of World War II, America grew together. Now we are growing
apart.3
The battle cry of the occupiers is “We Are The 99%,” condensing to
bumper-sticker length the fundamental truth of the broken social
contract in America. For the last 30 years, the top 1% has cleaned
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up and most of the rest of the population has been set adrift. The
reason is simple. The top 1% has commandeered our democracy over
the past three decades. They’ve bought the politicians and now own
our government. Which permits them to rape and pillage the country while the masses are left with an unsteady present and an even
more uncertain future. You have to be pushing the century mark to
remember a time when income and wealth were as unequally distributed in America as it is now. Economic benefits are unequally
distributed because political power is concentrated in fewer hands
than it has been in several generations. All 99-percenters instinctively understand that.
There is a solution. Recriminalize bribery.
You have to go back more than a century, to the age of the robber
barons, to find comparable social and economic conditions in America. The opulence of the Gilded Age led to the Panic of 1893 and a
deep economic depression. It is no coincidence that bribing public
officials was legal in places like Wisconsin at the time.
Wisconsin became a state in 1848. Bribing public officials was not
outlawed until 1897. Ponder that for a moment. For the first half a
century of statehood, bribery was lawful conduct and an accepted
practice in Wisconsin, a state that went on to earn a reputation from
coast to coast as a beacon of clean, open, honest government and
progressive politics. The stand early Wisconsinites finally took in
1897 was followed in short order by another in 1905 banning corporate campaign contributions and election spending. Congress followed Wisconsin’s lead in 1907 with the Tillman Act.
The 1897 and 1905 political reforms in our state paved the way for
the remarkable 1911 legislative session. A feature article in the 2011
edition of my state’s political bible, the Wisconsin Blue Book, says
this: “The year 2011 marks the centennial of what was almost certainly
the greatest legislature in Wisconsin history, quite possibly in any state.”
Wisconsin’s reputation for progressive policy innovation was established by that legislature. Mighty blows were struck for workers’
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rights. Child labor laws and workplace protections for women were
established. An industrial commission was set up to protect factory
workers, and the nation’s first worker’s compensation system was
created to compensate injured laborers. Insurance reforms were
enacted, and a state life insurance plan established. Those weren’t
the only trails blazed by the 1911 legislature. The nation’s first vocational, technical and adult education system was instituted. The
first system of taxation based on ability to pay—the progressive
income tax—was another 1911 creation. Add to the list sweeping
railroad regulations and a comprehensive corrupt practices act that
was a national model and served as a foundation upon which ethics
laws were built from one end of the country to the other.4
Of course, it’s highly unlikely that the actions of the 1911 legislature
would have happened without the reforms of 1897 and 1905. Lawmakers acted in the public interest and advanced the common good
because they were free to do so. They no longer were legally bribed.
They no longer were owned by the railroad, timber and oil barons of
their age.
For those of us living in Wisconsin today, all of this was our inheritance. An inheritance we have squandered, largely because we have
allowed bribery to become legal again.
Oh, old-fashioned bribery remains a crime here. Today’s legal bribes
aren’t called bribes. Now they’re called campaign contributions.
Makes this grimy business sound charitable. Downright philanthropic. That’s a big part of the reason why they are so accepted. But
the game’s exactly the same as it was back in the days of the robber
barons.
Different versions of this same story, more or less, could be told for
every state in the union. With the shape our country is in, it is inescapably apparent that we’ve been pretty lousy stewards of the rich
inheritance we were given by those who came before us. What we are
fixing to pass on to my son’s generation is not the America I want
him to inherit. It is damaged goods.
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We all should have known better. It’s been more than 30 years, but
I still remember sitting in economics classes in college and listening to more than one of my professors say with a straight face that
America’s economy was collapse-proof because of monetary and fiscal policy tools and regulatory protections that didn’t exist when the
country descended into the Great Depression.
Seemed to make sense at the time. But their instruction looks flimsy
against the backdrop of Great Recession calamity. Those professors
failed to account for the possibility that bought-and-paid-for politicians might one day tear down the post-Depression-era walls between banking, investment and insurance companies. They had not
yet heard of and could not imagine hedge funds, derivatives, subprime mortgages, credit default swaps, mortgage-backed securities,
collateralized debt obligations and other such financial flim-flam.
And they seriously erred in placing so much faith in the infallibility
of the Fed and the public-spiritedness of the Congress and White
House.
College professors aren’t the only ones who should have known
better. That goes for all of us. We should have gotten to know
Charles Ponzi better when he was among us the first time so we
could recognize him when he came our way again. Sure enough
he did return, as Bernie Madoff. Ponzi wasn’t noticed until after
Madoff made off with tens of billions of dollars of other people’s
money. Ivan Boesky and Michael Milken came again too. Not many
of us remember them, and even fewer can identify their successors
who went on to haunt Wall Street and wreck the national economy.
Even the best and brightest among us—from college professors and
high-ranking public officials to captains of industry and the media
intelligentsia—are living proof of what a comic strip told us about
ourselves over 40 years ago. We have met the enemy and he is us.
So here we all sit… at kitchen tables or on living room sofas or in coffee shops… agonizing over how our kids are possibly going to make
it in this world without a hell of a lot more going for them than a
high school diploma, but utterly at a loss for how to get them what
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they need without either leaving our own finances in ruin or them
buried under a mountain of debt. In Anywhere USA, moms and dads
are anguishing over how this generation of young people might wind
up being the first in our country’s history not to be better off than
their parents. It’s increasingly difficult to see how kids will have any
shot at a middle-class existence without education or training beyond high school, but equally hard to see how paying for college is
affordable.
Nothing shapes today’s politics more than the widely shared fear
that the American Dream is being downsized, especially for our kids
and grandkids. Yet despite the growing anxiety over the increasingly
uncertain pathway to the middle class, neither Democrats nor Republicans have offered much of anything to allay the fears that will
define our politics for years to come. A high school diploma clearly
doesn’t cut it anymore. Where are the voices saying it’s time to extend
the promise of free public education beyond high school? Where are
the voices saying higher education and advanced vocational training
needs to be as accessible and affordable in the twenty-first century
as elementary and secondary education were made in the twentieth?
Politicians are not saying this kind of thing for the same reason they
are not talking about poverty or the gender gap or the challenges
facing farm country or urban decay. They are not saying it because
they are not being paid to say it.
Big political donors aren’t demanding an American Dream agenda
because that dream hasn’t turned into a nightmare for them or their
children or grandchildren the way it has for so many Americans.
And they sure aren’t clamoring for a twenty-first century version of
the push for expansion of educational opportunity witnessed in the
1900s. They already can afford the finest private schooling for their
offspring. Unlike the captains of industry of earlier generations who
understood that the success of their enterprises depended on a welltrained workforce, today’s industrialists have less need for labor in
their highly computerized and roboticized operations. And in today’s highly mobile society and global economy, they can get what
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labor they need from anywhere. Cheap, adequately skilled labor
will either come to them, or they can quite easily relocate to where
such a workforce is to be found. This new world order has, among
many other things, caused a loss of self interest in making sure that
young people in Wisconsin or Kansas or any other particular spot on
the world map are prepared to compete economically. Big political
donors can afford to let someone else worry about the education of
other people’s kids.
This dynamic is not just conceptual; there are tangible real-world
manifestations. Not a single new state university campus has been
created in Wisconsin since 1968. But since 1994, my state has built
eight new prisons and purchased a ninth that was built by a private
company on speculation, added hundreds of beds to existing correctional facilities and shipped inmates to five different states to
deal with overcrowding. We stopped investing in success and started
paying more and more for failure instead.
Our elected representatives aren’t talking about these misdirected
priorities because the donor class is not interested in hearing such
talk.
You could say Atlas shrugged. Then he mugged us.
While more and more of our public treasury was going to pay for
punishment, Wisconsin embarked on a new educational experiment
in 1990 with the creation of the Milwaukee Parental School Choice
Program. An unlikely alliance of big business interests and a collection of mostly African American school reform advocates sold the
governor and legislature on the idea of siphoning money away from
public schools to provide families with vouchers to pay tuition at
private and parochial schools.
Voucher backers emphasized the program was only for Milwaukee
and only for poor families. Amid great fanfare, the program was
hyped as a way to boost the academic performance of economically
disadvantaged students, close the racial achievement gap, and cre-
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ate a competitive educational marketplace that would breed innovation and drive system change.
More than two decades after Milwaukee’s program—the first of its
kind in the nation—was started, the promised results have yet to
materialize. Test scores show students getting vouchers to attend
private schools are doing no better than public school students5 and,
by some measures, are actually doing worse.6 The promise of innovation and system change has not been fulfilled either. Twenty-three
years after the voucher program’s launch, Milwaukee schools were
alone in failing to meet expectations on statewide school report
cards.
Still, Milwaukee’s program was opened up to middle-class as well as
poor families, and was expanded to nearby Racine. Not even the revelation that two-thirds of students participating in the voucher program had already been attending a private school without the help
of taxpayer dollars7 could take the wind out of the initiative’s sails.
Neither the disappointing test scores nor the news that the program
was really just providing a taxpayer-funded subsidy for families
who already had the means to send their children to private school
caused lawmakers to consider ending or at least scaling back the
voucher boondoggle.
No, they didn’t end the program. They expanded it statewide. On
what grounds? What’s good for nothing in Milwaukee is good for
the entire state?
Actually, Wisconsin politicians had 97 million reasons for doing
what they did. That’s how many dollars pro-voucher interests gave
the governor and legislators who approved the program’s expansion.
Interests opposed to school privatization donated $10.5 million.8 It
was an easy call. Anything that good for campaign coffers has to be
good for the entire state.
This is what our republic has come to. Its survival—and the American Dream’s—depends on one thing over all others. Making bribery
a crime again.
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CHAPTER 3

MASS
HOMELESSNESS

Y

ou are a liberal. Or a progressive, or whatever term is in vogue at
the moment. Republicans make you insane. But the Democrats
constantly let you down. You think of going with the Green Party.
Visions of wasted votes and Nader-like spoiler candidacies dance in
your head. That road leads nowhere. So now where do you turn?
You are a conservative. Democrats give you nightmares. But Republicans never deliver that limited government they promise. You
want to believe their rhetoric, but then there’s that inconvenient reminder, like the time in 2002 when a Republican president approved
the biggest expansion of the federal government in 50 years, signing
a bill sponsored by a top Republican congressional leader and over a
hundred of his GOP colleagues.1 Drats. Guess you’ll have to silence
that inner voice that keeps saying you are too smart, too sensible
and too sane for the Tea Party.
You are a moderate. That doesn’t mean you are always in the middle
of the road, mind you. You are conservative about some things, liberal about others. But you fancy yourself an independent. Makes
you part of the biggest bloc of voters in America. So why then do you
feel so alone, so powerless? You don’t think much of the Democrats.
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And you could take or leave the Republicans. You vote for one side
and end up feeling snookered. So you vote for the other side the next
time. Snookered again. And again.
Welcome to the ranks of the politically homeless. You’ve got lots of
company. This population makes up a larger proportion of the whole
of society than at any time in some 70 years.2 This is no accident.
Nor is it sustainable.
It is no accident because both major parties currently are blind to
common threads that could be used to knit together segments of
society that for the time being are torn apart. It is not sustainable
because broad and deep public disenchantment with both parties
creates a vacuum and vacuums never last forever in democracies.
Today both the Democrats and Republicans are captive parties that
cater to narrow interest groups. Neither is seen as working for the
benefit of the whole country. Which is why it’s been three-quarters
of a century since so many people have refused to align with either
major party.
At similar moments in our nation’s past, transformational forces
have risen up and challenged the major parties to either adapt or
perish. Sometimes they’ve adapted as waves of reform washed over
them. Other times unsustainable conditions led to major party realignment. Another such moment approaches.
There are common threads available to any politician or political
party with a hankering for sewing. When the time comes—and it
will come—when the benefits of uniting finally outweigh the rewards of dividing, the sewing should start where the rips are most
evident.
Nowhere are the rips more conspicuous than in the economy. Today
we have two economies. One for the powerful and privileged that
works really well for them. And another for everyone else that leaves
much to be desired. This is the result of deliberate policy choices.
The Republicans may have given us trickle down, but this reverse
Robin Hood philosophy has ruled over our economy for more than
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three decades, meaning both Democratic and Republican administrations and both Democratic and Republican majorities in Congress
embraced it. In any case, it hasn’t worked. It hasn’t made our economy more prosperous. It hasn’t made us less vulnerable to globalization and the accompanying outsourcing and offshoring of American
jobs. It hasn’t filled everyone’s cup. All it’s done is further divide us,
creating more pronounced class disparities and more intense concentration of wealth at the top. All it’s done is make the rich richer,
the poor poorer, and the middle class an endangered species.
Democrats bristle at the suggestion they’ve jumped on the trickledown bandwagon. But for well over 30 years now the Democrats
have failed to offer a compelling alternative. Democrats have served
up their own version of oasis economics. A few are offered refuge
from the desert—and plenty to drink—while most are left stranded
and thirsty. This is why Democrats have lost the support of some of
the poorest among us.
Moving toward a one-for-all economy could start with a decisive
move away from corporate welfare. One of the Republicans’ most
beloved figures completed his transformation from lightweight actor to national political colossus in 1976 by spinning a fictitious
yarn about a “welfare queen” on the south side of Chicago with 80
names, 30 addresses and 12 Social Security cards who was collecting
veterans benefits for four nonexistent deceased husbands as well as
other public aid that brought her tax-free income to over $150,000
a year. Ronald Reagan’s mythology obscured the reality that by far
the biggest component of the welfare state is the flow of government assistance to the nation’s corporate welfare kings that dwarfs
what those stigmatized by the “welfare queen” label could ever hope
to see.3
Trickle-down economics is built on a hoax the Democrats have never
bothered to expose much less seek to dismantle, namely the fraudulent “supply-side” theory that eventually was renounced even by one
of its principal architects.4 The idea that economic growth is driven
by supply and not demand defies common sense. You can bribe in30
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dustrialists all you want to build factories and make things, but if
there is no one wanting to buy what they’re selling, those factories
will be shuttered in no time.
Trying to induce big companies to create jobs through corporate tax
giveaways and other government subsidies never seems to produce
the jobs and the booming economy the political hype suggests it
will. What it has done is subsidize the movement of jobs overseas.
Companies take the handouts, pad their bottom lines, and still move
operations abroad. What it also has done is create an unsavory competition between states—one state lowers its corporate taxes or offers a package of taxpayer-funded inducements, another goes lower
on taxes and higher on subsidies, a third offers an even sweeter deal,
each keeps trying to outdo the other—in a race to the bottom.
Both political parties are racing. In Wisconsin—with its small population and an economy in the bottom tier of U.S. states—over 5,100
grants and low-interest loans worth more than $947 million were
doled out to businesses under three governors—Republicans Tommy Thompson and Scott McCallum and Democrat Jim Doyle—by
the Department of Commerce.5 As these “investments” were being
made, job growth in the state slowed. Shortly after all this money
was spent unemployment spiked.6 Where the money went appeared
more aimed at boosting the politicians’ fortunes than the economy’s. Applicants for state assistance who were campaign contributors received eight times as much aid as non-contributors.7
Doyle’s successor, Governor Scott Walker, was among those unimpressed with the results produced by the state commerce department. After he was elected in 2010, Walker blew it up. He replaced
the agency with a new part-public, part-private Wisconsin Economic
Development Corporation. The WEDC had burned through more
than $80 million in a matter of months before a state audit exposed
how the agency had lost track of millions of dollars’ worth of loans
and grants, had given money to ineligible recipients, and had no idea
how many jobs its aid had helped create.8
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While it is lucrative business for the politicians, corporate welfare
doesn’t help the rest of us because economic growth is driven by
demand, not supply. Inasmuch as government is capable of promoting commercial activity, it can only do so by putting money in the
pockets of consumers. When consumers have money to spend, you
can count on capitalists to produce a supply to meet the demand.
Markets will be established, factories will be built, products will be
made, services will be rendered, if there’s a profit in it.
Despite the fact that trickle-down economics based on this highfalutin supply-side theory has made the American economy weaker
rather than stronger and has only produced historic levels of economic inequality and massive concentration of income and wealth
in the hands of the few at the top, the Democrats have not countered
with a demand-side alternative.
How hard can it be? Hell, any farmer knows that if you’ve got cows
and pigs and chickens, you can’t just feed the cows and hope some
nourishment trickles down—splatters is more like it—to the pigs
and chickens. All of the animals need to be fed. Call it farmer economics for crying out loud and get busy putting some common sense
policies behind the brand.
What if the hundreds of millions of dollars we are pouring down the
corporate welfare rat hole every year here in Wisconsin and the billions wasted nationally were rerouted instead into an effort to wipe
out student debt? We have an entire generation of college graduates
who are putting off buying houses or steering clear of car purchases
because they are mired in school debt. Erase that debt and you don’t
think home builders and car makers and dealers would scale up to
accommodate the resulting rise in consumer demand?
That’s just one off-the-cuff idea of how demand-side economics
might work. Surely you can think of many others.
Creating a one-for-all economy requires one-for-all taxation. Face
it, we now have two tax systems. One for those who make big campaign donations and can afford $250-an-hour lobbyists to work the
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corridors of power to get them write-offs and loopholes to jump
through. And another for the rest of us. When you total up all state
and local taxes in Wisconsin and in most states, the bottom 20%
pays the highest percentage of their incomes in taxes and the top
1% pays the lowest.9 Many if not most in our society don’t want new
taxes, but broad agreement can be found on the idea that everyone
should pay the ones we’ve already got.
The problem is that there is no political household at the moment
that offers hospitality to the many if not most in our society.
So the search for housing is on. Actually, it’s been on for some time
now.
Back in 2005, “Casino Jack” Abramoff was still riding high on K
Street, and his audacious behavior and conscience-free deal making symbolized the modern lobbying trade in Washington. In 2005
Abramoff was still a year away from being sentenced to six years in
federal prison for conspiracy to bribe public officials, mail fraud and
tax evasion.10 Wisconsin’s State Capitol was swarming with lobbyists too. None as flamboyant as Casino Jack, but clearly the lobbying
business was changing at the state level. It was fast being Washingtonized.
Despite the bad name the profession has earned, there is nothing
intrinsically wrong with lobbying. After all, it is fundamentally an
exercise rooted in the First Amendment right to petition the government that belongs to all citizens. I have worked as a lobbyist,
first on education issues in the mid- to late-1990s and later on
democracy and political reform issues.
It did not take a schooled eye to notice that a caste system was developing in Wisconsin’s lobbying corps. Out of 800-some lobbyists
working the halls of the State Capitol, only two dozen or so really
mattered. They were the ones representing clients who supplied
large sums of money for election campaigns. You could see them
being ushered into the governor’s office or the Assembly speaker’s
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parlor while a flock of lower-caste advocates milled around in the
hallways hoping to get a word in edgewise.
Like so many who were trying to convey the concerns of groups of
people not given to making large political donations, I was accustomed to milling about. One time a state senator I had been trying
unsuccessfully to reach emerged from a committee hearing and motioned to me to follow him. He made a beeline for the men’s restroom. I hesitated at the door as he went in, but again he motioned to
me to follow. He bellied up to a urinal and asked what I wanted him
to know. I started to talk, but stopped when he let out a low groan.
Judging from the expression on his face, he seemed in considerable
pain, as if trying to pass a kidney stone. Feeling incredibly awkward,
I gamely tried continuing to convey my message until another moan
of discomfort from the senator made me pause again. I muttered a
few more sentences despite feeling like a total idiot, and he finally
backed away from the urinal and zipped up. He thanked me for the
information and hurried back to the committee room.
What has made lobbying the despised profession it has become is
not the lobbying itself. It is the marriage of lobbying and campaign
fundraising. When I first worked in the Capitol as a legislative aide
in the Assembly in the early 1980s, it was remarkably inexpensive
to run for that state office. In a contested election in a competitive district, a winning campaign would cost you $6,000 or $8,000.
Lobbyists didn’t deliver bundles of checks. They didn’t promise to
arrange fundraisers. Their currency was information. Their success
depended on their ability to make a persuasive case for the policies
they promoted.
By 2005, spending in state Assembly elections in battleground regions was easily into six figures, and it was reaching seven figures
for state Senate contests and eight for statewide races for offices
like governor. Lobbyists were less and less valued for being good
information providers and more and more valued for being political matchmakers. The favored ones ran what amounted to dating
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services that hooked up deep-pocketed donors with money-hungry
politicians. The rest in the lobbying corps were outcasts.
Reflecting on this caste system and the Capitol culture in 2005, I
got the idea of trying to organize a statewide citizen assembly to be
held on January 4—the day after Wisconsin’s newly elected legislature was sworn in. My group, the Wisconsin Democracy Campaign,
joined with several other grassroots organizations to sponsor what
we decided to call the People’s Legislature.11 The idea was that Wisconsin had a legislature that belonged to the lobbyists and their special interest clients, and the people ought to have one of their own.
Our goal was to get 804 people to take part—one more than the
number of paid lobbyists working the halls of the Capitol at the
time. I can’t tell you how many people told me we wouldn’t get 100
people to come on a weekday right after the holidays. Over 1,100
people showed up. We took the show on the road in the weeks that
followed, first to La Crosse in the western part of the state and then
north through a two-foot snowstorm to the small resort town of
Cable, which is best known for hosting the American Birkebeiner
cross country ski race. We held another assembly in the Green Bay
area and one in Milwaukee. Unexpectedly large crowds greeted us at
every stop.
My rather puny idea of a one-day event where regular citizens outnumbered the Capitol lobbyists had grown into something that was
part barnstorming shadow legislature and part grassroots organizing network. At the assemblies we held, everyone was given the
chance to have their say. As you can imagine, just about every issue
under the sun was raised, from concerns isolated to one locality or
region to personal axes that needed grinding.
Everywhere we went, we found a hunger for change. The issues that
were on people’s minds varied from place to place, but a common
thread ran through all the concerns. People had lost faith in their
elected officials. They didn’t believe their representatives were representing them. They didn’t say they were politically homeless, but
they certainly expressed feeling that way.
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A big issue in the north at the time was the construction of a gigantic electric power transmission line. Folks up north were worried
about the effects of stray voltage and how having this big extension
cord running through their back yards would change the pristine
landscape and affect the tourism industry that was the region’s economic lifeblood. Members of the lobbyists’ legislature weren’t listening. They said everyone benefits from cheap electricity.
Communities like Monroe and Stoughton were fighting Wal-Mart.
They didn’t want their communities to be indistinguishable from
every other town in America. But they had no voice in the lobbyists’
legislature. They were told everyone benefits from low prices.
In Milwaukee, we learned that 59% of African American men
couldn’t find work. In the 1930s, 25% unemployment was called the
Great Depression. What do you call 59%? Legislators weren’t calling
it anything. They weren’t discussing it.
Young people came to say that college tuition was on course to rise
more than 50% in just four years. But there was no debate about access to higher education in the lobbyists’ legislature. Others pointed
out that every lake in Wisconsin was contaminated with mercury.
Yet those in control of the legislature weren’t cutting mercury emissions. They were pushing for more environmental deregulation.
Our assemblies were getting attention. Stories about the gatherings
started showing up on the front pages of newspapers around the
state. TV cameras and radio microphones were showing up too. We
were attracting new followers by the day. Ed Thompson, the mayor
of the small town of Tomah and the brother of longtime Wisconsin
Governor Tommy Thompson, and who had made a bid for governor himself as a Libertarian in 2002, joined us. So did disaffected
Republicans and disenchanted Democrats, and onetime Green Bay
businessman and onetime chamber of commerce president Paul
Linzmeyer, and former University of Wisconsin regent and utility
executive Nino Amato.
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They weren’t all bathing in stray voltage. They didn’t all have a momand-pop shop that had been run out of business by a Wal-Mart supercenter. They weren’t all unemployed black men. They weren’t all
college age. They didn’t all have kids with stunted IQs from eating
poisoned fish or asthma from breathing dirty air.
But they all had something in common with the people in Cable,
and the local merchants in Monroe, and the college students, and
the jobless black man. They understood that something was going
haywire in our political system.
No matter where you live in America, you have a great deal in common with the members of our People’s Legislature. None of them
make big campaign donations. Neither do you. They don’t have lobbyists prowling the halls of the Capitol on their behalf. Neither do
you. It doesn’t matter what you think should be at the top of the
government’s to-do list. It doesn’t matter what’s at the top of mine.
If we’re politically homeless, none of us is going to get what we want
or need.
Deep down, they understand—and so do you—that it is illogical to
expect clean air and clean water to come from dirty politics. It is
unrealistic to think that policies promoting health and wellness will
spring from a sick government. Work for the jobless never will be on
the minds of ethically impaired and morally bankrupt professional
politicians whose primary concern is their own job security. They’ll
think of the well-to-do every time.
Much to my surprise, the people who participated in our assemblies did what elected officials never seem able to do. After much
venting, they set aside their pet causes and their parochial issues,
and came together around an agenda aimed at rooting out corruption in Wisconsin government and winning some achievable political reforms. In his brilliant 2011 book Republic, Lost Larry Lessig
quotes Thoreau’s observation about how there always seems to be
a thousand striking at the branches of evil for every one striking
at the root. Participants in our assemblies must have identified a
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thousand branches, but without much prompting decided to hack
away at some roots. They got behind an idea to abolish the state
elections and ethics boards that had become captives of the political
establishment and replace them with a new politically independent
watchdog agency.
By October of 2005, our tour of the state culminated with a rally
at the Capitol for the reform of the way Wisconsin’s ethics code is
enforced. Days after the rally, the state Senate passed the ethics enforcement reform bill. The initial euphoria of that victory faded and
the reality of the lengthy legislative process and all of its hurdles set
in. There must be a thousand ways to kill a bill, but only one way to
pass it. Legislators employed some of those thousand ways, and ran
out the clock on the session without passing the ethics bill in both
houses and putting it on the governor’s desk.
Amazingly, the frustration everyone felt did not take the wind out
of the effort’s sails. Energy and resolve remained high. The push
continued. When the lobbyists’ legislators refused to hold public
hearings, the People’s Legislature held its own “public telling” and
packed a Capitol hearing room to beyond capacity.
Eventually, we had won so convincingly in the court of public opinion
that pressure on lawmakers to act built to a crescendo. In a hastily
arranged special session in January 2007, the ethics bill was passed
by both houses of the legislature and signed into law by the governor. That reform produced a new Government Accountability Board
that the Moritz School of Law at The Ohio State University later
deemed a national model for nonpartisan election administration
and enforcement of ethics, campaign finance and lobbying laws.12
Next our little engine that could set its sights on the reform of state
Supreme Court elections. In 2007 those elections were turned into
auctions, with $6 million spent on that year’s contest—more than
four times as much as Wisconsin had ever seen spent on a high court
race.13 The “Impartial Justice Act” we all got behind became a reality
in 2009, overhauling the way Supreme Court elections are financed.
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We felt good about the impact our efforts had made and sensed we
were on to something even bigger, but little did we know then that
the law would be in effect for all of one election—and even then only
at half strength as a key component of the law got hung up in a court
challenge—before being repealed by Governor Walker and his allies
who took control of state government in the 2010 election.
Our People’s Legislature did make a dent in the problem. It won
one reform and lost another it had initially won. But, in any case,
the People’s Legislature did not create a people’s legislature. It gave
some politically homeless people a way to channel their energy for a
time. It may have even helped their voices be heard to some extent.
But it did not put an end to political homelessness. Holding some
rallies won’t do that. Passing a reform law or two can’t do that. Doing that requires a party.
Reasons abound why Wisconsin—like all of America—has gone blind
to political corruption. Among them are the pathologies evident in
the major political parties. Belonging to a political party used to be
like joining a club. Now it’s more like getting caught up in a cult.
The frightening characteristics of religious cults are on prominent
display in the two major parties. Even in a state like Wisconsin with
its long history of independent politics and maverick politicians,
party leaders now enforce an unwritten rule forbidding lawmakers and their staffs from socializing or otherwise fraternizing with
members of the opposing party. When I was an Assembly aide, I
shared an office with a woman named Linda Weiler. Years later, she
was married and became Linda Narveson and must have worked 35
years or more at the Capitol, serving as an assistant to a collection of
Assembly Republicans. Shortly before she passed away some years
ago, I ran into Linda and she let me know she had just retired. She
told me she knew it was time for her to go when she was summoned
into the Assembly speaker’s office and reprimanded for being seen
walking on the Capitol Square with a Democratic staffer over the
lunch hour. The two hadn’t been talking politics. They were just get-
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ting some fresh air. That was enough to make a blot on Linda’s work
record.
Rank-and-file legislators are told what to think and what to say.
Party leaders feed members “talking points” that at first seem innocuous enough but after a while resemble indoctrination in a terrifying group-think that rationalizes corrupt or even criminal behavior. Members who do not walk lockstep are first stripped of choice
committee assignments or otherwise punished. If that does not get
them to fall in line, more pliable replacements are recruited.
The leaders of the major political parties who populate Wisconsin’s
state legislature and our nation’s Congress are not remotely representative of the people. These bosses are obsessed with who’s right
and who’s left. If they spent half as much time thinking about what’s
right and wrong, Wisconsin would not have been visited by political
corruption scandals of historic proportions14 and Congress would
not have historically low public approval ratings.15 And the majority
of citizens might not feel politically homeless, as they do now.
The people of Wisconsin and America are not as hopelessly divided
as the political pundits like to claim. We all have much in common.
But the party bosses thrive on playing up what distinguishes them
from their political enemies, and this cult mentality leads them to
ceaselessly drive wedges between groups of citizens.
There’s much that needs doing if we are to restore some sense of
honor to government. But while we endeavor to throw the bums out,
we also need to think about creating a political home for common
folks. We need a common party. One where common sense matters
more than ideological purity. And one where talk of the common
good is not so uncommon.
Maybe one of the existing parties will finally take notice of the public’s wholesale retreat from public life, sense a growth opportunity,
and make an offer the commoners can’t refuse. Maybe.
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Just as likely, we’re approaching one of those historic turning points
that calls for the creation of something brand new and tests our
capacity for democratic renewal.
Either way, the near future promises to be exhilarating… or
petrifying, depending on how you take to social upheaval. Because
the status quo is not sustainable. Something’s got to give.
What if common folks with some common sense start practicing uncommon politics? What happens if neighbors challenge neighbors
to house the politically homeless? In a state the size of Wisconsin, if
they win over 10,000 people or even 50,000 people, the effort would
likely fall flat. But what if they were able to capture the hearts and
minds of 500,000 or a million? At least one of the major parties
and maybe both would have to evolve or perish. Wisconsin politics
would be dramatically altered. Given how people are feeling about
our politics and our government and both major political parties, it
could happen here. It could happen anywhere in America.
You may say I am a dreamer. But I’m not the only one.
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CHAPTER 4

DEMOCRACY
DISCONNECTED

F

allout from the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1976 money-equals-speech
ruling in Buckley v. Valeo and the 2010 decision in Citizens United
v. Federal Election Commission allowing unlimited election spending
by corporations and other interest groups has drifted across the entire country. But nowhere has the madness of the modern political
arms race caused a greater shock to the system than in Wisconsin.

After all, Wisconsin was home to Bill Proxmire. For 32 years, the
man known to people from every nook and cranny of Wisconsin simply as “Prox” was sent to Washington to represent the state in the
U.S. Senate. He succeeded the red-baiting, witch-hunting Joe McCarthy and did not bite his tongue about “Tail Gunner Joe,” calling
him a “disgrace to Wisconsin, to the Senate, and to America.”1 Prox
impressed blue-collar folks with his strong work ethic, setting the
record for consecutive roll call votes cast in the Senate, a whopping
10,252 between April 20, 1966 and October 18, 1988, breaking the
previous record of 2,941 by Senator Margaret Chase Smith of Maine.
He was best known for his legendary frugality (over the years he returned more than $900,000 from his Senate office allowances to the
U.S. Treasury), his tireless handshaking (he delighted in showing off
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the new blisters and old callouses he got from pressing the flesh)
and, of course, his flair for exposing wasteful government spending
and lampooning it with his “Golden Fleece Awards.” The very first
one was awarded in 1975 to the National Science Foundation for
funding an $84,000 study on why people fall in love. Others over
the years went to the Justice Department for conducting a study
on why prisoners wanted to get out of jail, the National Institute
of Mental Health for a study of a Peruvian brothel, and the Federal
Aviation Administration for studying the “physical measurements
of 432 airline stewardesses, paying special attention to the ‘length
of the buttocks.’ ”2
Just as amazing was his approach to campaigning. Proxmire accepted no contributions and spent less than $300 on his bids for office.
In his last run in 1982, Prox registered only $145.10 in campaign
costs. But he was consistently returned to office by huge majorities,
including 71% of the vote in 1970, 73% in 1976 and 65% in 1982,
when he ran for a fifth and final full six-year term.3
Bill Proxmire was the embodiment of Wisconsin’s tradition of clean
and open government. Prox’s name will forever be attached to the
state’s proud progressive past and his memory will always evoke images of independence and integrity.
In the span of a single generation, Wisconsin has gone from a place
where it was possible to run successfully for statewide office for
$145 to one that has seen $81 million spent to decide who sits in
the governor’s office.4 The transformation of Wisconsin’s electoral
landscape and accompanying loss of innocence did not happen all of
a sudden. It was creeping corruption.
Caucuses. They sounded harmless enough.
In most political circles, caucuses are groupings of like-minded legislators. In Iowa, they are a time-honored method of voting. But in
Wisconsin, they were something else.
These obscure state offices were established as part of 1960s and
1970s reforms to strengthen the capacity of the legislature to act
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independently of the executive branch and to become a more truly
coequal branch of state government.
Four of these offices were created—one for each party in both houses of the legislature. They were to do research on issues and write
policy papers and provide legislative analysis. Lawmaking is an inherently political undertaking, so gradually the caucuses evolved
to take on a more overtly political role. Caucus staffers were doing
speech writing for members, and were producing taxpayer-funded
constituent newsletters whose mailing was timed as close to election time as possible for maximum political benefit.
Eventually the caucuses morphed into full-time election campaign
headquarters. The public employees working in these government
offices with equipment and materials furnished by the taxpayers
were building voter lists, recruiting candidates, soliciting campaign
contributions, selecting political consultants, producing campaign
materials, doing opposition research (the polite term in the industry
for digging up dirt on political enemies), building campaign organizations and doing election-related field work.
These morphed caucuses were a lot of things—incubators of political corruption, for starters—but harmless they were not.
These offices were using taxpayer money to break the law. A Wisconsin State Journal investigation in 2001 revealed widespread use
of state offices, equipment and resources by caucus employees—on
state time and the taxpayers’ dime—to campaign for state legislative candidates in obvious violation of state ethics and campaign
finance laws.5
The caucuses were costing taxpayers about $4 million a year and
were being run by the four legislative leaders—the Senate majority
and minority leaders and the Assembly speaker and minority leader.
When the State Journal exposés about flagrant misuse of taxpayer
money for secret, illegal campaigning filled the front pages for weeks
on end, the legislative leaders offered a few weasel words, some lame
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double talk, but mostly they played dumb. Despite the fact the caucuses were operating under their direct supervision, they claimed
they had no knowledge of any illegal activity.
The leaders stonewalled even as the investigation expanded to include not only the misuse of public offices, illegal campaign contributions and collusion between one of the caucuses and a supposedly
independent campaign committee, but also revelations that one
caucus violated the state’s open records law by destroying or hiding
documents sought by the newspaper.
The caucuses were using taxpayer money to break the law. But worse
yet, they were using that money to steal democracy. Thanks to the
caucuses, voters got fewer choices at the ballot box. In 1970, before the caucuses were turned into the taxpayer-funded campaign
headquarters they are today, there were no uncontested legislative
races in Wisconsin. Every incumbent had at least a major party opponent. In the 2000 elections, 40% of incumbent legislators were
unopposed.
That’s because these leadership-controlled machines supplanted
local political party organizations. Local parties have an interest
in having someone on the ballot in every community to carry the
party’s banner. The legislative leaders only care about a handful of
battleground districts that will decide which party controls the legislature. So they funneled caucus resources only to those races that
mattered to them.
Thanks to the caucuses, Wisconsinites got less responsive representation. Wisconsin once had one of the most decentralized legislatures in the country—a legislature full of maverick spirit. Today, we
have one of the nation’s most centrally controlled legislatures. You’d
think in a state as diverse as Wisconsin, newly elected legislators
would come to Madison with agendas as unique as the communities
they were elected to serve. But if you look at the candidates’ campaign literature and watch their ads, you see so much uniformity
that it’s hard to believe it’s coincidental.
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That’s because the caucuses gave the legislative leaders control over
the campaign machinery as well as the purse strings, giving them
the ability to hand-pick politicians of their choosing to serve with
them—actually, under them—in the legislature.
The caucuses were anti-democratic in the extreme. This system
turned the legislature into a gated community. Only favored insiders can get in, and once they’re in, the system keeps them there. The
leaders don’t anoint independent-minded candidates, they recruit
and groom loyal followers who’ll remain acutely aware of who’s buttering their bread. The result is that we got legislators who were
more responsive to the powers-that-be in the Capitol than to the
people in the communities they are elected to represent.
Ironically, the taxpayer-funded caucuses were fiercely defended even
by those legislators who opposed the use of any tax dollars for public
financing of state election campaigns. Campaign reforms proposed
by both Republicans and Democrats to offer public grants to candidates who agree to limit campaign spending had price tags about
the same as the expense of operating the caucuses. But anti-reform
legislators ridiculed public financing as “welfare for politicians” or
“socialized campaigning.” Those same politicians had no problem illegally spending the taxpayers’ money on the caucuses that worked
to get them re-elected. It was public financing, sure enough, but
only for the incumbents and for challengers hand-picked by the legislative leaders.
The revelations in the media did turn into a secret John Doe investigation that involved local, state and federal law enforcement
authorities. The probe ended up yielding nearly four dozen state and
federal felony charges against five current or former state legislators and one Capitol staffer as well as misdemeanor charges against
another legislator and several other staffers. All of the lawmakers
and staffers were convicted. Two of the former legislators received
jail sentences and two others were sentenced to prison, although
one of them was granted a new trial on a technicality and eventually
reached a plea agreement dismissing felony charges and accepting a
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$5,000 fine after more than eight years of legal maneuvering. All of
their political careers were ended, and legislation was enacted abolishing the caucus offices.6
But the damage was done. Wisconsin’s political culture was changing. The caucuses were gone and so were the legislative leaders who
oversaw them. But the genie that had been released could not easily
be stuffed back in the bottle.
Wisconsin used to be known for its squeaky clean politics and open,
honest government. That reputation was the byproduct of stratospherically high ethical standards. Our state was in the vanguard
of the war on corruption when bribery was banned here in 1897,
and Wisconsin blazed another new trail when corporate electioneering was prohibited in 1905. Standards were further raised with
the enactment of the Corrupt Practices Act in 1911. Primary elections were pioneered here, opening up the process of nominating
candidates for public office, turning over to voters a task previously
performed by party bosses in smoke-filled rooms.
The 1970s brought new waves of ethics and campaign finance reform, most notably the establishment of a comprehensive ethics
code that included the nation’s strictest gift ban prohibiting lobbyists from giving “anything of value” to state officials. That same
decade Wisconsin became one of the first states to start publicly
financing election campaigns.
In 1978 Wisconsin’s high standards were on prominent display
when a state senator named Henry Dorman was criminally charged
for an intolerable ethical breach. The charges were eventually dismissed, but not until after voters threw him out of office and ended
his political career. His crime? Charging a few personal calls to a
state telephone credit card.
The way the money game in politics evolved in the next several decades has made a mockery of our ethics code. The gift ban’s definition of “anything of value” does not cover the thing of greatest value
to today’s politicians—campaign contributions. In 1973 when the
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law was enacted and Bill Proxmire embodied Wisconsin politics, that
probably didn’t seem like much of an oversight. Today, in the age of
Citizens United and Super PACs and campaigns that are glorified
collection agencies for the TV stations, that omission renders the
law meaningless. Wisconsin’s gift ban isn’t worth the paper it’s written on. If you give a politician a t-shirt with your company’s name
on it, or a coffee mug bearing your group’s logo, you are committing
a crime. But it’s entirely legal to write out a check for $500 or $1,000
or $10,000 and hand it to that same politician. What’s more valuable to politicians—and what’s more likely to influence them—the
t-shirt or the check? The mug or the money?
When the history books are written, what we are living through will
go down as one of the most corrupt periods in America’s political
history. Even in places like Illinois. Our neighbor to the south has a
long history of sustained political corruption. “Governor” has long
been a universally understood synonym for crooked there. Yet even
in Illinois, the condition of democracy is in worse shape than it once
was.
There is a sequence to how most of us process the onset of moral
decay in politics. Sure, it depends on whether the change is radical,
as it has been in Wisconsin, or more subtle, as in Illinois. Still, there
is a sequence. First there is surprise, often accompanied by denial.
Then there is anger. Then resignation.
We’ve grown resigned to the desecration of democracy as public
elections turned into private auctions. Bill Proxmire’s $145 campaigns went the way of the dinosaur in Wisconsin. Even before the
U.S. Supreme Court dropped a bomb on the political landscape with
its decision in the Citizens United case, my state was in the midst
of a full-blown campaign arms race. In the two election cycles before the court’s ruling in 2010, $124 million was spent on Wisconsin
elections. After the ruling, spending more than tripled. A whopping
$392 million was poured into elections in the state in the two post
Citizens United election cycles.7

48

MIKE McCABE

When John Doe came back to haunt Wisconsin a decade after our
caucus scandal, he found us numb. The latest investigation into
political wrongdoing in my state led to criminal charges against six
former aides and associates of Governor Walker—and all were convicted—for offenses ranging from illegal campaign activity by taxpayer-funded staffers (sound familiar?) and illegally laundered campaign contributions to embezzlement of funds intended to benefit
veterans.8 But Wisconsin voters did not give Walker the treatment
Henry Dorman received. The governor was kept in office.9
Numb’s the word when public involvement in the affairs of state
is treated as an unwelcome intrusion as it has been in Wisconsin,
where both the “public” and the “hearing” have been taken out of
public hearings, as legislators and lobbyists speak first and can talk
for as long as they wish while citizens are made to wait and then are
frequently limited to three minutes worth of remarks—if they get
called to speak at all before the meeting is adjourned.
After the rights of working people to organize were taken away, mass
demonstrations that swelled to 100,000 people or more on the Capitol grounds eventually gave way to mass resignation. A circuit court
judge threw out Wisconsin’s infamous Act 10 on the grounds that
the votes on it were held in violation of the state’s open meetings
law. A state Supreme Court justice who previously had been speaker
of the Assembly wrote in a majority opinion that the lower court
judge was wrong to rely on laws that “apply to the legislature except
when the legislature says they do not.”10 His face was presumably
straight when he wrote it, and his audacious holding was met with
amazingly little derision. In fact, there was next to no media commentary. Even the Fourth Estate appeared numb.
In the aftermath of the massive protests in 2011, exercising the
First Amendment right of citizens to peaceably assemble became a
punishable offense in Wisconsin. New rules were put in place that
trampled on the First Amendment right of citizens to peaceably assemble by requiring groups of more than four to obtain a permit in
order to assemble at the Capitol and post bond to cover the cost of
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police “protection.”11 Never mind that the policy flew in the face of
Wisconsin’s constitution, which says citizens cannot be prevented
from entering the Capitol.12
Recent years have been rough ones for high ethical standards in
politics, and not just in Wisconsin. Just about every fundraising
and spending record, broken. Smear campaigning, everywhere. Election spending restrictions, gutted. Public financing, repealed. Public
faith in the system, lost. One blow after another to the body of democracy.
But the biggest blow of all to the Wisconsin way is the state of mind
of most of our citizens when it comes to the political landscape.
Most of us are not surprised anymore. Most of us are not mad—at
least not enough to act on our anger. Most of us just shrug. Most of
us are numb.
The cynical view that politics has always been like this and always
will be this way is taking root in the citizenry. Holding such a view
requires the holder to overlook or remain ignorant of the history of
places like Wisconsin. Politics has not always been this way here. It
has not always been this way in Congress. Don’t forget, there have
been times when the vast majority of Americans actually approved
of the way Congress was doing its job. There was a time when public
officials like Bill Proxmire were respected and even revered. There
was a time when the smallest indiscretion by the likes of a Henry
Dorman was not tolerated.
Politics is not inherently good or evil. Political culture acts as an invisible hand that guides the behavior of those who practice politics.
The public has more to do with establishing that culture than public
officials. We have allowed our political culture to become debased.
Democracy in our land faces greater threats than any seen in our
lifetimes. Most people no longer believe they are being represented,
no longer believe their voices are being heard, and no longer believe
their interests are being served. Most people have good reason to
feel that way. There are a great many corrupt behaviors and practices
that need to be stopped. The first is our own indifference.
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CHAPTER 5

THE
STILTED AGE

T

o find a period in American history with a concentration of power, corporate influence and political corruption comparable to
today’s you have to go back to the late 1800s. There was Boss Tweed
and Tammany Hall. There were the robber barons. That’s what they
called the likes of John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, J.P. Morgan, John Jacob Astor and Cornelius Vanderbilt. There was Mark
Hanna, the Cleveland industrialist and politician who befriended
Rockefeller at a young age. It was Hanna who famously said: “There
are two things that are important in politics. The first is money and
I can’t remember what the second one is.” Mark Twain coined the
term “Gilded Age” to describe that corrupt era.
No doubt remains that we are reliving the Gilded Age. The only
question is what name the historians will finally settle on for this
latest era of rampant materialism, blatant corruption and grotesque
inequality. Stilted Age has a nice ring to it, and the name fits a time
when a comfortable few rest easily above the floodwaters while an
afflicted many watch jobs and homes and savings and ways of life
wash away.
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It’s odd how our nation’s highest court now says corporations are
people, yet today’s captains of industry have never been more faceless and the companies they run have never been more inanimate.
Rockefeller, Carnegie and Vanderbilt became household names in
the Gilded Age. Who can name the current CEO of Exxon Mobil or
who headed the investment bank Goldman Sachs or insurance giant
AIG when they wrecked our economy? Which top British Petroleum
exec was that again who talked of caring about the “small people”
whose lives were being ruined by the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico?
If not for the Koch brothers, today’s robbers would largely be nameless and faceless.
The way they acquire and wield power is harder to see, too. There
was a time when efforts to keep people in their place were easily recognizable. Bondage is hard to miss. Women were chattel and blacks
were slaves. Slavery and related tactics of social and economic control represent the first stage of ownership in America. The nation’s
royals eventually lost their moral and legal justification for employing such crude and brutal means to keep people down, but not their
desire for race, class and gender superiority. So they developed a
more sophisticated approach. Slavery was out, Jim Crow was in. Poll
taxes and literacy tests were put in place. Give them rights, but make
sure they are not equal rights. No longer violent, but still unmistakably bigoted. Call it the second stage of ownership.
The civil rights legislation of the 1960s ended Jim Crow but not the
royals’ discriminatory impulses. It is no coincidence that shortly after civil rights-era legislation culminated with the passage of Title IX
of the Education Amendments of 1972 targeting sex discrimination,
the U.S. Supreme Court took up a legal challenge to restrictions on
money in politics in a case called Buckley v. Valeo. The court’s money-equals-speech ruling paved the way for the onset of a third stage
of ownership where the ruling class has found ways to thwart the
will of the masses even while allowing the exercise of largely equal
rights. Campaign donations became the smart bombs of the race
and class wars. Their beauty as a tool of social and economic control
is that they don’t appear discriminatory because, in theory at least,
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anyone can make them. But as organized money understands, the
difference between theory and practice in campaign giving is as distinct as the divisions of race and class. In this third stage, ownership
of the levers of power is preserved by making political expression
and participation prohibitively expensive for all but a few.
As noted in chapter 1, there are close to 900 zip codes in Wisconsin, but most of the political money comes from barely 30 of them.
They are all urban or suburban, predominantly white and wealthy.
A single zip code—53217 in the Milwaukee area’s wealthiest “Gold
Coast” suburbs—produced considerably more in campaign contributions than the state’s 61 poorest zip codes combined and almost
four times as much as the 15 zip codes with the largest nonwhite
populations.1
Money from these elite donors flows to friendly candidates in every
corner of the state, deciding elections hundreds of miles from where
the donors live, elections in which they are not eligible to vote. It’s
gotten so bad that a great many legislators get more from the topgiving zip codes than from voters in their own districts. On average,
Wisconsin lawmakers get two-thirds of their campaign contributions from outside the districts they represent, and a few actually
get all of their money from people who cannot vote for them.2 All
the money comes from a tiny segment of society. In state elections,
an elite cadre of donors amounting to just over 1% of the country’s
adult population makes all the donations that fuel all the spending.3
The story is the same in federal elections.4 The real money is coming
from a fraction of 1% of the population.5 More than a quarter of all
contributions come from 1% of the 1%.6
Organized money’s insidious power has robbed voters in most parts
of the state of their ability to control their own political destiny.
Long before voters ever cast a ballot, whoever is most successful
in attracting money from the “giving zips” wins what amounts to a
wealth primary. That pre-primary “election” weeds out any meaningful competition, leaving the people with a vote but little if any
choice. The wealth primary works hand in hand with the practice
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of gerrymandering political boundaries described in chapter 12 to
strip elections of competitiveness and render them pale imitations
of democratic contests. And not just here in my state. In this regard
Wisconsin is the norm nationally, not the exception.
With instruments of control at their disposal as powerful as the
abuse of the redistricting process and their monopoly on political
speech made possible by judicial mangling of the meaning of the
First Amendment, today’s ruling elites hardly need any longer to
dirty their hands with flagrant attempts to deny people their right
to vote. But dirty their hands they still do.
Already having secured the means to keep people down by allowing them to freely vote in elections whose results are preordained,
they nevertheless take no chances. Discriminatory drug policies and
the practice of racial profiling by law enforcement authorities and
the resulting mass incarceration of African American males are extensions of Jim Crow. And, in 2011 and 2012 alone, more than 30
states introduced legislation or enacted laws curbing the ability to
vote. Some dramatically shortened early voting opportunities. Others have passed legislation to make it harder for volunteer organizations like the League of Women Voters to register voters. Most
popular among the voter suppression tactics currently in vogue is
a legal requirement to show a state-issued photo ID in order to cast
a ballot. In 2011 and 2012, 10 states joined Indiana and Georgia in
requiring voters to show a photo ID to vote.7
The modern popularity of racist criminal justice policies and voter
suppression tactics shows that the second stage of ownership is not
a bygone era. Perhaps in a nod to third-stage sensibilities, however,
voter ID laws have been sold as an election integrity measure needed
to prevent voter fraud. Indiana’s voter ID law survived a legal challenge when a federal judge upheld it on those grounds. New evidence
later came to his attention that convinced him the purpose of Indiana’s law is voter suppression, not fraud prevention. The judge publicly acknowledged his ruling was mistaken,8 but the damage was
done. Lawmakers pushing voter ID laws in places like Wisconsin
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claimed their proposals were modeled after Indiana’s law, which had
been declared constitutional.
Attorneys defending Pennsylvania’s voter ID law made an awkward
confession as they prepared for trial, conceding that they had no evidence of the kind of voter fraud that purportedly could be prevented
by requiring voters to show government-issued photo identification
in order to cast a ballot. The lawyers could produce no evidence of
identity fraud in voting done in Pennsylvania or in any other state.9
By 2012, close to half a million Americans were facing significant
barriers to obtaining the kind of ID needed to vote in their states.
Among the problems is that many ID-issuing offices have limited
business hours. For example, the office in Sauk City, Wisconsin
is open only on the fifth Wednesday of any month. But only four
months in 2012—February, May, August and October—have five
Wednesdays. Getting an ID sometimes requires additional documentation that can be difficult and costly to obtain. Birth certificates are
required in Wisconsin, and in our parts a copy of the certificate can
cost between $8 and $25. Marriage licenses, required for married
women whose birth certificates include a maiden name, can cost between $8 and $20. By comparison, the notorious poll tax—outlawed
during the Civil Rights Era—cost $10.64 in current dollars.10
Afraid of second-stage appearances and aware that the new fraudprevention policies look conspicuously like old racist poll taxes, officials are being creative in defending their tactics. In June 2013,
the U.S. Supreme Court struck down a core provision of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965 that required a number of states to get federal
approval before changing their election laws. Texas was one of those
states, and soon found itself in court again facing a Justice Department lawsuit seeking to get the state back under federal oversight.
To win, the Justice Department had to prove intentional racial discrimination.
One of the laws in Texas that became subject to legal scrutiny was
the state’s ridiculously gerrymandered redistricting plan. The state
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offered a novel legal defense. Texas essentially pleaded guilty to discrimination, but argued it was on the basis of party, not race. “It
is perfectly constitutional for a Republican-controlled legislature to
make partisan districting decisions, even if there are incidental effects on minority voters who support Democratic candidates.”11
Black and Hispanic voters in Texas and elsewhere can be forgiven for
seeing deliberate efforts to crowd as many minority voters into as
few districts as possible as something more than “incidental.”
In North Carolina, minority voters—who incidentally tend to
favor Democrats—are harmed by that state’s new voting law, which
includes provisions significantly limiting early voting, eliminating
election-day registration during early voting, imposing a restrictive
photo identification requirement for in-person voting, and prohibiting the counting of otherwise legitimate provisional ballots that are
mistakenly cast in the right county, but in the wrong precinct.12
Taking a page from the Texas legal defense, North Carolina Republican official Don Yelton admitted a naked partisan motive behind
the law, telling Comedy Central’s The Daily Show that his state’s law
“is going to kick the Democrats in the butt.”
Then Yelton got to those pesky incidental effects. If, while the law is
hurting his political opponents, it also “hurts a bunch of lazy blacks,”
then “so be it.”13 If only there were a Don Yelton in every state bent
on voter suppression, willing to blurt out the truth about the real
motives, these kinds of laws would have been quickly exposed for
what they are.
Unfortunately, most of the people in charge of government and in
service to the 1% are not Don Yeltons. They can want one thing and
say with perfectly straight faces they want the opposite. The great
Indian independence leader Mahatma Gandhi once said “happiness
is when what you think, what you say and what you do are in harmony.” By that standard, I can count the number of happy politicians
I’ve met on one hand, with fingers to spare.

56

MIKE McCABE

Most of the politicians I’ve encountered over the last 30-plus years
around the Capitol started out with good intentions, entering
public office for mostly the right reasons. Then they start playing
the game. And the game changes them.
One of the things I marvel at the most is how many of them seem
largely unaware of how the game is changing them and how they are
assimilating into the Capitol culture. It happens fast too. The stark
difference between freshmen legislators and second-termers never
ceases to amaze me.
I can’t imagine there is that big of a change in how they think. Maybe there is. But more likely, a disconnection develops between what
they think and what they say and do. This disconnect is the taproot
of corruption. Most politicians can’t see it. They’re steeped in all the
same stereotypes of corrupt politicians as the rest of us are. They
figure if they don’t look and act like Boss Tweed, they must be OK.
Therein lies the problem. Real corruption isn’t as black and white
as you’d think. It is painted in countless shades of gray. It doesn’t
present itself in the form of a familiar caricature. And it mysteriously doesn’t seem to present itself at all to those who are being corrupted. It’s invisible. That’s the thing about corruption. Those who
fall victim are almost always the last to see it.
I am not without sympathy. Elected officials are under very real and
very extreme pressures. None more extreme than those that come
from within. They are tugged mercilessly in different directions by
competing impulses. They are damned if they do and damned if they
don’t. Anyone who resists assimilation into the Capitol culture risks
becoming a pariah. A wet-behind-the-ears misfit. You become an
easy target for the worst of all possible insults that can be hurled at
a politician, namely that you don’t know how to play the game.
On the other hand, if you go along, if you try to fit in, you have to
know that there is a price to pay. And I’m not just talking about the
year-round campaign fundraising, the incessant dialing for dollars.
Or pretending that you actually enjoy the company of stuffed shirts
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and oily con men. No, the biggest toll is knowingly and willingly accepting that what you think, say and do must be negotiable. And by
no means in harmony.
If this sounds to you like saying farewell to integrity—not to
mention happiness, at least by Gandhi’s standards—then you grasp
the going price of power at the Capitol.
All of which raises the question: Why do they, why do we, tolerate a
political culture that forces good, well-intentioned people to do this?
Power, at its current price, costs too much—for those in the corridors of power, and certainly for those outside the political arena
who must live with the consequences of the morally compromised
decisions made by those entrusted to govern.
It is said the first casualty of war is truth. So it is in political warfare.
And the second casualty has to be shame. Once fully assimilated into
today’s political culture, those who fill our public stations have got
shame licked. The more shameful their behavior, the more shameless they are about it. Evidently it all balances out in their minds.
If you’d rather not ponder such ethical gymnastics, you had best not
dwell on recent Wisconsin political history. For a state with such a
long tradition of clean, progressive government and public-spirited
lawmaking like the historic actions of 1911 discussed in chapter 2, it
is not a pretty picture. Government went to work building the stilts.
Just over a decade ago, while constructing a safe harbor for the 1%,
the stilt builders preached public safety to the masses. With jobs
vanishing by the thousands across Wisconsin, state lawmakers who
were already on a prison-building binge hauled out weapons of mass
distraction—concealed weapons, that is. Two-thirds of the people
were telling pollster after pollster at the time that they didn’t want
neighbors much less strangers walking around with guns stuffed in
their undies. Their “elected representatives”—eager to please the
powerful gun lobby—legalized concealed carry anyway.
With books cooked Enron style to make the state budget appear
balanced, the legislature turned its attention to the pressing task
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of defining marriage as a union between a husband and wife. With
600,000 in the state uninsured and countless others a pink slip away
from not being able to take their kids to the doctor, state legislators
moved quickly to allay the growing fear of… shopping cart theft.
Since when does shopping cart theft trump job creation or budget
balancing or health care reform on the public’s to-do list? Since the
grocers and other backers of the bill greased the legislative skids
with over $1 million in campaign contributions to legislators, including nearly $184,000 to the bill’s author and sponsors.
With the nation at war against terrorism, Wisconsin lawmakers
must have known that fighting crime so trivial wouldn’t do. So it
took a helpful nudge from retail gas dealers and related businesses
who gave legislators over $1.2 million to convince the legislature
to broaden its anti-crime agenda to include cracking down on gas
station drive-offs.
Captains of industry who showered legislators with millions in campaign contributions saw a faltering economy as a perfect opening
for more deregulation of their enterprises. But they weren’t born
yesterday. They knew the “Business Deregulation Act” would be
about as popular as Brett Favre’s defection to the Vikings. So they
gave their pet bill a name that set Orwell’s grave to trembling—the
“Job Creation Act.”
To create some untold (and ultimately uncountable) number of jobs,
the bill did things like allowing trout streams and lakebeds to be
dredged without any opportunity for public comment or regulatory
oversight. That recipe for economic development ran on for 114
pages.
Who in the legislature claimed pride of authorship? Well, no one.
Legislative leaders, themselves marinated in hundreds of thousands
of dollars worth of campaign donations from backers of the bill,
let industry lobbyists write the bill. It wasn’t the first time. Or the
last. Lobbyists never used to have a hand in writing legislation in
Wisconsin. Now it is common practice.
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When all of the tax breaks and loopholes, pork barrel spending projects, lucrative state contracts and other favors tucked in the state
budget back in 2003 were totaled up, the cost approached $5 billion,
or nearly $1,200 for each and every taxpayer in the state.14
Nowhere to be found on the legislature’s agenda that year was campaign finance reform. Three years after 90% of voters in a statewide
referendum said they wanted the financing of election campaigns
cleaned up, the people were still waiting for their own elected representatives to stop debating concealed weapons or the definition
of marriage or shopping cart theft long enough to do the cleaning.
The chairman of the Assembly elections committee, which controlled the fate of campaign reform in the lower house, refused to
hold a public hearing, let alone a vote, on the issue. He blamed my
group for his inaction. He told The Capital Times that every time
he was getting around to it, “we’d have the Democracy Campaign
do something stupid—like writing letters to the editor,” that he insisted only stiffened the resolve of reform opponents. He told the
newspaper such actions were “extreme tactics.”15
A couple of years later, at the behest of their paymasters, Wisconsin
legislators started preempting or overturning local government decisions, preventing communities from setting their own minimum
wage, regulating smoking in taverns and eateries, confiscating illegal
video gambling machines in bars, blocking the construction of highvoltage electric power transmission lines and other utility-backed
energy projects, and establishing their own school calendars.16
By the decade’s end they were deregulating telecommunications,
and at the beginning of the new one they were exempting glorified
loan sharks—“payday lenders” in modern parlance—from a key part
of state consumer protection laws. In 2011 they busted unions and
cut public employee compensation17 while lavishing state largesse
on corporations.18 In 2012, they doubled down on corporate welfare,
serving up a smorgasbord of dozens of new business tax breaks and
subsidies worth hundreds of millions of dollars.19 They overrode local opposition to the resuscitation of iron ore mining in the Penokee
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Range in the state’s north woods and rewrote environmental protection laws to grease the skids for out-of-state mining interests to
get cracking on a massive new mine right at the headwaters of the
Bad River. It was hard not to notice that pro-mining interests made
nearly $16 million in campaign donations to the governor and legislators who pushed through the mining bill, while those opposed to
the project gave barely $25,000.20
Today’s lawmakers don’t need to gather ideas or take their cues from
their local constituents. As of 2013, fully a third of Wisconsin legislators were members of the American Legislative Exchange Council. ALEC is one part corporate-funded dating service and one part
special interest bill mill. ALEC’s matchmaking forges relationships
between corporate bigwigs and state lawmakers, and when the wining and dining is done the legislators are sent home with ready-tointroduce draft legislation. Records obtained about ALEC’s inner
workings show that it has pushed for a job description for legislators
as well as a signed loyalty pledge from member lawmakers promising
to put ALEC’s interests first.21
No keen powers of observation are required to see the parallels between the nineteenth century Gilded Age and the times we live in,
where a privileged few have once again been lifted above the pain
and suffering inflicted on the masses. Eerie similarities abound. Differences too, of course. We are not on the tail end of an Industrial
Revolution or re-experiencing post-Reconstruction upheaval. No,
we have economic convulsions of our very own as our post-Industrial world continues to morph.
How should our economy be described? Service? Digital? Post-Human? It suffices to say that economic dislocation, occupational insecurity and financial anxiety are hallmarks of our moment, just as
they were in the late 1800s. Likewise, instruments of social control
and political manipulation are being put to daily use by a privileged
few to establish and maintain ownership of our government and our
society, just as they were at the end of the nineteenth century. But
those instruments have mutated.
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At the dawn of our nation, slavery and disenfranchisement were the
control mechanisms. Only white male property owners had access
to the ballot and, consequently, any say over affairs of state. Decades-long—no, generations-long—struggles eventually put an end
to slavery and won voting rights for women, blacks and unpropertied men. But those who succumbed to the abolitionists and the suffragettes had no intention of surrendering control or relinquishing
power. They relied on discriminatory election rules and the like to
achieve their objective.
Then came the Equal Pay Act of 1963, the Civil Rights Act of 1964,
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the Equal Credit Opportunity Act
of 1968, and the enactment of Title IX in 1972. After painful and
drawn-out fights, the crude second-stage instruments of sociopolitical control were gradually swept away. But the ruling elite’s sense of
entitlement to political power and economic supremacy was never
extinguished.
As discussed, it is hardly coincidental that the great civil rights and
women’s rights breakthroughs of the 1960s and 1970s were followed in short order by the 1976 Supreme Court ruling establishing
that money is speech. As Roger D. Hodge wrote in an exceptionally
insightful essay in the October 2010 issue of Harper’s, campaign
contributions and other forms of political spending have assumed
the old exclusionary function. Only those who can afford to pay have
a voice. Only those with vast wealth are truly able to control their
political destiny.22
The massive transfer of America’s wealth to the richest 1% that began in earnest in the early 1980s and has continued unabated during
Republican and Democratic administrations alike is no coincidence
either. As Hodge rightly points out, it was the result of a long series
of policy decisions that were bought and paid for by the less than 1%
of Americans who annually pour hundreds of millions of dollars into
political campaigns.
In 2010 the Supreme Court radically expanded on Buckley and accelerated our plunge into the third-stage abyss with its ruling in
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the Citizens United case allowing corporations and other powerful
groups to spend unlimited sums on elections. Just as the Supreme
Court gamely defended and empowered the ruling elite during the
first stage of ownership by ruling that people could be property, the
highest court in the land is now serving third-stage masters by ruling that property can be a person.
On the surface and for the time being, the 1% appears to be riding high, economically and politically speaking. Riding roughshod
might be a more apt description. They have been positively cleaning
up in very recent times.
Closer inspection shows signs of desperation in high places, however. Say what you will about them, but the 1% can read the handwriting on the wall.
They can see the browning face of America and its implications for
political power.23 And they can see that this change will only accelerate in the foreseeable future, with the country’s white majority
becoming a minority by 2043 or thereabouts.24
They can see generational change coming, too. Many if not most
Americans seem disinclined to turn on them, but not so with the
so-called Millennials. The teens and twenty-somethings are downright disenchanted with corporate America. While older generations
remain largely sold on capitalism, Pew Research shows the Millennials are actually quite warm to socialism.25 Grim job prospects and
a downsized American Dream buried under a mountain of student
debt will do that.
Democracy, with its core emphasis on majority rule, is fundamentally numerical. With fast-changing demographics and generational
angst working against them, the 1% is confronted with a political
landscape where it will be increasingly difficult for them to numerically hold on to their privileged status as America’s ruling class.
Desperate times yield extreme measures. A future marked with
growing inability to win numerically explains why the 1% devotes
so much energy to rigging the political game procedurally and finanBLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES
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cially. America’s changing face and shifting political terrain explain
the recent surge in voter suppression efforts. And it goes a long way
toward explaining mass incarceration.26
That handwriting on the wall the 1% is reading explains why
we’re seeing the most brazen manipulation of political boundaries
through partisan gerrymandering in living memory. It explains why
the stilted ones needed an obliging Supreme Court to rule as it did
in the Citizens United case. And it explains why Citizens United is
not enough. They need the court to go even farther on their behalf.
In April 2014, the court obliged with its ruling in McCutcheon v. FEC
striking down the aggregate limit on campaign contributions to federal candidates and political committees.27 There’s good reason to
believe further accommodations will be made.
Emerging demographic and generational realities are creating
political conditions under which maintenance of the 1%’s iron grip
on power is incompatible with democracy. That’s why democracy is
under such vicious assault.
They are ruling on borrowed time.
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CHAPTER 6

AN AMERICAN
CONUNDRUM

A

t this moment, when it has dawned on many if not most Americans that we have a bought Congress and bought legislatures,
it’s worth reflecting on the fact that in the Federalist Papers, one
of the founding fathers (widely thought to be James Madison in
this instance), writing under the pseudonym “Publius,” said that
Congress “ought to be dependent on the People alone”1 and “not the
rich, more than the poor.”2
There can be no doubt anymore that Congress has competing—
and conflicting—dependencies that lead its members time and
time again to put the wishes of the rich ahead of the needs of
everyone else. That the same is true in our state legislatures also is
self-evident.
How very far we’ve strayed from the founders’ vision.
Both major parties have strayed. Both parties are failing America.
Each in its own way, but both are failing us nevertheless. Leaving
voters to do a dance at election time that might be called the hate
’em all lurch.
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Every election’s results seem to be over analyzed and misinterpreted
by the media pundits and the political class. Nearly every time we
hear talk of historic political realignment. One time we are told voters are shifting dramatically to the left (as in 2006 and 2008) and
another time we are told the electorate is on the move again, heading sharply to the right (as in 2010).
Voters were no more fond of Republicans in 2010 than they are
today or than they were last month or last year or four years ago.
And voters didn’t become dyed-in-the-wool Democrats in 2006 and
2008. The vast majority of voters hate both major parties with a
passion. Virtually all voters are holding their noses when they cast
a ballot and feel doomed to choose between the lesser of two evils.
The Onion got it right. “Millions of Americans courageously lined up
to vote yesterday despite the very real threat of electing the 112th
Congress.”3 Thank God for satire. The last safe harbor for truth.
The average voter understands that their elected representatives are
listening to and working for the lobbyists and their big campaign donors, not the general public. And that less than 1% of the population
paid for all the election advertising we all had to endure. And that
fraction of 1% will be amply rewarded by the politicians. The average
voter gets that, and is pissed about it.
Both parties are playing the money game, and both have been corrupted by that game. Both are dutifully servicing the lobbyists and
their donors. Neither is working for the general public. The average
voter gets that. It’s the single biggest reason why virtually all voters
hate both parties with a passion. It’s the single biggest reason why
most have to hold their noses while voting and choose between the
lesser of evils.
If the pundits are looking for fodder, there are serious questions
that need answering. Where is authentic political leadership going
to come from in our country? When and how is at least one of the
major parties going to reconnect in a meaningful and enduring way
with a disgusted and increasingly cynical citizenry? Is the public ca66
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pable of imagining civic innovation to create a residence for the politically homeless if there is no admission of infidelity forthcoming
from the Republicans or Democrats and no sincere attempt to patch
things up with estranged voters?
Here’s one more question in urgent need of an answer: How do we
get beyond partisan gridlock and political paralysis so the many
seemingly intractable problems plaguing our society can be tackled
and solved? There always have been divisions and competing factions in America, and there always will be. But the political process
used to serve the useful purpose of working out those differences
so we could be governed. Today it actually magnifies our differences
and aggravates the divisions.
Until we work our way through that conundrum it would be foolish
to expect the electorate to do anything but continue to lurch, changing colors like a chameleon from election to election.
Problem is, there’s a conundrum underneath that conundrum. We
have a two-party system. America does not have a parliamentary
democracy. We do not have coalition governments formed out of
competing factions. We do not have proportional representation
where those sitting in Congress or in our state legislatures are put
there by voters in proportion to their share of the vote.4 We do not
have choice voting where voters are able to rank all candidates in
order of preference.5 We have winner-take-all elections. And we have
a system that both favors and enforces the supremacy of two major
parties. That system is full of legal, procedural and practical barriers
to the organization and operation of a successful third party.
So here we are, stuck. Both parties are failing us. One party is seen as
standing for big government, the other for little or no government.
One is called conservative but is deeply dissatisfied with the status
quo and seems hell-bent on returning America to the nineteenth
century. The other is called liberal or progressive but in truth is the
nation’s true conservative party at the moment, dedicated merely
to preserving advances it made decades ago when it had the gall to
desire a New Deal or Great Society. In any case, today neither party
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is seen as truly working for the people. Both are seen as captive parties that owe allegiance to their big donors and ceaselessly cater to
those wealthy interests.
We have one party that is scary and another that is scared. The
choice for voters is an unpalatable one, when one’s ambitions are
both overly extreme and too backward for most people’s tastes, and
the other is paralyzed and afraid to lead. Just because voters do ultimately have to choose between the two doesn’t mean they hold either in high esteem or fail to see their faults. The truth is most people hate both parties, as evidenced by the fact discussed in chapter 3
that more Americans do not feel comfortable identifying with either
major party than at any time in the last three-quarters of a century.
The ranks of the politically homeless are growing and growing fast.
The political class, on the other hand, is full of people who believe
that perception is reality, and who are committed to spinning people
dizzy so their distorted perception becomes a disfigured reality that
favors the spinners and the benefactors on whose behalf they do
their voodoo.
One party says government is not the solution but the problem. By
word, it is against most everything government has done and proposes doing. By deed, it was responsible for the biggest expansion
of government in the last 50 years. That inconvenient truth is the
sprawling bureaucracy known as the Department of Homeland Security. DHS was created by the Homeland Security Act of 2002, which
was sponsored by one of the anti-government party’s top congressional leaders with co-sponsorship by well over 100 of that party’s
members before being overwhelmingly approved by both houses of
Congress and signed into law by the anti-government party’s president. A mere decade after its establishment, DHS ranks as the third
largest cabinet-level federal agency.
This vast expansion of government power manifests itself in countless ways, from pat downs and full-torso scans to body cavity searches and phone wiretaps. It is the police state on steroids, courtesy of
America’s anti-government party.
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Perception is not reality. Reality is reality. Unless we’re too disoriented to see it.
The other party’s devotees fancy themselves as working class heroes. But what Wisconsin Democrats did when major benefactors of
theirs—the public employee unions—were under siege is not what
they did when the housing bubble burst and foreclosures exploded
and large numbers of people were losing their homes. What they did
for public sector unions is not what they did for working class people
caught in a financial vise when banks and Wall Street investment
firms started behaving more like casinos and brought the economy
to its knees. No walkouts. No mass demonstrations. No banksters
sent to jail.
Democrats largely looked the other way at credit default swaps and
collateralized debt obligations and hedge funds and derivatives and
subprime mortgages and other such snake oil. Might that have had
something to do with the fact that you see Goldman Sachs second
and JP Morgan Chase sixth and Citigroup seventh on the list of biggest donors to the 2008 campaign of the party’s national standard
bearer?6
When public sector unions yelled jump, Democrats asked how high.
In Wisconsin, Democratic senators fled the state and holed up
across the border in Illinois for weeks to deny Republicans the needed quorum to hold votes on their union busting plan targeting most
public employee bargaining units. But when hundreds of thousands
of Americans without strong union representation were losing their
private-sector jobs to outsourcing and offshoring, Democrats organized no meaningful opposition. They didn’t flee the House and
Senate chambers to deny Republicans a quorum and throw up an
obstacle to congressional approval of “free trade” hoaxes like NAFTA
and CAFTA. Hell, they helped pass those job-killing schemes.
If you listen carefully you hear a few platitudes and a little bellyaching from Democrats when Republicans double down on policies that
haven’t helped the economy but have hurt the poor and middle class
for over 30 years and pass a new batch of tax cuts for the rich or a
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new round of deregulation allowing the air to be more easily polluted or the water more easily poisoned. But you don’t see 100,000
people circling the Capitol. You don’t see every parliamentary trick
in the book being employed to throw a monkey wrench in the works.
Perception is not reality. Reality is reality. And most Americans are
not too disoriented to see it. They can read the handwriting on the
wall. What the writing says frustrates people to no end. Adding to
the frustration is the seeming lack of alternatives to the rock and
hard place the two major parties represent today.
Voting for a third-party or independent candidate may feel good, but
as a practical matter it only can produce one of two results, neither
of them good. Either it is a wasted vote or a spoiler vote. Four times
Ralph Nader ran for president, twice as the Green Party’s nominee
and twice as an independent. Three times his candidacy’s impact
was inconsequential as he failed to win even 1% of the vote. But in
2000, Nader drew nearly 3 million votes or close to 3% of the total.
Once a respected public interest lawyer and consumer rights hero,
Nader became reviled by many on the left, blamed for siphoning precious votes away from Al Gore and putting George W. Bush in the
White House.
Shortly before Nader made his quests, there were the 1992 and
1996 presidential campaigns of Texas oilman Ross Perot. Perot had
a lot more money than Nader and used it to air lengthy infomercials
and travel the country campaigning as an independent alternative
to the major party nominees. He won more votes than Nader, too,
but still fell far short of winning the election. In 1992, he captured
nearly 19% of the popular vote and some of his Republican-leaning
supporters and GOP establishment figures like Vice President Dan
Quayle blamed him for siphoning votes away from President Bush
and putting Bill Clinton in the White House, although post-election
analyses showed he took votes away more or less equally from both
Clinton and Bush.7 Before the 1996 election, Perot formed the Reform Party of the United States and launched another third-party
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bid for the presidency. He only pulled about 8% of the vote on his
second try.
In Wisconsin, the colorful brother of popular four-term Governor
Tommy Thompson ran for the state’s highest office in 2002 as a Libertarian. Once so broke that he ate his dog’s biscuits, Ed Thompson
went on to become a successful restaurateur and an elected mayor
before launching his bid for governor. He made the strongest thirdparty showing Wisconsin had seen in nearly 60 years, garnering 10%
of the vote. The votes he won came at the expense of the incumbent
Republican governor, Scott McCallum. The candidate whose views
least mirrored Ed Thompson’s, Democrat Jim Doyle, won the office
with just 45% of the vote. While his brother Tommy parlayed his
long tenure as governor into a cabinet position in the Bush administration, Ed never advanced beyond being a small town mayor and
never really lived down his role in putting a Democrat in the governor’s office.8
The most successful third-party politician in recent memory has to
be Minnesota’s Jesse Ventura. The former professional wrestler—
who performed as “The Body”—shocked the state’s political establishment by winning the governorship in 1998 as the nominee of the
Reform Party. But he struggled to govern as legislators from the two
major parties obstructed him at every turn. He was gone after one
term without much to show for it.
Most voters in America know how The Body must have felt when he
left office. After all, so many among us cast ballots in election after
election without much to show for it.
Not too long ago I went with my family to a science fair on the University of Wisconsin campus. There was everything from a wayover-my-head display on stem cell research to a crash-dummy demonstration of how much force is behind those highlight-reel hits by
football players, which not coincidentally was next to a multimedia
presentation on concussion research. Among the highlights of the
fair was a Bill Nye the Science Guy type of show put on by Leba-
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nese-born chemistry professor Bassam Shakhashiri featuring lots of
explosions and other neat tricks.
At one point, Dr. Shakhashiri called attention to several long cylinders containing liquids of different colors. Before making them
erupt like volcanoes, he pointed to each one and asked the audience
what color the liquid was. For the first, quite a few shouted “blue.”
When he pointed to another, children and adults alike called out
“red.” He pointed to another containing what looked like water and
asked again for his audience to identify the color. I mouthed the
word “clear,” and probably a dozen others gave the same answer out
loud.
Professor Shakhashiri scolded us, noting that all of the liquids were
clear but this last one was also colorless and further admonished us
that clear and colorless are not the same thing. I learned that weekend what I should have already known, but for my own lackluster
effort that earned only a C in high school chemistry.
Just as there is a difference between clear and colorless, there is a
difference between freedom and democracy. We live in what unquestionably qualifies as a free and open society. There are undeniably
some troubling assaults on essential liberties that must be beaten
back, but overall we enjoy a great deal of social and economic freedom, especially when compared to most of the rest of the world.
At the same time, our democracy is quite ill. In a healthy democracy,
political power is widely shared. Today in America, real power is concentrated in the hands of a very few. Most people believe their voices
aren’t being heard and a great many are convinced their votes don’t
count for much.
This is the American paradox. We are both free and increasingly undemocratic. We can more or less do as we please, but we have little
or no say over anything important.
This is the genius of America’s ruling class. They avoid the pitfalls
that regularly ensnare two-bit dictators and authoritarian regimes
by allowing us substantial freedom while still exercising near-full
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control over the direction of public debate and public policy. They
do it by owning the information and systematically propagandizing
the population. And they do it by working us and entertaining us to
death, keeping us free but perpetually distracted while they go about
accomplishing their aims. Those aims cost us a great deal, but we
either don’t notice or don’t care because we freely occupy ourselves
with an anesthetic combination of work-a-day responsibilities and
trivial pursuits.
An open society is precious. Freedom is worth paying a steep price
to have. But so is democracy. Trouble is, many if not most among
us aren’t worrying too much about democracy’s sickly condition because we don’t distinguish between the freedom we have and the
healthy democracy we don’t.
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CHAPTER 7

THINKING
VERTICALLY

T

here comes a time when politics stops making sense.

For my entire life and for generations before that, we’ve had two primary political factions in our country—Republicans and Democrats.
And we’ve made sense of political debates and elections and acts
of governing by thinking about where all the participants and their
ideas fit on an ideological spectrum that runs horizontally from
right to left. Then we label them in a shorthand—liberal, conservative, moderate—for easy reference.
Trouble is, the old labels don’t seem to fit like they used to. Record
numbers of citizens no longer are willing to call themselves either
Democrats or Republicans. Maybe it’s just that average folks have
had their hopes, dreams, worries and fears ignored by the political
class for so long that they’ve grown hostile toward both sides. Something tells me there’s more to it than that, though.
The conventional political shorthand is becoming illegible, and the
horizontal ideological spectrum on which that shorthand is based is
becoming increasingly irrelevant because it no longer is especially
helpful in making sense out of modern political realities.
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Whether we realize it or not, the political spectrum has been turned
on its head. It is vertical, not horizontal. The definitive question in
today’s politics is not whether you are standing with those on the
left, right or middle; it is whether you are with those on the top or
bottom or somewhere in between.
To vividly illustrate how outdated the old horizontal spectrum has
become, try placing the two major political parties on a vertical
spectrum. Who are the Democrats and Republicans standing with?
Who are they working for? Those on top or those on the bottom?
Both parties belong at or near the top because both are catering to
wealthy special interests and neither major party is listening to ordinary people or reliably acting on their behalf. The masses know who
owns the politicians and our government, and it’s not us. It’s the big
campaign donors and the lobbyists and the wealthy elites those lobbyists represent.
Every time the salt-of-the-earth Texas populist Jim Hightower is
asked if it’s time for a third party, he quips that he’d gladly settle for
two. The old horizontal spectrum continues to foster the illusion of
two parties with separate and distinct masters, while a vertical spectrum does a much better job of depicting how the two have really
morphed into one in many ways.
Now think of where you and some of your family, friends and neighbors fit on the conventional left-to-right political spectrum. On the
old horizontal spectrum, if you are like many if not most Americans,
chances are you share common ground with some and have very little in common with many others, leaving you to think twice about
sharing political views at social gatherings. But if you think vertically, it’s a pretty sure bet that you and your acquaintances are at or
near the same spot. We are boxed in by the horizontal rule. It not
only creates illusions about the political establishment, it needlessly
divides the rest of us by magnifying our differences and glossing
over our commonalities.
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Take two men, one poor and black, the other poor and white. The
poor black lives in inner-city Milwaukee, the poor white in rural
Clark County. Put them on the horizontal political spectrum. The
poor black almost certainly is on the left. The poor white is more
than likely somewhere right of center. The two are divided and politically conquered. Now flip the spectrum on its end, with those on
stilts on the top and those in boots—you know, the kind with straps
for pulling yourself up—on the bottom. Those two men suddenly
are in the same spot.
Take two women, one a young schoolteacher, the other a clerical
worker in her late 40s. The beginning teacher is making high 20s or
low 30s. The middle-age office assistant is making roughly the same.
The younger woman is a lapsed Catholic, the older one a churchgoing born again Christian. Try putting them on the horizontal spectrum. Chances are the teacher falls left of center and the clerk is on
the right. Think vertically and the two fall in about the same place.
You get the picture. Thinking vertically not only has the potential to
unite those who are currently divided, but also empower those who
are presently conquered.
If we modernize the ideological spectrum and stop thinking right
and left and start thinking up and down to make better sense of
politics, we’ll also be forced to update our political vocabulary. We’ll
no longer talk about liberals and conservatives and left wings and
right wings. We’ll need new shorthand, new labels. Then and only
then will our speech again have a ring of truth when we tell each
other who’s on our side and who’s not.
Such recalibration of political language will not come from the political class. That crowd is obsessed with who’s right and who’s left.
Which is why they are so hopelessly out of touch with average citizens. As noted in chapter 3, if they’d spend half as much time thinking about what’s right and wrong, we wouldn’t be in the mess we’re
in. Maybe the public’s regard for politicians wouldn’t be somewhere
between that of used car salesmen and child molesters.
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Today’s political labels have outlived their usefulness. Tags like “liberal” and “conservative” or “left” and “right” are supposed to help us
make sense of the political world. The code is all garbled.
The word liberal comes from the Latin liber, which means “free.” One
dictionary defines liberal as “generous” and “tolerant; broad-minded” and “one who favors reform or progress.”
President John F. Kennedy wrote in his book Profiles in Courage: “If
by a ‘Liberal’ they mean someone who looks ahead and not behind,
someone who welcomes new ideas without rigid reactions, someone who cares about the welfare of the people—their health, their
housing, their schools, their jobs, their civil rights and their civil liberties—someone who believes we can break through the stalemate
and suspicions that grip us in our policies abroad, if that is what
they mean by a ‘Liberal,’ then I’m proud to say I’m a ‘Liberal.’ ”1
Today most people who would fit these definitions fear the L word.
It has become a loaded term. It has taken on new meanings, ones
that make liberal people squirm. They now prefer to call themselves
progressives. That too is a loaded term. It no longer means what it
once did. The original Progressives were Republicans. And eventually there were Progressive Democrats as well as Progressive Republicans. Today, the word is understood by most to mean leftist and by
quite a few as another word for Democrat.
If the dictionary is to be believed, liberals play offense and conservatives presumably then play defense. Indeed, among the dictionary
definitions of conservative is “tending to preserve established institutions; opposed to change” and “moderate; cautious.” Yet in modern politics, it’s the self-described “conservatives” who are on the
attack, seeking to dismantle New Deal and Great Society programs
and do away with the social safety net, which they describe as more
of a “hammock.”2 It’s the “liberals” who always seem to be on their
heels, seemingly incapable of an original thought, gamely defending
decades-old programs.
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George Will used to be fond of saying that conservatives are happy
because the world is just as it should be. Indeed, if you look at Webster’s definition of conservative, it speaks to the impulse to keep
things the way they are.3
What neither Will nor Webster acknowledges is why true conservatives are so fond of the status quo, but it’s obvious enough. The
privileged like continuity. When social, political and economic conditions favor you, why change things?
Now consider Glenn Grothman, a West Bend, Wisconsin Republican
who defeated the Senate Republican leader in a primary and went on
to become assistant GOP leader in the upper house himself. Grothman calls himself a conservative. Most all political observers regard
him as one. But he clearly doesn’t fit the dictionary’s definition, or
Will’s. He is most certainly not happy with the world just as it is. He
favors a world that no longer exists.
Nicknamed “Spooky” by some of his own colleagues,4 Grothman
fears for the future of Christmas, and has waged an ongoing battle against holiday alternatives like Kwanzaa.5 Today’s social order
clearly has him spooked. Men are no longer the sole breadwinners
for families, and they no longer are the heads of households, a reality Grothman regularly rails against and tries his level best to legislate away. Women no longer are expected to be submissive to their
husbands, barefoot and pregnant, tending hearth and home. Gays
and lesbians don’t have to stay in the closet. Blacks aren’t required
to sit on the back of the bus anymore.
Many in and around the Capitol dismiss Glenn Grothman as a kook.
But what they fail to realize or at least acknowledge is that Grothman is now mainstream within today’s Republican Party. He holds a
key leadership position within his party in my state. There are hundreds if not thousands of Glenn Grothmans serving in public offices
across America.
They carry the conservative label, but they are not conservatives.
They are not happy because the world is just as it should be. They
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do not wish to keep things exactly as they are. They want less religious diversity; they want Christmas and only Christmas. They want
“traditional” marriage and “traditional” families, with one man and
one submissive woman. They want white people to hold most of the
political power and most of the nation’s wealth.
They realize the world is less and less what they long for it to be.
They want to turn back the clock. Doing so is not a conservative act.
It is retrogressive.
Glenn Grothman’s party has a growing problem. More and more every day, our country is becoming less white, less male-dominated,
less Christian, less “traditional.” More and more every day, the reach
of the GOP’s appeal is thus narrowed. Today it is the party of angry white men. Spooked, middle-age or older, white men. Men like
Glenn Grothman. It has lost the support of most women. It also
doesn’t have the support of most nonwhite people. It’s having a hard
time with our nation’s youth.
That’s why Republicans are continually expanding their war on voting and seeking new ways to effectively rig elections in their favor.
Their political fortunes—and their hopes for social retrogression—
rest on making it harder for certain “untraditional” classes of voters
to have a say in the future.
Over the long haul, it is a losing battle. If Glenn Grothman truly
represents West Bend, the city might want to consider changing its
name to Last Gasp.
Even Grothman’s base has its doubts. A local Rotary Club not far
from the senator’s home invited me to speak at an autumn lunch
meeting. With an election right around the corner I engaged the
audience—which was all-white, virtually all-male and all devoted
to private enterprise—on the subject of election spending in general and all the repugnant campaign advertising in particular. I told
them I could think of no other industry that would risk advertising
this way. Can you imagine airlines advertising the way politicians
do? No one in America would fly.
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As I stood at the podium, over my left shoulder was a banner bearing Rotary’s “Four-Way Test.” Is it the TRUTH? Is it FAIR to all concerned? Will it build GOODWILL and BETTER FRIENDSHIPS? Will
it be BENEFICIAL to all concerned? The club president was struck by
how miserably campaign ads fail the test all four ways, and said so.
Judging from the audience’s reaction, he was speaking for the group,
to be sure. I told them today’s politicians don’t fare any better on the
test after they are elected and turn to governing.
That day I also shared with these merchants and brokers and
entrepreneurs a five-way test of my own and applied it to today’s
major parties.
Are the parties of, by and for COMMON FOLKS? Not hardly.
A royalty has taken over American politics and lords over both
parties. Commoners are politically homeless.
Do they demonstrate COMMON DECENCY? Not by a long shot.
Both sides seek power through campaign advertising that almost always is misleading and deceptive and often is downright untruthful.
It is fantasy to believe power sought dishonestly will lead to decency
in governing.
Do they use COMMON SENSE? Rarely if ever. One prime example
is the national debt, where one party says cut social programs but
increase spending on defense and keep cutting taxes for the wealthy,
while the other puts social programs off limits, won’t cut defense
much but is willing to increase what the super-wealthy pay in taxes.
Neither’s math adds up to anything close to a balanced budget.
Do they find COMMON GROUND? Um, no. They are polarized to
the point of dysfunction. The extremists among them regard compromise as a profanity. Moderates are on the verge of extinction.
Statesmanship has become an alien concept. The use of wedge issues
to divide us has been raised to an art form.
Are they working for the COMMON GOOD? Another failing grade.
Time and again government policies are skewed to benefit the few
at the expense of the many. The gap between the rich and the rest
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keeps growing. Economic inequality in America is reaching historic
proportions.
Despite today’s intensified inequities, the people of Wisconsin and
America are not as hopelessly divided as the political pundits like to
claim. A great many of us have a great deal in common. But the party bosses thrive on playing up what distinguishes them from their
political enemies, and this leads them to ceaselessly drive wedges
between groups of citizens.
There’s much that needs doing if we are to restore some common
sense and common decency to politics. Our endeavors need to start
with the basics. We need new ways to talk about politics. We are
sorely in need of some new labels. The old code fails us. Under a new
lexicon, we could stop thinking from left to right and start thinking
up and down. If the defining standard became whether you are for
those on top or for those on the bottom, many “liberals” and “conservatives” fall in the same category as they slavishly service their
wealthy campaign donors. The bankruptcy and obsolescence of the
old labels become apparent.
There’s significance in the increasing uselessness of our old political vocabulary. It means the ground has moved beneath us, but our
language has not yet caught up to this shift in the tectonic plates
of our democracy. Something historic is happening, but we haven’t
figured out how to talk about it yet. Once we do, politics will begin
to make more sense to more people again. That can only result in
something good.
Maybe instead of continuing to apply labels like “liberal” and “conservative” that are increasingly meaningless, we will begin talking about royals and commoners. Or stilts and boots. Possibilities
abound. When we do, we will be accused of engaging in class warfare.
And the accusations will come from the field generals in America’s
class wars, the very souls who have done the most to create historic
disparities in income and wealth in our country. Just as the crookedest politicians go to the greatest lengths to manufacture suspicion
about the ethical conduct of their opponents.
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Once a political vocabulary suited to our times emerges, attention
needs to turn to creating a political home for common folks. We
need a common party. One where talk of the common good is not
so uncommon.
For the record, I am not talking about creating a third party. I am
talking about having at least one that truly owes its allegiance to the
people.
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CHAPTER 8

FROM THIRD
TO FIRST

C

learly the current political landscape is stomach turning for
most if not nearly all citizens. As previously noted, the number
of Americans who can’t bring themselves to embrace either major
party is at its highest level in three-quarters of a century. Not much
more needs to be said about the disillusionment so many feel about
politics and those in power.
The question is what to do about it. Neither major party is seen as
working for the common good or doing what’s best for America.
They are seen as working for the narrow, wealthy interests that fund
them. This leads more than a few to pine for a third way.
But as was also earlier discussed, third parties in this country are
destined to fail. Third parties fail because, well, their aim is to make
it so we have three parties. For better or worse, ours is a two-party
system. It is not a parliamentary democracy.
Third-party movements also routinely fail because they organize to
the left of the Democrats or to the right of the Republicans (there’s
that horizontal thinking again!). Thus they largely operate on the
political fringes, and only meaningfully compete for the votes of a
small part of the electorate.
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Third-party aficionados rightly lament that their fate is sealed by
the fact that we have winner-take-all elections. They have a point
when they say that if we had proportional representation or rankorder voting or one of its variants, things would be different.
Such reforms would improve our democracy and greatly benefit society. My group, the Wisconsin Democracy Campaign, and many others have advocated this kind of reform for years. But how do you get
from point A to point B? How do you get a legislature controlled by
the major parties to pass such reforms and then an executive from
one of the major parties to sign them into law? The major parties
would have to agree to weaken themselves and threaten their grip
on power. Not bloody likely.
So the rules are rigged against third parties and changing the rules
won’t happen without the consent of the two major parties. How
then do you loosen their stranglehold?
An answer can be found in the history books. Attempts to create
alternatives that can shake the major parties to their foundations
have succeeded at least twice—and both times they started in Wisconsin. In each case they were what I would call first-party movements, not third-party movements.
First-party movements do not aim to give us three parties. They
force one of the two existing major parties to either adapt or
perish. One time a major party got replaced. The other time both
major parties were reformed.
In the time of slavery, the Whig Party was one of the two major
parties in America. The Republican Party was born in 1854 in a oneroom schoolhouse in Ripon, Wisconsin out of frustration over the
lack of a true anti-slavery party and eventually drove the Whigs to
extinction.1 America’s system returned the political arrangement to
two major parties, with the upstart Republican Party replacing the
too-stubborn-to-evolve Whigs. What happened those many years
ago continues to echo today. The man who represented Ripon in
Congress for 35 years, Republican Tom Petri, reminded delegates to
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his party’s 2014 state convention of this history. Emphasizing what
he called the Whig Party’s “dysfunction” and the abundance of other
fringe parties at the time, Petri said: “Ultimately, members of the
dying political parties realized they could not succeed independently. They needed a coalition and a reinvention.”
In reporting Petri’s remarks, the Wisconsin State Journal underscored his characterization of events: “That’s what happened in Ripon in 1854: The party’s founders entered a little white schoolhouse
as Whigs, Free Soilers, Abolitionists and Democrats, but came out
as Republicans.”2
The newspaper acknowledged the modern-day irony, noting that
“Petri was a stark reminder of the struggle for the GOP’s soul.” The
congressman’s convention speech was a farewell address. Weeks
earlier, he had announced he was leaving Congress rather than
face a primary challenge from state Senator Glenn Grothman—
remember “Spooky”?—who thinks Petri unacceptably centrist.
Whether the GOP’s future belongs to the likes of Glenn Grothman
or Tom Petri remains to be seen. History establishes that the 1850s
political reinvention of which Petri spoke endured for decades,
helping to guide the nation through the Civil War and subsequent
Reconstruction. Then out of the cauldron of bank failures and economic depression in the 1890s, the Progressive movement rose to
challenge the Republicans and Democrats. Its genesis also traces to
Wisconsin. In fact, it can be traced to a particular encounter that
occurred on September 17, 1891, when Republican leader Philetus
Sawyer offered a 35-year-old attorney named Robert M. La Follette
a bribe to fix a court case. Furious, La Follette refused Sawyer’s overture, later saying: “Nothing else ever came into my life that exerted
such a powerful influence upon me.” He proceeded to barnstorm the
state speaking out against crooked politicians and corrupt timber
and railroad barons. Those who followed La Follette called themselves “Progressive” Republicans. They believed that “the business of
government was not business, but service to the common people.”3
That first-party movement didn’t end up replacing either major
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party, but reformed both. Both parties developed predominant Progressive wings. Teddy Roosevelt was elected president as a Progressive Republican. Soon after, Woodrow Wilson won the presidency as
a Progressive Democrat. The nation’s character, and Wisconsin’s in
particular, were fundamentally reshaped.
The lesson from the history books is to stop hoping for three parties
and start focusing on creating one that is worth a damn. You do that
by creating some competition in the form of a new political brand
and then go to battle in major party primaries to win voters over to
that new brand.
To be both constructive and successful, the brand can’t be an appeal
to the fringes. It has to be a threat to the major parties by strongly
appealing to the heart of the electorate. Put another way, it can’t
seek to clip a party’s wing, it has to cut out its heart. It also can’t be
a resurrection of an old political brand. The Progressive label, for
example, doesn’t mean what it once did; the term is now loaded with
modern connotations. If there’s a new political brand to be created,
it needs a new name.
Rather than trying to run candidates on a separate party line on
the ballot, leaving them vulnerable to the spoiler and wasted-vote
phenomena, a first-party challenge aims to compete directly with
the major parties in their own primary elections. Most people who
end up voting for Republicans or Democrats are actually politically
homeless. Most hate both parties. Create some competition within
each party. Give people an appealing new option within each party.
In private industry, if a product is out there and no longer seems to
meet the needs of consumers, some competitor jumps into the market with a new and improved product. The same principle needs to
be applied to politics, in a realistic way that takes into account the
way the American system is structured.
Third-party organizing has been tried many times, and many times
it has failed. First-party organizing twice sprung up in Wisconsin
out of frustration with the political establishment—when enough
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people were feeling alienated and politically homeless—and two
times it succeeded in producing major political realignment and reform nationally. It is not hard to imagine that we are approaching
another such moment when the established political arrangement
can be subverted from within.
It certainly was not difficult for the billionaire brothers Charles and
David Koch to see a time ripe for political subversion approaching.
They planned the Tea Party movement for a decade before it burst
on the American political scene.4 What is perhaps most striking
about the Tea Party is its grassroots appearances when it is made
strictly of AstroTurf.5 That it was designed to advance the interests
of the Koch brothers is well established. Less noticeable than the
Tea Party’s inauthenticity but maybe even more significant is that,
its name notwithstanding, the Kochs did not create a third party.
They established a new political brand, and then used that invention
to take over the Republican Party and turn it into an even more loyal
servant and even more enthusiastic promoter of Koch Industries’
agenda. They have to be pleased with the results of their efforts. Citizens need to understand what these two corporate tycoons clearly
understand. If first-party organizing can be done to serve the narrow purposes of the Kochs to divide and conquer the rest of us for
their own further enrichment, it can be done by regular citizens to
make government a more faithful instrument of the people. The tactic works. It worked in the 1850s and again in the 1890s, when it
was used to unite a divided nation and revitalize our republic. It is
working now for the Koch brothers, but to a divisive and selfish end.
Can we not imagine a more constructive and public-spirited purpose
for this time-tested strategy?
Once the light bulb goes on for enough of us as it has for the Kochs,
our success in harnessing the power of first-party thinking will
hinge on our ability to get over a couple of humps. The first is the
natural tendency to conclude that citizens cannot do what the Kochs
have done because we lack their immense wealth. Remember, the
first-party strategy was successfully employed by common folks in
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the nineteenth century, enabling them to break the stranglehold of
their era’s equivalents of the Koch brothers. And remember also that
the Kochs understood that their money would be wasted on an attempt to establish a third party. They wisely focused on commandeering one of the existing parties.
The second hump we have to get over is the mindset of being divided.
I repeat: The people of Wisconsin and America are not as hopelessly
divided as the political pundits like to claim. A great many of us have
a great deal in common. Many if not most in our society want a limited government. Limited not only in how much it takes from our
pocketbooks, but also limited in other respects. Government has no
place in the bedroom and its role should be limited to nonexistent in
the doctor’s office or at the death bed. Common threads abound that
today’s polarized politicians cannot see. Today both major parties
are tools of the powerful and privileged. Neither is seen as working
for the benefit of our whole country, and that perception in squarely
rooted in the reality that neither party is working in such a fashion.
Many if not most in our society clearly don’t want government to do
too much. But whatever the government does needs to be done for
the benefit of all, not just an elevated few. There’s another common
thread right there.
Which party will see the common threads and begin using them to
knit us back together is an open question. An even bigger question
is what transformational force will compel them to open their eyes.
The genius of those who gathered in the little white schoolhouse in
1854 was their understanding of the power found in calling themselves something other than a Democrat or a Whig and uniting
around a common creed. The better part of 40 years later, when that
new creation had become encrusted with corruption, a young lawyer
again brought about renewal by renouncing his party’s brand and
inventing a new political identity.
History has a way of repeating itself. Conditions have again grown
ripe. Despite the political establishment’s best efforts to convince us
how divided we are, it is possible to imagine a shared creed. Today’s
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commoners share an understanding that the biggest problem facing
America in our time is a political system that caters to a few at the
expense of the many. At the root of this problem is political corruption—a pervasive, systemic corruption that plagues us with “leaders” who are not free to lead and leaves our country paralyzed when
it comes to dealing with the most challenging issues of our time.
Most Americans can see that both major political parties are failing
America. Most understand the way politicians seek public office in
this day and age—with advertising that is routinely misleading and
often downright untruthful—is immoral and destructive to civic
life. Power sought through dishonest means cannot possibly lead to
just and honest policymaking or clean and open government.
Americans believe in hard work and self sufficiency. We also believe
in looking out for the welfare of others. We believe in a free market, not a market manipulated to favor the most politically privileged participants in our economy. The vast majority of us would
like to see one-for-all economics—policies ensuring that the fruits
of a vibrant economy benefit the whole of society. We see the need
for both rural revitalization and urban renewal. Instead of subsidizing global conglomerates, efforts to stimulate the economy should
emphasize community-based small enterprise development, empower local entrepreneurs and cooperatives, and enable us to once
again grow together rather than grow apart. We believe supply-side
economic theory has it wrong. Demand, not supply, is the primary
driver of economic growth. Trickle-down policies have been a miserable failure, never producing more than a trickle for the masses and
producing grotesque economic inequality and the slow but steady
extermination of the middle class.
Most Americans understand that government is necessary to a civil
and just society and prosperous economy, but insist on a limited
government—one that is as small as possible and only as big as required to do what society needs done collectively. Government programs that work should be supported and ones that do not should
be reformed or ended. Most importantly, what government does
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must serve the broad public interest and promote the common good,
not just benefit those who lavishly fund election campaigns or have
high-priced lobbyists advocating on their behalf.
We don’t act like it, but most Americans can agree that it is wise
to live within our means and pay for what we get today instead of
mortgaging the future and saddling generations to come with our
debts. We agree on the need for one-for-all taxation. We see no need
for new taxes, but are in agreement that everyone should pay the
ones we already have. There should be one tax system that applies
equally and fairly to all, not two as is effectively the case today—one
for the wealthy and well-connected, enabling them to avoid paying
their fair share, and another for the rest of us without the tax shelters and escape hatches.
Most Americans can appreciate that we are all in the same boat and
will sink or sail together. Most can see the sense in waging war on
poverty rather than on poor people. We believe it is everyone’s right
to pursue material gain and accumulate wealth, but vigorously object to its use to buy government favors or special treatment.
Most Americans believe in aspiring to intelligence, not belittling it.
Most see that becoming well educated and learning to think critically should be valued and expected, not feared or obstructed. Education is our best hope for building a better and more prosperous
future, and our best weapon against economic and social decline.
For our nation’s youth to have a reasonable chance of experiencing
the American Dream in the twenty-first century, higher education
needs to be made as accessible and affordable in the future as primary and secondary education have been up to now.
Most Americans believe in science. And most understand we all have
a duty to respect nature and take care of the air, water and land.
Environmental protection is not the enemy of economic development. A healthy economy and healthy planet must go hand in hand.
We can increasingly see that there are actually three bottom lines in
business. A truly productive and successful company is one that is
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financially profitable, one whose workers and customers are treated
justly and well, and one that is a responsible steward of natural resources.
Most Americans believe in the free exercise of religion. In the interest of safeguarding this freedom, most can appreciate the importance of the separation of church and state, as state intrusion
into religious practice intolerably threatens the freedom to worship
while church influence over governing poses a grave and unacceptable danger to democracy.
Most Americans value the right of privacy and place trust in individuals to make their own life choices and in families to serve as the
moral backbone of our society. The limited government we insist on
should not only be restrained in matters of the economy, it should
be unintrusive with respect to our personal lives, morality and sexuality.
Most Americans believe in standing for and working to guarantee
and preserve the basic human rights of all people regardless of race,
gender, class, physical condition or sexual orientation.
Most Americans have all these things in common, and most also
share the feeling of being politically homeless. Most are ready for
a new brand of politics, just as the abolitionists who gathered in
Ripon in 1854 were ready and that young lawyer was ready in 1891.
It is time to imagine a new political identity.
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CHAPTER 9

BRANDS, BREEDS AND
SUBVERSIVE DEEDS

T

he biggest threat to the ruling class is a long memory. You
remember what was, you imagine what can be.

As spelled out on these pages, we have once again been visited by
conditions eerily reminiscent of those known by the young lawyer
who came to be known as “Fighting Bob.” We again encounter a
challenge like the one faced by the people who banded together in
the schoolhouse in Ripon. The actions taken then and the progress they produced are known to those familiar with these slices of
history. As was the case so long ago, the need for imagination that
yields political renewal is self-evident in our day.
But when you remember when and how the donkey became the
symbol of the Democrats and the elephant the emblem of the
Republicans, you realize that no one has dared to imagine for a very
long time when it comes to political brands.
The donkey’s association with the Democrats dates all the way
back to 1828. During Andrew Jackson’s presidential campaign his
opponents called him a jackass, which amused Jackson and inspired
him to use the image of the strong-willed animal on his campaign
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posters. Later, cartoonist Thomas Nast used the Democratic donkey
in newspaper cartoons and made the symbol famous.
Turns out Nast also had a hand in enshrining the Republican
elephant. In an 1874 cartoon, Nast drew a donkey clothed in lion’s
skin, scaring away all the animals at the zoo. One of those animals,
the elephant, was labeled “The Republican Vote.” That’s all it took
for the elephant to become the enduring symbol of the Republican
Party.1
So here we are well into the twenty-first century and the logos of the
two major political brands are nineteenth-century creations. What
exactly are their relevance in this day and age? Donkeys are known
to be stubborn, not especially bright, but possess great endurance.
Another name for donkey is ass, perhaps the only thing about the
animal that conjures up images of today’s Democrats. Elephants are
slow moving, powerful and are said to have long memories. They are
a staple spectacle in American zoos, but otherwise have no meaningful place in American life and do not do a thing for the average
American. Wait a minute, maybe the elephant still is an apt symbol
of the GOP.
We live in a moment where we have increasingly despised political
parties and, perhaps fittingly, those parties are represented by increasingly irrelevant and even comical symbols. We live in a moment
that cries out for political innovation. We need a new breed of politician, and even more than that we need a new political household
that offers living quarters to estranged citizens.
If a compelling case for a new political brand is building—and I
think it is, what with the swelling ranks of the politically homeless
and their utter dissatisfaction with both major parties—then what
should it be?
A good symbol needs to be familiar, instantly recognizable and
memorable. And, well, symbolic. It needs to be something that people from just about every walk of life and every part of America can
relate to and identify with.
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What if the politically homeless across the ideological spectrum
could start to see their common plight, namely that a privileged few
are indulging their wildest dreams at the many’s expense? What if
the disaffected took further notice that America doesn’t have a parliamentary system but rather one that assiduously reinforces a twoparty landscape? And what if that caused them to stop toying with
the idea of joining a third party that only stakes out territory to the
left of the Democrats or to the right of the Republicans? What if
they also got tired enough of holding their noses while voting and
choosing between the lesser of evils, tired enough to think seriously
about creating a first-party insurgency aimed at either transforming
or supplanting at least one of the major parties?
What twenty-first-century-appropriate symbol would be emblematic of American commoners and symbolize their shared political
aspirations?
Blue jeans.
Most everyone wears them. Men wear them. Women wear them.
Young and old alike wear them. Southerners wear them. So do
northerners. They are in fashion on both coasts, and are popular
in America’s heartland. People of every race, color and creed wear
them. Kids wear them to school. They are worn by construction
workers and on the assembly line and factory floors. We wear them
at home, and when we go shopping, and at church, and increasingly
at the office—and not just on casual Fridays anymore.
If there is one thing today that every average American has in common with any other, it is blue jeans. What could better symbolize
the political identity of the masses than blue jeans? What stands
in starker contrast with the stuffed shirts in the boardrooms, the K
Street lobbyists who do their bidding, and the suits on Capitol Hill
whose pockets are lined?
What if enough of those masses were to reject both the elephant
and the ass? What if they embraced a new brand, politically speaking? A symbol with the common touch and the fashion currency and
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comfort of blue jeans? Imagine this new brand catches on and then a
few among the masses start challenging Republicans and Democrats
alike in GOP and Democratic primary elections, running as Blue
Jean Democrats and Blue Jean Republicans. It is enough to evoke
memories of what happened in 1854 and again in 1891. And nothing is a greater threat to the ruling class than a long memory.
Any new brand will be aided by the damaged condition of the old
brands. The Republican brand of less government and lower taxes is
badly undercut by the reality discussed in chapter 6 that the party
recently presided over the biggest expansion of the federal government in the last half a century. The takeover of the party by extremists spawned by the faux-grassroots Tea Party movement further
harms the Republican brand. For their part, the Democrats’ brand
as the party of the less fortunate does not square with their uneven
treatment of working class constituencies and their allergy to the
issue of poverty. And the Democrats’ status as the party of government at a time when the public’s faith in government is nearly depleted leaves them with an especially damaged brand.
Symbolism matters. It serves as shorthand for volumes about values and vision. There has to be substance behind any new symbol.
It needs to represent something real and valuable, a common creed
and shared political platform like the ones people united around in
1854 and 1891, although a modern one like that described at the
end of chapter 8. New branding needs to be accompanied by new
thinking. Compelling alternatives to the policies of the old brands
must be advanced.
There is no better place to start than with the single biggest problem
that most politicians in both major parties are loathe to address,
namely the fact that America used to grow together and now is
growing apart, with obscene concentrations of income and wealth in
the hands of a very few. As previously discussed, Democrats across
the land have been unable to trademark an effective alternative to
Republican supply-side theory, better known as “trickle-down economics.” Instead they have indulged the impulse to duck and cover
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for fear of being called socialists. Leaders bearing any useful new
brand will have to stand their ground. That ground is solid. America—which has never been socialist—once had economic policies
under which the country grew together for the three decades after
World War II. Every income class got ahead. In the three decades
that followed, trickle-down became the economic law of the land
and America’s rich got vastly richer, the poor got poorer and more
numerous, the middle class shrunk, and our nation’s youth were
sentenced to debt.
Perhaps no better controlled experiment on the validity of trickledown theory can be found than the recent economic experience
of my home state of Wisconsin and neighboring Minnesota. In so
many ways, the two states are twins. Both share a common ethnic
ancestry and cultural heritage; both were settled by Germans and
other northern Europeans. Both have extreme climates, with brutal winters and summers where temperatures can reach triple digits. Minnesota calls itself the “Land of 10,000 Lakes.” Wisconsin
has considerably more than that, and Minnesota probably does too.
Farming is important economically to both states and fundamental
to the fabric of society in each place. Populist politics is part of that
fabric: Wisconsin birthed the Progressive movement and Minnesota
its own unique Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party.
In 2011 the twins started adorning themselves in very different
clothes, so to speak. Wisconsin doubled down on trickle-down while
Minnesota chose the opposite economic path. After Scott Walker’s
election as governor, he and his allies who gained control of the legislature mounted strident attacks on union organizing, engineered
some of the deepest cuts to education anywhere in the nation,2 and
ushered in tax reductions skewed in favor of the wealthy.3 Minnesota also had a new legislature and new governor in Mark Dayton,
and they raised taxes by more than $2 billion but made the top 1% of
earners pay nearly two-thirds of the new taxes. Most of the new revenue went to boost spending on K-12 and higher education as well
as start new programs providing all-day kindergarten and greater
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access to early childhood education, making Minnesota one of the
few states to raise education spending amidst the Great Recession.
Wisconsin refused to establish a state health insurance exchange or
expand Medicaid, even though the federal government offered to
cover all costs for three years and most costs after that. Minnesota
expanded Medicaid to cover an additional 35,000 people and accepted Washington’s offer to pick up the cost. Wisconsin’s constitution
bans gay marriage. Minnesota voted to embrace marriage equality.
Industrial titans insist Wisconsin’s policies make for a more favorable business climate, and supply-side theorists steadfastly predict
such policies will result in a more dynamic economy and produce
more jobs. It isn’t working out that way. With Walker at the helm,
Wisconsin lagged behind Minnesota in job creation and economic
growth. At a time when Minnesota had the fifth fastest growing state economy, Wisconsin ranked 34th for job growth. Forbes
ranked Minnesota the eighth best place for business, while Wisconsin continued to rank in the bottom half of states.4
Neither state’s economic policies qualify as socialism. But while
Wisconsin feeds the rich and tries to manufacture supply, Minnesota stokes demand by spreading the wealth. Wisconsin went with
tailored suits and Minnesota opted for blue jeans. Jeans made the
stronger fashion statement, economically speaking.
It remains to be seen how many will remember how these two twins
parted company after the Great Recession and where their paths led.
The work of persuading multitudes—started by Reagan and Bush,
extended by Clinton, intensified under the second Bush and sustained during the Obama years—that prosperity will trickle down
from the mountaintops to irrigate vast plains and sprawling valleys
depends on people forgetting. Remembering is subversive. There is
no greater threat to the ruling class than memory.
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CHAPTER 10

FINDING THE
MISSING R

I

nventing a new political identity and, more importantly, a new
political household for American commoners are necessary for renewal of our ailing democracy, but are not sufficient. These steps
must be followed by at least six others. The next six chapters are
devoted to describing them.
First things first. As a people, we need to come to terms with the
desecration of the First Amendment. This cherished possession of
all Americans is a mere 45 words long, but a lot is packed into those
45 words. The First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution guarantees
all of us five basic freedoms—the freedom of speech, freedom of
religion, freedom of the press, the right to peaceably assemble, and
the right to petition your government.
All five have endured beatings over the years. But it is the freedom
of speech whose condition is most critical. The declining health of
the right to speak has not come about overnight. For a great many
Americans, however, a light bulb went on in 2010 when the Supreme
Court dropped a bomb on the electoral landscape with its decision
in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission giving the nation’s
ultra-wealthy a virtual monopoly on political speech. That ruling
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has ignited something of a firestorm, with voters of every political
stripe united in overwhelming opposition and a growing movement
pushing nationwide for a constitutional amendment overturning
the decision.1 But the assault on the First Amendment did not start
with Citizens United. And it does not end there.
As discussed in chapters 4 and 5, the Supreme Court radically reinterpreted the meaning of those 45 words starting in 1976. The First
Amendment was already 185 years old when the nation’s highest
court, ruling in Buckley v. Valeo, equated money with speech. The
word “money” does not appear among the 45 words, but the court
effectively inserted it.
Money is many things, but it is not a synonym for speech. It is an
asset or property. It is a measure of the value of goods or services.
It is even a means of amplifying the volume of speech. But it is not
speech itself.
Beginning in 1976, the commercialization of speech commenced in
earnest and a central First Amendment right started to transform
into a commodity. It ceased to be a right and started becoming a
privilege that must be purchased at great expense.
In 2010 the court built on Buckley with its decision in Citizens United v. FEC, marrying two legal doctrines to draw the conclusion that
corporations, unions and other interest groups can spend as much
as they want to influence American elections. It is important to understand that the court did not rule there can be no limit on what
the people who run corporations, unions and advocacy organizations
spend to sway voters. The court decided the things themselves could
not be restricted.
The legal theories that were wedded in Citizens United included the
money-is-speech doctrine from Buckley and the idea that corporations are people, a proposition whose genesis can be traced back to
an 1886 case, Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad. That
case involved a dispute over taxation of railroad property. In deciding the dispute, the justices did not rule that corporations are perBLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES
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sons entitled to citizenship rights and equal protection under the
law guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment. That conclusion was
added by the court reporter, who wrote in a note attached to the
decision that the justices all shared that opinion. Once Santa Clara
was cited as precedent by future courts in subsequent cases, the legal doctrine of “corporate personhood” was established. The Bill of
Rights and the Fourteenth Amendment were turned on their heads.2
Four years after handing down its decision in Citizens United, the
court took another step toward dismantling legal protections against
government corruption by striking down a key federal limit on political donations made directly to candidates, PACs and party committees in McCutcheon v. FEC. The ruling gave barely 1,200 donors
nationally—0.000003% of the American population—vastly greater
ability to influence elections with their money.3
Santa Clara, Buckley, Citizens United and McCutcheon taken together
effectively remove the “r” from free speech. In the political arena,
speech is anything but free. It is ridiculously expensive, what with
the prohibitive price of TV air time and the other only-slightly-lesscostly means of political communication. Only a privileged few with
vast wealth are able to do much talking. If you are not a wealthy
political donor, you still have a constitutionally protected right to
speak. But you have little or no way to make your voice heard.
After the Citizens United ruling and a subsequent decision in a related case, SpeechNow.org v. Federal Election Commission, a new kind
of political action committee known as a Super PAC was created in
July 2010.4 Their impact on federal elections has been enormous,
not to mention grotesquely disfiguring to democracy. In the 2012
elections, 32 donors to Super PACs matched all of the money raised
from small donors by President Obama and his rival Mitt Romney
combined. Yep, you heard me right: the top 32 Super PAC donors—
giving nearly $10 million apiece—contributed a total of $313 million to finance election advertising by these special interest committees. Obama and Romney received $313 million from roughly 3.7
million Americans who gave less than $200 each.5
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If the Supreme Court’s logic is correct and money equals speech,
then each of the 32 Super PAC donors spoke with 115,000 times the
volume of each of the nearly 4 million people who gave much smaller
amounts to the candidates. And remember, the U.S. population at
the time was over 311 million. That means well over 300 million
people gave nothing at all. They did not speak. Not even at a whisper. The mute button was on for them.
The one-percenters have cynically but brilliantly appealed to core
American values to justify their redefinition of 45 of the most important words ever written and to effectively legalize political bribery again. Any attempt to limit the capacity of the rich and powerful
to buy politicians and own our government was savaged as an attack
on freedom and labeled “speech rationing.” Any attempt to blunt
the effects of big money’s influence by providing small-dollar public
financing to candidates was assailed as “welfare for politicians” and
“socialized campaigning.”
Clever. Orwellian as hell, but clever. You can have open, honest,
corruption-free government, or you can have free speech, but not
both. You can have unbought and un-bossed elected representatives, or you can keep the First Amendment.
These are false choices, and must be seen as such. We can have
freedom and democracy. They are not the same thing, but neither
are they mutually exclusive. We can guarantee all people the right to
speak freely without at the same time granting them a license to buy
off our elected representatives and corrupt our government.
Seeing through the false choices—and ultimately refusing to make
them—starts with an understanding that no constitutional right is
absolute or unconditional. Among other things, the First Amendment guarantees freedom of the press. But ask any of the countless
journalists who have been jailed or the judges who put them behind
bars if there are limits to that freedom.
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Or take the Second Amendment. “A well regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free state, the right of the people to keep
and bear arms, shall not be infringed.”
Put aside for a moment that some believe the “well regulated militia” clause means the Second Amendment bestows a collective right
to bear arms, not an individual right. Most people, and most courts,
believe it protects an individual’s right to possess weapons. But that
doesn’t mean that individuals have an unconditional right to keep
and bear any and all arms. For instance, no one in their right mind
would say the Second Amendment establishes an individual’s right
to possess nuclear arms.
Just as an individual’s possession of a weapon of mass destruction
would pose an intolerable threat to other community members’
rights to life, liberty and security, the First Amendment right of free
speech likewise can be exercised by a few in a way that does violence
to citizen rights and the common good.
We have reached that point in American politics.
Which is why it is time to start distinguishing between the exercise
of First Amendment rights and the abuse of those rights. And why
it is imperative that we restore the pre-1976 understanding of those
45 words and put the “r” back in free speech.
Lest we forget…
“I hope we shall… crush in its birth the aristocracy of our monied corporations which dare already to challenge our government to a trial of
strength and bid defiance to the laws of our country.”6
Ring a bell? Any idea who said it? It wasn’t Marx or Lenin. Not Mao
or Castro.
It was none other than the father of American republicanism,
Thomas Jefferson.
Jefferson, like his revolutionary brethren, was deeply wary of
corporate power. In order for the people to govern, he believed the
“aristocracy of monied corporations” needed to be kept on a short
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leash, in the form of revocable charters that limited corporations to
strictly commercial activities and required them to serve the public
interest.
Jefferson famously articulated the need for a wall of separation
between church and state. He less famously warned that if the
people were to remain sovereign for long, a wall of separation
between corporations and politics was essential.
That wall stood during the new nation’s first century. As discussed,
it came under assault in 1886, when a little-noticed note written by
a clerk was added to a Supreme Court ruling and became the law of
the land.
Americans typically are hard pressed to name more than a handful
of Supreme Court decisions. Most everyone’s heard of Roe v. Wade.
And Brown v. Board of Education. But chances are pretty good you
hadn’t come across Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad
Company before now. It’s certainly not taught in many high school
history classes.
Santa Clara’s accidental precedent dealt Jeffersonian democracy
a severe blow by granting corporations the same rights as people
under the Fourteenth Amendment. Said another way, the court rewrote the constitution. The court rewrote it some more in Buckley.
And a lot more in Citizens United.
But just as Citizens United was not the first or only act of judicial
tampering with the plain meaning of the First Amendment, it is not
solely responsible for the demolition of Jefferson’s wall of separation. Wisconsin’s Fighting Bob La Follette understood Jefferson’s
warning about a corporate aristocracy. In response to the political
corruption of his day and the massive power of the timber and railroad barons, La Follette and his allies outlawed corporate contributions to political campaigns and corporate election spending more
than a century ago.
La Follette’s ban on corporate electioneering in Wisconsin held
up for almost exactly 100 years. Then corporate interests began
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running so-called “issue ads.” These ads looked and sounded just like
campaign ads, but thanks to an obscure footnote in the 1976 ruling
in Buckley, the ads’ corporate sponsors were able to skirt campaign
finance disclosure laws.
No disclosure, no evidence of corporate contributions. La Follette’s
ban was rendered meaningless overnight. A flood of corporate money has poured into Wisconsin politics ever since. As the floodwaters
swamped Wisconsin, they washed over the rest of the country as
well.
Citizens United is better known, but the eventual impact of Santa
Clara probably qualifies it as the most profoundly anti-Jeffersonian
court decision of all time. If not Santa Clara, then surely Buckley. It
created a “magic words” test for campaign advertising that exempts
interest groups from disclosure requirements if they avoid using
words like “vote for,” “vote against,” “elect” or “defeat” in their ads.
Never mind that almost no candidate- or party-sponsored ads contain such words, just as no soft drink ads are so uncool as to say “buy
Pepsi” or “drink Coke.” Later this loophole was further cemented in
place by a 2007 ruling in Federal Election Commission v. Wisconsin
Right to Life.7 What Citizens United did three years later was to free
corporations from the need to perform this phony charade. They
now can spend unlimited sums to explicitly advocate the election or
defeat of candidates.
Our country first shamefully embraced, then struggled mightily
with, and ultimately exorcised a great anti-democratic demon—the
repugnant notion that people can be property. But we have blithely
accepted the similarly ridiculous supposition that property can be a
person, and allowed it to be joined in matrimony with the contention that money is synonymous with speech. Our inattention to the
gradual erosion of a core republican principle—that “we the people”
and only “we the people” are sovereign—must haunt Jefferson in
his grave. Far from crushing the aristocracy of monied corporations
in its birth, as Jefferson exhorted us to do, the Supreme Court has
been handing out crowns.
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Lest we forget…
“Unless the mass retains sufficient control over those entrusted with the
powers of their government, these will be perverted to their own oppression, and to the perpetuation of wealth and power in the individuals and
their families selected for the trust.” Jefferson again.8
We have some walls to rebuild.

BLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES

105

CHAPTER 11

SOME
HAND-HELD DEVICE

T

hat Bill Proxmire could get elected in Wisconsin for over 30
years while spending as little as $145 to make his case to the
voters was no accident. That Scott Walker had to spend more than
$36 million decades later to barely survive an attempt to recall him
from office in the same state also was no accident.
When Proxmire was running, newspapers were king in American
politics. Most people got most of their information about politics
and government and candidates and elections by reading the newspaper. Television was fast becoming a fixture in American life, but
it was still in its infancy as a force in politics. It was not yet the
primary means of political communication. Candidates did not pay
for TV ads. There were no party fronts or shadowy interest groups
airing thousands of 30-second doses of poison. Prox was a singularly
gifted politician who had a knack for getting his name in the paper.
He was a tireless face-to-face campaigner. His formula worked. He
never lost an election for a seat in the United States Senate.
Today, Proxmire-style campaigns aren’t possible, at least not at the
state or national level and increasingly not even at the local level. In
Wisconsin we’ve seen campaign spending in races for state assem106
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bly reach seven figures, state senate contests top eight figures, and
elections for statewide offices like governor approach nine figures.
What the hell happened in the span of little more than a single generation? TV happened.
It’s not that TV didn’t exist in the 1960s or 1970s. It obviously did.
But it wasn’t the primary way candidates for office reached potential
voters. It is now. TV is king of American politics. The madness that
is the modern campaign arms race in national and state elections
has two fundamental causes. One is the reinterpretation of the First
Amendment to equate money and speech, and the other is the high
cost of buying air time on television. TV advertising is the biggest
single expense in modern political campaigns, and that expense is
staggering. In the 2012 presidential election alone, more than $1
billion was spent on TV ads.1 On top of that, there were hundreds
of congressional elections and thousands of state and local contests
where hundreds of thousands of paid appeals aired on TV.
At the root of the problem is the fact that America is the world’s
only major democracy without some kind of system to supply free
television air time to candidates for office.2 Here, candidates have to
pay—and pay dearly—to communicate with voters. When Supreme
Court justices said money equals speech, they weren’t kidding.
Today, a candidate’s campaign is little more than a glorified
collection agency for the TV stations.
It won’t always be this way. A time will come when television is no
longer king of American politics, when TV is no longer the primary
way most people learn about politics and elections and candidates
for office. One day, some hand-held device that hasn’t even been
invented yet will be the primary means of political communication.
That day is a ways off. At my age, I am not even certain I will live to
see it. My son surely will.
When I say that, I am not denying the digital age is upon us. Nor am
I downplaying the importance and ubiquitous presence of the Internet in our lives. The Internet is a big deal, but it is just now beginning to scratch the surface of its potential as a political instrument.
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More and more campaign managers and political media buyers are
investing in online advertising, but the buys are miniscule compared
to the money still being poured into television. There is a reason for
that. Political professionals know that television is where their candidates need to be in order to reach the maximum number of voters.
The Internet will be king of American politics one day, but that day
is not here yet. Not even close. TV still reigns supreme.
When the day comes and the Internet assumes the throne,
campaigning for office could be revolutionized and democracy
transformed, if we still have a free and open Internet. That’s a big if.
As you read this, powerful forces in the telecommunications industry are working to refashion the rules governing our online experience and radically change the Internet as we know it today. There
is an obvious profit motive driving their actions. But there also are
political implications. If the third stage of ownership described in
chapter 5 is to have a future, America’s royals need to colonize the
Internet as they have television. For it to become the exclusionary
force in politics that they need it to become, Internet speech must
become as prohibitively expensive in the future as televised speech
is today.
We have become accustomed to a certain kind of experience when we
log onto the Internet. Most of us take that experience for granted.
Most of us are not as wary and vigilant as Free Press, the national
advocacy group that tirelessly stands guard to protect Internet freedom. Most of us take as a given that we can access any website we
want, whenever we want. We have a hard time imagining an Internet experience that does not permit users to do site searches, send
emails and instant messages, watch online videos and listen to podcasts—at any time. We expect to be able to attach game controllers,
wireless routers or other devices to enhance our online experience.
As the activists at Free Press keep trying to remind us, none of this
is a given. What makes all this possible is something called “Network
Neutrality,” the operating principle of a free and open Internet. Net
Neutrality means Internet service providers cannot discriminate
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between different kinds of Web content and applications. For example, when you use a search engine, you see a list of the sites that
are the closest match to your request—not just those that paid the
most to reach you. That is Net Neutrality at work.
Telecommunications giants want to get rid of Net Neutrality in the
worst way. They want to be able to charge extra for prompt access
to all websites, and for permission to plug in devices, and for the
capacity to run applications. They want to be able to charge website
operators, application providers and device manufacturers for the
right to use the network. Those who don’t pay the required premiums will find their sites won’t load as quickly, and their applications
and devices won’t work as well. Without Net Neutrality, a network
operator could slow down the website of a competitor so much that
it’s unusable, or block it altogether.
Network operators call their dream a “tiered” Internet. Today’s
Internet has been described as an information superhighway.
Tomorrow’s Internet could become a system of toll roads. Pay to get
in the top tier and your site and your service will run fast. Pay less
for a lower tier and you’re stuck in the slow lane.
As noted, there is a profit motive for what amounts to double
dipping. With the Internet we know now, network operators charge
consumers for Web access. In the future they want to charge you
initially for access to the network, and then charge you again and
again for the things you do while you are online. There also is a
profit motive for digital discrimination. The founding principle of
the Internet was that every website, every feature and every service
should be treated the same. Altering the anti-discrimination rules
of Net Neutrality—or doing away with them altogether—not only
would create an unrecognizable Internet experience, it also would
stifle economic and social innovation. The level playing field of
today’s Internet is what enables bloggers to compete with Rupert
Murdoch’s media empire for readers. It is what empowers up-andcoming musicians to build underground audiences long before their
songs crack the top 40. It is what spawns EBays and Amazons, and
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makes it possible for upstarts to compete with established retailers and big boxes for customers without facing insurmountable
hurdles. With a pay-per-view Internet, inventors and entrepreneurs
and their startups would be muscled out of the marketplace by big
corporations that pay for a top spot on the Web.3
It is easy enough to see how network operators could amass even
greater profits by dumping Net Neutrality, even as they unwisely but
perhaps inadvertently hinder the next generation of inventors and
innovators and thinkers and dreamers and anyone else who cannot
afford top-tier online access.
Not much imagination is required to see how a tiered Internet also
would shape our politics once television’s supremacy wanes and the
electoral impact of the digital age reaches full flower. The playing
field would decidedly tilt in favor of big-money interests as their
voices would enjoy a virtual online monopoly. Any citizen or any
group without the means to buy top-tier service would be frozen
out. Political innovation would be stifled.
All of which brings to mind the oft-told story of Benjamin Franklin being approached as he left the Constitutional Convention by
citizens asking what sort of government the delegates had created.
Franklin famously answered: “A republic, if you can keep it.”4
In a free, open, non-discriminatory Internet, we have at our disposal
a creation with inestimable potential to renew and reinvigorate that
republic—if we can keep it.
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CHAPTER 12

AND THAT’S
THE WAY IT IS

W

hether most Americans get most of their information about
politics from television, as is the case today, or the Internet,
as will be the case in the not-too-distant future, we need news. It is
the lifeblood of democracy.
It is well established that there is a massive and growing gulf between the rich and the rest of us. In 2012, the top 10% of earners
took half the income in our country and more than a fifth of U.S. income went to the top 1%—the highest share since the government
began collecting the data a century ago.1

But America’s information inequality is at least as pronounced as its
economic inequality. A Pew Research Center study shows a widening
gap between the information-rich and information-poor. America’s
dominant news source is television, and Pew sliced the TV news audience into thirds—heavy, medium and light viewers. Heavy viewers watch a little over two hours of TV news a day, medium viewers
barely watch a quarter of an hour and light viewers average only two
minutes a day. In other words, the top third of news consumers does
88% of the TV news viewing. The middle third accounts for 10%
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of news consumption, and the bottom third accounts for just 2%.
Online news consumption is no more democratic. More than a third
of Americans spend an average of only 90 seconds a day getting
news over the Internet.2
What this says is that America has an information underclass. And
two-thirds of the population belongs to that underclass. Given
what Pew is finding about the news consumption habits of young
adults—not only that they read, see and hear far less news than
their grandparents and parents, but also that they show no signs of
an increasing appetite for news as they age—the chances are great
that the information underclass will grow ever larger and become
permanent.3
It is always tempting for older generations to lament the perceived
irresponsibility of their kids, and what’s happening to news consumption will no doubt prompt more hand-wringing. Many will
heap blame on the younger generations for tuning out. Fewer will
seriously contemplate the uncomfortable fact that younger Americans have some perfectly good reasons for turning off the news.
Listen to John Mayer’s 2006 anthem of discontent with the nation’s
leaders and his generation’s powerlessness, “Waiting on the World
to Change,”4 and it’s hard to deny he had a point.
“When you trust your television, what you get is what you got; when they
own the information, oh, they can bend it all they want.”
Around the time Mayer wrote those lyrics, a top Fox News executive
was explaining why he fired two reporters and the general manager
of a Tampa, Florida Fox affiliate over their plans to air a story critical of chemical industry giant Monsanto, a major Fox advertiser.
“We paid $3 billion for these television stations. We’ll decide what
the news is. The news is what we say it is.”5 And the head of the Clear
Channel radio empire was similarly huffing and puffing: “We’re not
in the business of providing news and information. We’re not in the
business of providing well-researched music. We’re simply in the
business of selling our customers products.”6
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Maybe, just maybe, our nation’s youth are not acting irresponsibly
but rather are showing an admirable resistance to brainwashing.
What is clear is that when searching for the truth about what is happening in our world, many are concluding they are better off looking for it on Comedy Central than on the news networks. It is a sad
commentary on the current state of American journalism that so
many believe fake news shows offer them more real news than news
programs do.
A big part of the problem stems from increasing concentration of
media ownership. In the early 1980s, 50 corporations controlled the
vast majority of all news media in America. At the time, Ben Bagdikian was considered alarmist for pointing this out in his book, The
Media Monopoly. By 2004, it was down to five conglomerates that
controlled most of the country’s newspapers, magazines, TV and radio stations, books, records, movies, videos, newswire services and
photo agencies.7 Since then, there have been more mergers and more
consolidation of control over the dissemination of information via
both traditional sources and new online media. There is simply less
and less media democracy.
Another dimension of the problem springs from how journalists have been trained for the last several generations. Journalism
schools have worshipped at the altar of “objectivity.” Young journalists (myself included, as a 1982 graduate of the University of Wisconsin’s School of Journalism) were trained to religiously tell both
sides of the story. A worthy pursuit, no doubt. Problem is, sometimes the truth lies on one side. Sometimes the other side does not
have a leg to stand on. But in the interest of objectivity, reporters
reflexively give equal weight to both sides, filing careful “he said-she
said” stories that steer clear of passing judgment on where the truth
lies, for fear of appearing biased.
Comedians are under no such restraint. In giving their take on the
news, they are at liberty to expose truths that conventional journalists are too often hesitant to reveal. Kids and young adults are
not stupid. They have very well-developed bullshit meters. They can
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discern when the truth is being told and when it is not. Young audiences not only find quality entertainment on The Daily Show and
Colbert Report. A great many find more truth there than they find
on Fox News, MSNBC or CNN.
There is nothing fair or balanced about outfits like Fox News. But
there are still countless journalists who aspire to the journalism
school ideal of objectivity. Ironically, their fidelity to this religion
has offered them little protection from charges of media bias. In a
strange way, it may even invite more such accusations. Working the
refs is something coaches in every sport have raised to something of
an art form. Get in the ear of the referees or umpires and keep chirping about every call that goes against your team. Give them a good
chewing out on the small stuff. Wave your arms, jump up and down,
and howl in protest over the big calls that don’t go your way. All in
hopes of getting them to swallow their whistle later in the game or
maybe even give you a make-up call, one that really shouldn’t go
your way but does.
Works like a charm.
That fact has never gone unnoticed in the political world. Operatives
mimic the coaches’ behavior, doing their best Bobby Knight impersonations, seeking to bully news reporters and editors into submission. They know the thing journalists value most is their reputation
for fairness and objectivity. The Knights of the political world exploit this for all it is worth.
Whenever journalists write or say something that doesn’t please the
political players, they scream MEDIA BIAS! When enterprising reporters look into apparent wrongdoing, these scoundrels go into hyperdrive to smear the coverage as politically motivated and the newshounds as witch hunters. Most times good reporters show remarkable resistance to these tactics and keep following the scent, despite
their understandable anxiety about reputational damage. But sometimes the accusations of bias make them nervous enough to stop
barking. And sometimes it’s the higher-ups who call off the dogs. In
Wisconsin, we saw the state’s largest newspaper move a particularly
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aggressive reporter from the Capitol press corps in Madison to a
beat in Milwaukee in what many Capitol watchers saw as an attempt
to appease the state’s longest-serving governor.
That governor was working the refs. By all outward appearances,
it worked. That only inspired more such behavior by the political
Knights.
The Knights have the refs badly outnumbered. In Wisconsin’s Capitol, hundreds of special interest lobbyists prowl the halls on their
clients’ behalf. There are just over 130 legislators and hundreds of
staffers at their beck and call. Only a handful of journalists work the
Capitol beat day in and day out. On a good day, you’ll find maybe
three or four reporters making use of the Capitol press room.
For as long as anyone can remember, when you walk into the press
room you’d see a bank of mailboxes just inside the door to the left.
The evolution of those mailboxes over the years has provided a visual depiction of the shrinkage of the Capitol press corps. For years
there was a painted wooden structure mounted on the wall with
individual boxes for all of the media organizations using the press
room. Over the years, as newspapers were consolidated or went out
of business altogether, and as fewer radio stations maintained news
gathering operations, more and more of the boxes went unused. A
political news service editor who was the unofficial but universally
accepted dean of the press corps started covering the unused boxes
with duct tape. The unsightly appearance of the mailboxes apparently reached a tipping point when half of the boxes were ducttaped shut. The old structure was torn from the wall and replaced
by a more elegant mail receptacle with far fewer boxes. Not more
than a year or two passed before the bottom two rows were no longer being used.
Newspapers seem to be going the way of the dinosaur. That not
only leaves their readers in a tough spot, but also the radio news industry. The running joke has been that radio wouldn’t know what
to do without newspapers because what passed for a newscast was
just the host of the station’s news show reading from the morning paper. The television industry as it functions today is way too
conflicted by its own financial interests to ever be a dependable
source of news about government and politics, especially on the
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topic of money’s stranglehold on public officials. As discussed in
chapter 11, the sale of advertising time to politicians and political groups has grown exponentially and has become an addictive
revenue stream for TV stations. In the interest of continuing to
feed the addiction, they have grown allergic to reporting on the
single most corrupting force in American politics.
Young people are not stupid. They notice these things.
There was a time when more or less all Americans shared common
sources of news. The entire nation shared the experience of hearing Walter Cronkite describe the day’s most notable events before
intoning, “And that’s the way it is.” Cronkite had little choice but
to play it straight because of the diversity of his mass audience.
Today the news business has become tribalized, with each news
outlet appealing to niche audiences. It is now possible to get all
of your news from sources that reinforce your biases and cater to
your prejudices. That is not to say that our estrangement from
“that’s the way it is” news is entirely a choice.
The ruling class has turned many a good news operation into an
instrument of propaganda. Where they could not bring existing
newsrooms and journalists into their service, they set about creating their own. An extensive network of online state news services
and virtual Capitol bureaus—from Colorado Watchdog and Pennsylvania Independent to the Wisconsin Reporter—was established by the
lofty-sounding Franklin Center for Government and Public Integrity.8 The Franklin Center was launched by the plutocratic Sam Adams
Alliance in 2009 and has ties to an intricate web of right-wing think
tanks, conservative sugar daddies, corporate titans, and Republican
political operatives and officials.9
As traditional media outlets scale back coverage of state politics,
the Franklin Center—headed by a former North Dakota Republican
Party chief—is happy to step into the breach. The center claims it
now provides 10% of all daily news reporting in 38 states.10 It is hard
to say which part of that claim is more debatable—that the center’s
satellites account for a tenth of all statehouse coverage or that it
qualifies as news reporting.
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Former Reuters chief White House correspondent Gene Gibbons
wrote that the Franklin Center’s news services are at “the forefront
of an effort to blur the distinction between statehouse reporting
and political advocacy”11 and are central to a movement aimed at
“delivering political propaganda dressed up as journalism.”12 On
a sliding scale of highly ideological, somewhat ideological, and
non-ideological, the Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence
in Journalism ranked the Franklin Center’s online news services
“highly ideological.”13
While the propagandists ambitiously build their capacity,
mainstream news organizations cut back on staff and on the news
content they deliver. Newspaper pages have shrunk and their “news
holes” are smaller as advertising takes up a larger proportion of the
available space. On the airwaves—which are public property, by the
way—a junk food diet is delivered to the hungry masses. Local newscasts seem more intent on entertaining than educating. What little
time is devoted to public affairs is most often spent on pundits telling us what to think instead of reporters giving us important information to think about. And come election time, we are fed a steady
diet of political ads full of distortions and smears. The architects of
our society’s third stage of ownership, their minions in public office
and apologists in academia like to say that all these ads are good for
us, even going so far as to call them “multivitamins for democracy,”
as one University of Wisconsin political scientist did. The more advertising the better because it creates a more informed electorate.14
Excuse me, but how do scurrilous claims, half-truths, character assassination and outright lies leave us one bit more “informed?” The
third stagers’ retort is that voters are smart enough to see through
lies and figure out who’s telling the truth and who’s not. But what if
no one is telling the truth? Are slander and deception and duplicity
and crookedness still politically nutritious?
Lying is not new to politics. What is new is the ever-expanding ability of candidates and their surrogates to do end runs around traditional truth meters and deliver unfiltered lies directly to voters. In
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the past, politicians delivered their campaign messages through a
medium. When they told a whopper, there were trained journalists
who researched the statement’s validity. If it was found to be untrue
or even highly misleading, the claim was often never reported. If it
was passed along, it came with the appropriate background information allowing its validity to be judged. No more.
Now if you have enough money you can bypass the truth testers and
buy your way straight into voters’ living rooms with a pack full of
lies. You won’t be held accountable. You’ll even have allies in what
looks an awful lot like newsrooms who bless your deeds and repeat
your lies, and some professor somewhere will say what you did was
actually good for democracy and a godsend to the voting public.
Unless we want our entire population to become allergic to voting,
we had better fight tooth and nail against the consolidation of media ownership in fewer and fewer hands and make an all-out push
in the opposite direction—toward media democracy. The broadcast
airwaves do not belong to Disney or General Electric or Rupert Murdoch. They are public property. They belong to all of us. It is up to us
to reclaim what is rightfully ours.
By so doing, we could restore meaning to the Communications Act
of 1934 and enforce that federal law’s requirements that broadcasters serve the public interest. Broadcasters could be compelled
to meaningfully cover public affairs. Candidates for office could be
liberated from the demeaning reality that defines modern politics,
namely that to seriously compete for public office in our country
nowadays you either must be able to draw upon a personal fortune
or be willing to take out a second mortgage on your soul. Either way,
you spend a bundle and people conclude you bought the office. One
way, we end up with a House of Lords. The other, a House of Whores.
This is the Cash-22 of contemporary American politics.
While most campaign finance reforms seek to address the supply of
political money, the kind of reform suggested here takes aim at the
demand for political money. It would help put the “r” back in free
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speech, allowing political candidates to communicate with voters
without first having to put out the red light. Just like almost every
other of the world’s democracies already do.
Seeking to take back the airwaves will not sit well with the media
monopolies. Expect those who are profiteering on democracy to unleash a lobbying blitzkrieg to keep the gravy train rolling. But if we
play our hand right in the digital age—and remember, we hold a
valuable trump card in a free and open Internet, if we can keep it—
we have it in our power to bust the media trusts.
Additionally, in this age of e-books and blogs and online journals,
we all have the means to be publishers. It is no longer necessary to
be wealthy enough to buy ink by the barrel. If the truth isn’t being
reported on the news, we can tell the truth to each other. A printing
press isn’t required. A PC or laptop or tablet will do.
As with the task of inventing a new political brand and at least one
party that is worth a damn, the success of efforts to reinvent news
and promote media democracy will come down to the willingness
of citizens to come to terms with our feelings of powerlessness and
reassert our sovereignty. That starts with recognizing how much
sovereignty we’ve surrendered. It continues with a reawakening to
the things we need in order to assert sovereignty. Real news and democracy go hand in hand. One cannot live without the other. That’s
the way it is.
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CHAPTER 13

CHOOSING
WHO CHOOSES

W

inning comes easy if you get to make the rules of the
game. So it is with our congressional and state legislative
elections. Our lawmakers are empowered to design the districts
they end up being elected to represent, and not surprisingly they
fashion jurisdictions tailor-made for their own re-election. In a
democracy, voters are supposed to choose their representatives, not
the other way around. In America, it’s the other way around.
Redistricting needs to happen. Populations grow and some areas
grow faster than others. To make sure each member of the U.S. House
of Representatives or any state’s legislature represents roughly the
same number of people, district boundaries need to be changed periodically to account for population shifts. But just because the task
is necessary does not mean that it needs to be done in a way that is
harmful to democracy. Gerrymandering—shorthand for politicians
abusing the refashioning of legislative districts every 10 years after each census—is not a new phenomenon. The term dates back
to 1812, when Massachusetts Governor Elbridge Gerry signed into
law a redistricting plan that heavily favored his party. The shape
of one of the congressional districts was said to have resembled a
salamander.1
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One gerrymandering technique is called “packing.” This is where the
party controlling redistricting packs as many of the opposition party’s voters into as few districts as possible, intensely concentrating
their voting power in isolated areas and widely dispersing it across
the rest of the state. Another technique is “cracking.” That is when
the controlling party breaks apart natural communities of interest—such as minority populations—to dilute their political power
and deny them representation.
These age-old practices used to be a dark art. Now, with sophisticated GPS-aided computerized mapping technologies, it is a twisted
science. A blunt tool has been honed to razor sharpness. Gerry-style
handiwork now is done with never-before-seen precision. And it hits
democracy like a ton of bricks.
Representatives choosing their voters inevitably produces lopsided
districts—either decidedly Democratic or safely Republican. There
are very few evenly divided districts, and consequently precious few
truly competitive elections.
Lopsided districts naturally produce legislatures full of fierce partisans and ideological purists. Lost are the moderates who help broker compromise. Left in their absence is polarization. And partisan
gridlock. And budget stalemates. You have what we have today in
Congress and what we have in my home state—Democrats and Republicans who are unwilling and unable to constructively talk with
each other.
Iowa is one place that has found a better way. Iowa’s approach takes
redistricting out of the hands of self-interested lawmakers and authorizes a nonpartisan legislative service agency to draw new political boundaries, with the proviso that political considerations—including past election results and even the home addresses of current
office holders—must be ignored.
The state senator who chairs the committee dealing with any legislation proposing to make changes to the redistricting process in
Wisconsin dismisses Iowa’s nonpartisan approach to redistricting as
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“nonsense” and cites one study that speculates that “taking redistricting out of the hands of a unified legislature and giving it to a
bipartisan or judicial commission could result in less competitive
elections.”2
What she glosses over is the fact that of Iowa’s four U.S. House districts, two rank among the 20 most competitive of the country’s 435
congressional districts while none of Wisconsin’s eight House districts can be found among the 50 most competitive.3 In fact, none
of Wisconsin’s congressional elections in 2012 were competitive. All
were won by double-digit margins.4
In Wisconsin’s 2012 elections Democratic candidates collectively
won the most votes for U.S. House, state Senate and state Assembly,
but Republicans won the most seats in all three legislative bodies.
Not coincidentally, the Republicans controlled the redistricting process after the 2010 census. Across the border in Illinois, the Democrats controlled redistricting and, lo and behold, Democrats maintained control of the statehouse in the Land of Lincoln after the
2012 elections.
The way redistricting is handled currently in Wisconsin and most
other states badly weakens voters, thwarts the public’s will, and virtually cements in place those already holding office. It’s good for the
politicians and bad for the voting public. In the most recent redistricting done in Wisconsin in 2011, an added kick to the groin came
with the revelation that the public paid dearly for the maneuvers
that ensured their electoral wishes were not reflected in the makeup
of the legislature. Over $2 million in taxpayer funds were used to
pay to draw the maps and then defend them in court.5
Nationally, a memo issued by the Republican State Leadership Committee openly boasted that its aggressive gerrymandering campaign
known as the Redistricting Majority Project (REDMAP) was responsible for the party maintaining a House majority despite getting fewer votes overall in 2012 congressional elections. Republicans caught Democrats with their pants down, using REDMAP to
outspend its Democratic counterpart by a three-to-one margin in
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the 2010 midterm elections. When the smoke cleared, the GOP had
nearly doubled the number of states with total Republican control
of legislatures, allowing them to unilaterally redraw district lines in
a way that enabled the party to win more House seats across the
country despite earning fewer votes than the Democrats.6
It is difficult to feel sympathy for the Democrats, however. In Wisconsin, Democrats controlled both houses of the legislature in 2009
and 2010 and were begged by good government advocates and
newspaper editorialists to reform redistricting by establishing an
independent authority to redraw the political boundaries after the
2010 census. Veteran Democratic lawmakers insisted that the job
of redistricting should be done by legislators. Their party’s leaders
stonewalled the initiative and ultimately succeeded in running out
the clock on the legislative session without taking action on redistricting. They clearly were salivating at the prospect of being in a
position to unilaterally draw gerrymandered maps to cement their
grip on power. Their mouths went dry in a hurry once that fall’s election results came in.
While the Republicans clearly got the best of the Democrats in the
latest round of redistricting—in Wisconsin and in most states—it is
equally clear that both parties know how to gerrymander and both
will do it shamelessly if given the chance. Both are occasionally bitten in the backside when their opponents use the weapon against
them, yet both are more than willing to play Russian roulette every
10 years. For voters, there is always a bullet in every chamber.
If your idea of democracy involves having citizens in the driver’s
seat, partisan redistricting done by elected officials is lethal. A simple choice is before us. We either can have voters choosing representatives, or representatives choosing voters. If you are OK with the
latter, then states like Wisconsin and Illinois and plenty of others
are showing the way. If you prefer the former, then approaches like
Iowa’s need to be emulated. When commoners band together, establish a new identity and emerge as a force in American politics, one
of the causes they will embrace is the establishment of politically
independent redistricting authorities all across the country.
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CHAPTER 14

BLINDFOLDS AND
IMBALANCES

I

magine calling a female coworker a “bitch” and threatening to
destroy her, and then calling another coworker a snake (“viper”
to be exact), and finally finding yourself in a physical altercation
with a third that ended with your hands on her throat. You would
most likely, as an attorney specializing in employment law put it,
“not last the day.”1

A Wisconsin Supreme Court justice did all those things and
remained on the bench. Several of his colleagues on the court,
including two of his ideological allies, suggested he needed counseling.2 The court system’s self-policing agency, the state Judicial
Commission, launched an investigation into Justice David Prosser’s
behavior, but it soon became clear that any misconduct proceedings were a dead end. You see, the state Supreme Court is the final
arbiter in judicial misconduct cases in Wisconsin, and the state’s
judicial ethics code prohibits judges from deciding cases when they
witnessed the events under dispute. All but one of the seven justices were in the room when the angry exchange between Prosser
and Justice Ann Walsh Bradley culminated with Prosser’s hands on
Bradley’s neck. Most of Prosser’s colleagues disqualified themselves
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from ruling on the Judicial Commission’s findings, citing the code,
and the court lacked the needed quorum to judge the case and determine whether discipline was in order.3
Before becoming a laughingstock, Wisconsin’s Supreme Court had a
reputation as one of the nation’s finest.
A study published by the UC Davis Law Review showed there was
substance behind the perception. Examining more than 60 years
worth of decisions by state supreme courts nationwide, the study
demonstrated the respect Wisconsin’s high court commanded. From
1940 through 2005, its rulings were adopted or relied upon by courts
in other states no fewer than 660 times, making it one of the most
influential in the nation.4
The bloom started coming off the rose in 2007. That’s when an open
seat on the officially nonpartisan court prompted a highly partisan
electoral bloodbath. Nearly $6 million was spent on the election—
over four times more than Wisconsin had ever seen spent on a Supreme Court race. The candidates broke all the previous records for
fundraising and spending, but were outspent handily by four interest groups that had previously concentrated on influencing elections
for partisan offices like governor, legislature and attorney general.
Leading the way was the state chamber of commerce, which spent
more than $2 million on advertising in the contest.5
One look at the candidates’ donors stripped away any pretense of
nonpartisanship. Whereas high court candidates in Wisconsin had
previously relied almost exclusively on donations from colleagues
in the legal community, the donor lists in the 2007 race resembled
those of candidates for assembly or senate or governor. Organized
labor weighed in heavily on one side and business interests countered aggressively on the other. Wisconsin had never seen the likes
of it in a judicial election.6
The business lobby’s favored candidate won, despite being accused
weeks before the election of judicial misconduct for repeatedly ruling as a circuit court judge on cases in which she or her husband had
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a significant financial or business relationship with one of the parties. It didn’t take long for the chamber’s investment to start paying off. It intervened on behalf of a member company—the paper
and packaging giant Menasha Corporation—in a case involving a
dispute over whether computer software purchased by a business
should be taxed. A lower court said it should. The state Supreme
Court reversed that decision, with chamber-backed Justice Annette
Ziegler supplying the deciding vote in a 4-3 ruling and writing the
opinion overturning the lower court just a year after the business
group had spent over $2.2 million to help get her elected. The ruling
benefited chamber members to the tune of $300 million.7
The Judicial Commission charged Ziegler with violations of the judicial ethics code for her earlier indiscretions as a trial court judge,
and eventually her peers on the high court agreed with the commission’s findings and made Ziegler the first Supreme Court justice in Wisconsin history to be found guilty of judicial misconduct.
Punishment options ranged from censure to suspension to removal
from the bench. Despite the historic gravity of the situation, her
colleagues settled on a formal reprimand.
Few imagined it possible, but the 2008 election was worse. Wisconsin’s first and only African American justice, Louis Butler, stood for
election against a business-backed local judge, Michael Gableman.
The race was even more expensive, shattering the spending record
set just one year earlier. This time, outside interest groups did fourfifths of the campaign spending. The candidates were reduced to
little more than bystanders in their own election.8
But it was the nature of the advertising that was most horrifying.
And it was Gableman’s own opening salvo in the ad wars that set
the tone for the entire campaign. His smear of Butler was offensive on multiple levels. It played fast and loose with the facts and
leaned heavily on deceptive insinuations, implying that Butler had
released a convicted child molester who proceeded to rape another
child. The ad failed to mention that Butler was not the judge in the
case, but rather a public defender. It also neglected to point out that
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the convicted criminal was not released from prison early. The second crime was committed only after the full sentence for the first
one was served. On top of intentionally misleading viewers, the ad’s
visual imagery made a not-so-subtle appeal to racism that evoked
memories of the infamous Willie Horton ad in the 1988 presidential
campaign.9
That’s not all that was wrong with Gableman’s ad. It committed the
same act of violence against public understanding of the Supreme
Court’s role in our justice system as the barrage of interest group
ads. Virtually all of the advertising in the 2008 race created the impression that fighting crime is the primary if not sole function of
the Supreme Court, as if candidates for the high court were running
for sheriff or district attorney. But Supreme Court justices are not
sheriffs or DAs. And the Supreme Court is not a trial court responsible for conducting trials and sentencing convicted criminals. It is
an appeals court that deals almost exclusively with civil cases, not
criminal ones.
Enough Wisconsin voters were persuaded that a crime fighter was
needed on the high court and elected Gableman. The Judicial Commission found his Willie Hortonesque ad in violation of the judicial
ethics code and filed charges of judicial misconduct against him.
Unlike what happened with Ziegler, Gableman’s six colleagues on
the court deadlocked, refused to embrace the commission’s findings,
and took no disciplinary action.
So many things about the 2007 and 2008 Supreme Court elections
in Wisconsin—the cost, the naked partisanship, the special interest influence, the ugliness—were shocks to the system. Calls to end
judicial elections came not only from lawyers and lower court judges
but also from newspaper editorialists and other prominent opinion
leaders.
Lost in the clamor for an overhaul of judicial selection methods was
the fact that Wisconsin had been electing Supreme Court justices for
over 150 years. For a century and a half, those elections produced
one of the nation’s most respected and influential high courts.
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Elections were not the problem. That Supreme Court elections were
turned into auctions, starting in 2007, was.
Wisconsin is not alone in facing severe threats to the independence
of courts and the impartiality of judges. In a series of reports, the
national court-reform group Justice at Stake chronicles menaces to
judicial integrity—some much worse than those found in Wisconsin—in every part of the country.10
Among these stories, a West Virginia episode that inspired John
Grisham’s novel The Appeal stands out. The circumstances bear a
striking resemblance to the Menasha Corporation case in Wisconsin but certainly gained greater national notoriety. Massey Coal
Company was sued by an industry competitor for unfair and illegal business practices, and a lower court passed down a $50 million judgment against Massey Coal. The company’s chief executive
Don Blankenship was not going to take this lying down. He spent $3
million getting Judge Brent Benjamin elected to the West Virginia
Supreme Court and Benjamin went on to hear Massey’s appeal and
cast the deciding vote to overturn the $50 million verdict against
Blankenship’s company. The case wound its way all the way to the
U.S. Supreme Court, which ruled in 2009 in Caperton v. Massey that
Justice Benjamin had a conflict of interest so profound this his participation in the case denied the other side a fair trial and violated
the constitutional right to due process.11
Caperton prompted states to revisit their judicial ethics codes.12 A
mere four months after the nation’s high court rendered its decision, Wisconsin’s Supreme Court amended its rules. Instead of
taking Caperton to heart, the court adopted—verbatim—language
proposed by the state chamber of commerce and the statewide association of real estate agents allowing judges to hear and rule on
cases involving their biggest campaign supporters. That’s right: the
court allowed two of the most powerful lobbying groups in Wisconsin to write a major new portion of the state judicial ethics code and
blessed it without changing so much as a word.
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In 2007 the chamber spent about $2.2 million getting Annette
Ziegler elected to the Supreme Court. The following year, the business lobby spent at least another $1.8 million to help put Michael
Gableman on the bench. When the next real-life case involving the
chamber comes before the court, the new rules the chamber wrote
with the realtors will allow Ziegler and Gableman to judge the matter even though one of the parties has $4 million invested in having
them on the court.
In Caperton v. Massey, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that spending
$3 million to elect a judge in West Virginia and then having that
judge hear your case so grossly violated the guarantee of due process
and the right to a fair trial that it was unconstitutional. If what happened in West Virginia was unconstitutional, then spending $4 million to elect two judges and having those judges take part in deciding
your case must be too. The majority of Supreme Court justices in
Wisconsin did not see it that way, however. They chose to just ignore
Caperton, and so far they’ve gotten away with it.
Allowing judges to sit on cases involving their biggest campaign supporters is wrong on its face. That the Wisconsin Supreme Court’s
majority allowed two powerful lobbying groups to write these new
ethics rules for them adds insult to injury. And as the U.S. Supreme
Court’s decision in Caperton makes very clear, the conduct being
permitted in Wisconsin tramples one of our most basic legal rights.
Along the way, it further trashes the reputation of what used to be
regarded as one of the nation’s most distinguished courts.
Elections have been turned into auctions, and this reality is not only
affecting those who make our laws but also those who interpret and
enforce them. In 2009 Wisconsin did take a stab at overhauling the
financing of Supreme Court elections, but as discussed in chapter 3,
the reform was obstructed and ultimately repealed before it could
fully take effect.
So for the time being, we are left with judicial candidates who are bystanders in their own elections. No one running for any office is com-
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fortable with bystanding. Bystanders have a way of becoming roadkill in politics. Candidates in judicial elections now have two choices,
both of them lousy. They can steer clear of financial conflicts that
will compromise them as a judge. But then they surrender control
over their electoral destiny and most likely lose. Or they can join the
money chase, but then be dogged by conflict-of-interest charges and
have their independence as a jurist constantly—and rightly—called
into question. They’re damned if they do and damned if they don’t.
Justice is supposed to be blind. But the current system of choosing
who wears the robe strips away the blindfolds. It’s become painfully
obvious that judges like Brent Benjamin and Annette Ziegler and
way too many others can see perfectly well who is buttering their
bread.
The judiciary is supposed to be a separate and coequal branch of
government that serves as a crucially important check on the power of the executive and legislative branches. Even in a state whose
highest court was as esteemed as Wisconsin’s, signs are plenty that
all branches are under the same spell and consequently there’s not
much checking going on.
As noted in chapter 4, Wisconsin’s Supreme Court blessed a unionbusting law that was passed in flagrant violation of the state’s open
meetings law. As you may recall, Justice David Prosser, the former
house speaker, the one in need of counseling, reasoned that the lower court judge erred when he struck down the legislature’s actions
based on a law that Prosser insisted applies to the legislature unless
the legislature says it does not.
After Scott Jensen, Prosser’s good friend and successor as speaker,
was convicted of felony misconduct in office for his role in the caucus scandal, despite having Prosser as a character witness,13 he was
granted a new trial on a technicality and was allowed to drag out the
case for eight years. That was long enough for the legislature to pass
a law allowing state officials to face trial in their home counties rather than in the county where crimes were alleged to have occurred,
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the way it is for every other citizen. The high court then allowed
the new law to retroactively apply to Jensen’s case despite the fact
he had been originally charged and convicted years before the law
creating a home court advantage for politicians was enacted. The
change of venue to his home turf yielded a plea agreement dismissing felony charges and settling the matter with a civil forfeiture.14
In 2010 Prosser’s campaign issued a statement saying that if he was
reelected to the high court in the spring of 2011, he would serve as
“a common sense complement to both the new administration and
Legislature.”15 So much for checks and balances. So much for judicial
independence.
Courts matter. Judges matter. Most of us don’t seem to think so—
witness how we’re lucky if 20% of voters bother to show up in Wisconsin for state Supreme Court elections—but it matters who sits
in judgment of the great disputes of the day. Our way of life and the
nature of our society have been shaped to a profound degree by our
nation’s judges.
Think about the impact four rulings of the United States Supreme
Court—arguably the worst four in American history—have had on
us and our democracy. Even though these decisions are in most cases generations old, we wrestle to this day with their implications.
In 1857, the nation’s highest court ruled in Dred Scott v. Sanford that
a person can be property, giving the institution of slavery a judicial
stamp of approval and constitutional legitimacy. That ruling played
a significant role in propelling our nation into civil war only a few
years later. Hundreds of thousands died and many more suffered
unspeakable trauma in Dred Scott’s wake. In too many places and in
so many respects, the war is still raging.
In 1886, the accidental precedent established in Santa Clara County
v. Southern Pacific Railroad led to the acceptance that property can
be a person, granting corporations the same rights as individual citizens under the Fourteenth Amendment. Santa Clara looms over us
today after fathering Citizens United.
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In 1896, in Plessy v. Ferguson, the Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of racial segregation under the doctrine of “separate
but equal.” More than half a century later, Martin Luther King and
Medgar Evers and so many others who were not yet born when the
court so ruled lost their lives while trying to undo that miscarriage
of justice.
And then in 1976, the court ruled in Buckley v. Valeo that money
is speech, transforming the First Amendment’s free speech protections from a right that is supposed to belong to all Americans into a
privilege that must be purchased at great expense.
All four of those rulings inflicted enormous harm and left the psyche
of American democracy deeply scarred. The four courts that rendered these decisions left behind a dishonorable legacy that haunts
us still, despite the fact that two of the four rulings—Dred Scott and
Plessy—have fallen by the wayside, swept away by time and experience and enlightenment. The proliferation of hate groups in the
wake of the election of our nation’s first African American president
is proof enough that the mindset that was at the heart of the Dred
Scott and Plessy rulings lives on.16 And it barely needs mentioning
that the doctrines established in Santa Clara County and Buckley still
stand. Corporations are still treated as people under the law, and
money is still legally equated with speech.
This history continually collides with the average citizen’s hope for
a richer, more authentic democracy where people matter more than
property. Like it or not, courts and judges will have a great deal to
say about when—or even if—we can bring about a day when hope
and history marry. So we must act as if courts and judges matter.
The success of any new first-party movement will depend in no small
part on the restoration of equal access to justice. Reform of recusal
rules requiring automatic disqualification of judges with conflicts of
interest17 and an overhaul of the system used for judicial selection
needs to be on the to-do list. Where seats on the bench are being
auctioned, the selection process needs to be turned back into elections. Where judges are appointed, they need to be selected based on
merit, not political connections.18
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CHAPTER 15

COMMON
SCHOOLING

S

he told me her name was Jennifer. Over the phone her voice
sounded young, but what was most striking was its tone—intermittently exuberant and weary. She apologized for bothering me
and said she realized I must be terribly busy. (I was not.) She seemed
to be bracing herself for rejection, knowing that I had no idea who
she was, but screwed up the courage to ask anyway. She wondered if
I would be willing to meet with her. She had some questions about
politics she wanted to ask.
We arranged a time for her to stop by the Democracy Campaign
office. Jennifer had recently graduated from Madison West High
School, class of 1999. She had started college, at the University of
Wisconsin. She was buoyant and bright-eyed, but in her voice there
still was that fatigued, frustrated undertone.
After introducing herself, this full-of-promise Latina fidgeted for a
moment, looked down at her hands, then glanced up and blurted, “I
don’t know anything… you know, about how the government works.”
I laughed. I don’t know why. Maybe her candor caught me off guard.
I mean, how often do you hear someone admit such a thing? And
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why was she admitting it to me? But laughing was cruel, I know.
My face flushed, my outward display of inwardly kicking myself for
the breach of etiquette. Jennifer was undaunted. “No, really, I don’t
know how it works. They didn’t teach us anything in school.”
I was impressed by her honesty but even more by her composure,
and tried to regain mine. I asked how she came to contact me. The
mother of a friend had brought my work to her attention, she said. I
asked her to elaborate on her school experience. Much to my astonishment, Jennifer said she had not had a single class dealing with
government in her entire time in high school. She sheepishly confessed that her circle of friends all had steered clear of the subject
in their course selections, and that she had gone along so she could
be in the same classes with them. I first expressed skepticism that
a high school diploma could be earned without taking so much as
a single civics class, and she assured me it was possible. I then expressed amazement that there evidently wasn’t some kind of iron
clad requirement, and she emphasized that her experience was the
norm, not the exception. None of her peers took any civics classes,
she claimed.
We went on to have a lengthy conversation. All these years later,
whatever experiences or insights I shared with Jennifer that day are
not memorable. While we stayed in touch for a brief time after that
first meeting, I cannot say whether our exchanges ever made much
of an impression on her. But she made an impression on me. All
these years later, I still can hear her say—in that exuberantly frustrated tone of hers—“they didn’t teach us anything in school.”
Jennifer’s high school is not a failing school. The vast majority of the
student body at West High School is college bound. West High produces more National Merit Scholars than any school in Wisconsin,
a state whose students perennially earn some of the nation’s highest scores on college entrance exams.1 In many respects, Madison’s
West High School is exceptional. But in one very important way, it is
completely normal. It primarily focuses on serving the needs of our
economy, not our democracy.
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American schools concern themselves more with producing skilled
workers than good citizens because of strong public and political
demand to do so. A crucial turning point in American education
came in the early 1980s with the publication of A Nation at Risk, a
report by President Reagan’s National Commission on Excellence in
Education sounding a warning bell that the United States’ education
system was failing to produce a competitive workforce. The report
resonated because Americans could see looming on the horizon the
emergence of an increasingly global economy and stiff international competition that would threaten the country’s standing as the
world’s foremost economic superpower. Filled with anxiety about
the nation’s ability to keep pace, schools came under intense pressure to place ever greater emphasis on math and science and technology and vocational preparation. “School to work” programs became all the rage. Old classrooms were converted to computer labs.
All of this is perfectly understandable. But it also must be understood that civic instruction fell by the wayside as requirements for
more hours of math and science and the addition of technology
classes and vocational training took hold. The public and the politicians did not embrace one of the other key recommendations in
A Nation at Risk—longer school days and a longer school year—so
something had to give to make room for the new priorities. Jennifer’s experience is a reflection of how that room was made.
In pondering the changes to American education since Reagan’s
commission told us a “rising tide of mediocrity” threatened our nation, it is useful to reflect on how far our school system has strayed
from its roots. What today we call public schools originally were
known as common schools. Central to the mission of these schools
was making democracy possible.
In 1779 Thomas Jefferson proposed A Bill for the More General Diffusion of Knowledge, envisioning a system to provide basic education
for the mass of the population. Jefferson called for dividing each
county into “little republics” with schools into which “all the free
children, male and female” would be admitted free of charge.
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Civic literacy was at the heart of Jefferson’s plan. He emphasized the
study of history as a means of cultivating moral and civic virtues and
enabling the masses to know and exercise their rights and duties.
Articulating a vision that would animate the next century’s common
school movement, Jefferson conceived of elementary schooling as
basic education for citizenship, a public investment in the capacity
for self-government. He famously observed, “If a nation expects to
be ignorant and free in a state of civilization, it expects what never
was and never will be.”2
Jefferson was hardly alone in his concern about the need for popular
education. Many of Jefferson’s allies and adversaries alike shared
his zeal for the establishment of common schools. After signing his
name to the Declaration of Independence, Pennsylvanian Benjamin
Rush insisted the revolutionary war was only the “first act of the
great drama” and called for a system of schools in his native state.
Noah Webster, whose spelling book and dictionary of the English
language immeasurably aided the fragile new republic by helping
to expand the lettered population, heartily agreed with Rush and
Jefferson. A schoolmaster who went on to found Amherst College,
Webster considered education to be the most important business
of civil society. Webster’s dictionary surely can be found in today’s
school libraries, but his dedication to the school’s role in promoting
civil society is now missing.3
The common school movement really took flight in the 1830s as
reformers, often from the Whig Party, called on government to ensure the schooling of all children. No one played a bigger role in the
development of common schools than Horace Mann, the Massachusetts lawyer and legislator who became secretary of the newly established state board of education in 1837. With evangelical zeal, Mann
pitched free, universal education to the laboring classes as “the great
equalizer of the conditions of men, the balance wheel of the social
machinery.” To the propertied, he preached that their prosperity—and security—depended on having literate and law-respecting
neighbors. To every audience, Mann declared that the idea of educa136
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tion as the “absolute right of every human being that comes into the
world” came not from the minds of men but from Providence.4
The idea of schools as first and foremost laboratories of democracy and builders of social capital continued to hold sway as the next
century dawned. As discussed in chapter 2, Wisconsin legislators in
1911 blazed trails on an amazing number of policy fronts. Among
their ambitions that came to fruition was a law that identified
schools as “social centers” where not just students but anyone in the
community could gather to discuss the issues of the day and develop
solutions to the challenges facing society.5
By the mid-1980s, some educators in Wisconsin and presumably
elsewhere were openly fretting about the decline of civic education.
They persuaded state lawmakers to mandate instruction in state
and local government. The mandate was a much-needed gesture,
but social studies teachers at the time were ill-equipped to carry it
out. National textbook publishers offered next to nothing focusing
specifically on government at the local and state levels. Teachers had
not received training focused on the subject.
At that time I was directing a civic education program for the nonprofit Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance. We did our part to fill the instructional materials void by publishing a textbook on Wisconsin
government that was widely used in elementary and secondary
schools in the state. I served on a state social studies curriculum
committee and co-authored a curriculum guide on state and local
government for the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction. I
regularly made presentations at teacher-training seminars and gave
nearly 700 classroom talks to students on the democratic process
and state and local government finance.
Looking back, we were swimming upstream. And the current produced by A Nation at Risk was powerful. Ensuring workforce preparedness trumped empowering citizenship. But even putting aside
the social and political pressures to emphasize math, science, technology and vocational training, our efforts on behalf of Jefferson’s
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vision were badly flawed. We overemphasized the structure and inner workings of government and its institutions and offices, and
comparatively glossed over where citizens fit into the equation. I
added a chapter to our textbook entitled “Influencing Your Government,” but it was little more than an acknowledgement of an important omission.
To this day, to the extent that we teach democracy at all, it is taught
as a spectator sport for most and as job training for a few aspiring
public servants. Even at the college level, you can look at the political science course offerings of just about any higher education institution and you will almost certainly find courses focusing on the
American presidency, and on Congress, and the court system. There
are courses in public administration examining how the bureaucracy
works. There are courses on international relations and foreign policy, and courses on a wide range of domestic policy areas, and ones
on the finer points of election administration.
It is far less likely that you will find Organizing 101, or an advanced
Theory and Practice of Social Movements course, or a Petitioning
Your Government practicum. How strange that in a country that
boasts of being the world’s greatest democracy, we really don’t teach
democracy. We teach government, reluctantly and tepidly, and we
teach it in a way that puts elected officials, appointed bureaucrats,
career civil servants, judges and diplomats in the spotlight. We pay
occasional lip service to the idea that the highest office in a democracy is that of citizen, but we don’t teach democracy that way. The
art of being an active and constructive citizen is researched less and
taught less by political scientists than any other dimension of their
discipline.
The intense push for school privatization discussed in chapter 2 is
a major threat to common schooling. At worst, school voucher programs and similar privatization schemes are back-door resegregation ploys. At best, they certainly represent an abandonment of the
Providence that Horace Mann spoke of. This abandonment also is
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reflected in soaring college tuition that leaves most new graduates
sentenced to debt and a great many others priced out of the higher
education marketplace altogether.
A nation that claims to be a democracy but no longer considers adequate education a universal right and neglects to make citizenship
education a priority is one that remains very much at risk.
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CHAPTER 16

MILLENNIALS TO
THE RESCUE

B

ack in 2001, I was asked to give the commencement address at
the high school graduation ceremony in Evansville, Wisconsin.
That is the small town where I spent the early part of my childhood.
Evidently a teacher there was familiar with my work for the Wisconsin Democracy Campaign and had heard me speak a time or two. She
also was aware I had attended Evansville schools for a number of
years, and consequently felt I had the makings of a good commencement speaker.
I often wonder if she still felt that way by the end of that early June
evening. Nobody really listens to commencement speeches, and
mine was well on its way to being typically unremarkable. Then I
reminded the graduates that our country is the creation of revolutionaries. I told them that sometimes we seem to forget this great
nation was founded by malcontents. People who got sick and tired of
being told what to do. I went on to say that sometimes we forget that
Thomas Jefferson said each generation should start a revolution
and that he believed every generation should tear up the Constitution and start over. I again quoted Jefferson saying that expecting
each new generation to forever live by the customs and laws of past
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generations is like expecting adults to wear the same clothes that fit
them as children.
I concluded my remarks by saying the greatest thing about America
is we are never satisfied with the way things are. When we are at our
best, I told them, we are still a nation of malcontents and rabblerousers.
You’d have thought I quoted Hitler, not Jefferson. A few in the audience clapped briefly when I stepped away from the microphone.
Most sat silently with furrowed brows. Some parents in the crowd
shot me dirty looks. The graduates squirmed in their seats, seemingly not knowing how to respond. School administrators who flanked
me onstage looked like they had seen a ghost.
I made one friend that night. A member of the school board, Jeff
Conn, caught up to me as I was crossing the parking lot on my way to
my car. He told me he loved my speech, but that it had caused quite
a stir. His colleagues on the school board were incensed. The school
principal and district superintendent were up in arms. I shouldn’t
expect to ever be invited back, he told me.
Jeff could see I was perplexed by the reaction to the speech. “You
have to understand, Mike, they’ve been telling these kids for four
years to sit down, shut up and do as they are told.”
Jeff became a loyal supporter of the Democracy Campaign and the
two of us kept in touch in the years that followed. But he turned out
to be right: I never was invited back to Evansville High School.
By the look of things, the class of 2001 and others who started life
or came of age at the dawning of the new millennium will not likely
sit down or shut up much longer.
The Millennial generation—today’s teens and twenty-somethings—
has grown up in an age full of right-wing populists fanning phantom
flames of reverse discrimination to incite white, heterosexual, religious, native-born Americans to political action. But they have not
bought what these merchants have been selling. One likely reason is
BLUE JEANS IN HIGH PLACES

141

that there are comparatively fewer white, Christian non-immigrants
in the Millennials’ ranks. Forty percent of Millennials are ethnic or
racial minorities1 and under half of them regard religion as “very
important” in their lives.2
Compared to older Americans, even Millennials who are white,
straight, native-born and Christian are less resentful of people who
are not any of those things. They are much more likely than older
Americans to be accepting of gay rights and marriage equality, and
are considerably more comfortable with someone in their family
marrying someone of a different race. In fact, they are more liberal
on every major social issue except abortion, where there is no notable generation gap.3
Millennials are much more likely to be doves on foreign policy. They
aren’t nearly as willing as older generations to sacrifice civil liberties
to fight terrorism and are much less likely to say military force is the
best way to combat terrorism.4
They are more supportive of labor unions than the population as a
whole, and prefer a bigger government offering more services to a
cheaper one providing less. Millennials also are much more likely
than older Americans to say that business has more control over
their lives than government.5 Perhaps not surprising given their
age, Millennials send mixed signals about Social Security, favoring
its privatization while also being more likely than past generations
of young people to support spending more money on the program.6
The under-thirty generation is the only segment of the adult population more likely to describe themselves as “have nots” rather than
“haves” and, as briefly noted in chapter 5, Millennials narrowly favor socialism over capitalism while older Americans prefer capitalism by a wide margin. There’s good reason for this. The system has
never worked for them.
In 2001, as the first Millennials were entering the workforce, the
U.S. economy slid into recession. By 2007 the unemployment rate
still was above pre-recession levels.7 Then all hell broke loose. The
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nation’s housing bubble burst, some banks teetered and many others failed, and a massive financial meltdown ensued. By 2012, it was
apparent just how bad the timing of the Millennials’ entry into the
job market had been. From 1989 to 2000, both recent high school
and college graduates saw double-digit percentage increases in wages. From 2000 to 2012, wages dropped by 13% for new high school
graduates and went down 8% for recent college grads.8
To make matters worse, the government offered little shelter from
the storm. The country’s social safety net was not designed to help
young adults. It is harder for younger Americans to qualify for unemployment insurance, food stamps, tax relief from the Earned
Income Tax Credit, or grants under the Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families program.9
In the midst of the bad economy, Millennials also were hit hard by
sharp declines in public investments in higher education. In 2012,
The New York Times reported that state and local spending per college student hit a 25-year low.10 With less government funding at
their disposal, colleges passed along their ever-escalating costs to
students and their families in the form of higher tuition and other
fees. Millennials borrowed heavily to pay the higher bills. Between
1989 and 2010, the average amount of college debt per household
tripled.11
America’s teens and twenty-somethings have a legitimate ax to
grind with the nation’s economic and political systems. Against this
backdrop, people with a little gray on the roof still often find themselves grumbling about how apathetic young people are. Attend an
AARP chapter meeting or a Rotary Club luncheon and chances are
you will hear this common refrain. I think they mistake powerlessness for apathy.
In my line of work, I regularly get invited to visit college campuses
and high school classrooms. I do not find much apathy there. I do
find endemic powerlessness. The two can be easily confused, but are
in truth quite different. Apathy is when you do not care. Those who
feel powerless may care a great deal about the enormous challenges
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facing our country, but they do not believe there is a damn thing
they can do about any of it.
Many others have taken notice of this condition as well; in fact, its
detection has even made it into pop culture. John Mayer put it to
song:
Me and all my friends, we’re all misunderstood;
They say we stand for nothing, and there’s no way we ever could;
Now we see everything that’s going wrong, with the world
and those who lead it;
We just feel like we don’t have the means, to rise above and beat it.
There will come a time when the Millennials will stop waiting on
the world to change and start exerting their will to change it. When
that happens, they will put their stamp on our politics and economy.
Given their attitudes on these matters, America is in for the kind of
political remodeling Thomas Jefferson recommended.
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CHAPTER 17

HIDDEN
TREASURE

I

f there were bankruptcy protection for politicians, and if they
felt even the slightest pangs of either honesty or shame, today’s
America would be in the midst of an epidemic of Chapter 11 filings.
Republicans, with their twisted knack for exalting Jesus in word and
Ayn Rand in deed, are on the verge of moral bankruptcy if they have
not already arrived. Democrats, having gone decades with nary an
original thought, might as well file for intellectual bankruptcy.
We are in a fine mess, democracy-wise. The biggest such mess in
living memory. We need to find our way out.
Maps can be found in the unlikeliest places. Today, Wisconsin Dells
has the look of the consummate tourist trap. Its boosters proclaim
the Dells the waterpark capital of the world. Its streets are lined
with amusements parks, a signature attraction featuring the unlikely combination of a water ski show and “science exploratory,”
an upside-down replica of the White House, miniature golf courses,
freak shows and haunted houses, as well as all of the accommodating
hotels, restaurants, drinking establishments and souvenir shops.
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Underneath this carnival barker exterior is buried treasure—history
replete with conquest and corruption and reform and democracy’s
reclamation, a chapter of which takes us through the place now
known as Wisconsin Dells. French explorers who passed through in
the 1700s were spellbound by the region’s layered stone cliffs and
the striped canyons cut by the Wisconsin River and dubbed it the
“Dalles”1—their word for the rapids of a river running between the
walls of a gorge.2
The settlement became known as Kilbourn, named for the Milwaukee railroad baron Byron Kilbourn. In its early days, Milwaukee was
divided into three burgs, including one known as Kilbourntown.3
Kilbourn’s ambitions were not confined to Milwaukee, however. In
the mid-1850s, Kilbourn aspired to build a railroad crossing Wisconsin from Milwaukee to the Mississippi River at La Crosse. He needed
land along a corridor spanning the entire width of the state, but did
not care to compensate the land owners for their property. Instead,
he wanted territorial legislators to use their new powers of eminent
domain to condemn the land he needed and give it to him in a land
grant.
In return for the legislation, in 1856 Kilbourn offered 13 senators
$175,000 in bribes and 59 members of the assembly $355,000 more.
According to the historical record, only one senator—a Republican,
“Honest” Amasa Cobb—refused the payment. Kilbourn paid Governor Coles Bashford $50,000 to sign the legislation.4 These were
astonishing sums of money at the time, as unskilled laborers were
earning well under a dollar a day and the daily wage of trained craftsmen was less than $2. Kilbourn got his free land and built his railroad, crossing the Wisconsin River at what is now Wisconsin Dells.
They named the town after him in 1857.
That era’s corruption made Wisconsin a national laughingstock.
Harper’s magazine ran a cartoon showing a railroad president at a
“political market,” inspecting figurines labeled “Wisconsin Legislature” tied up in bunches for sale and telling the peddler: “I want a
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Governor very much indeed. Get me a Wisconsin one, if possible.”5
Such crooked dealings also prompted a citizen revolt.
A crusading newspaperman named Stephen Decatur Carpenter
worked for years to expose and condemn the open bribery of lawmakers by railroad tycoons and their lobbyists seeking favors. Nicknamed “Pump” after inventing a device used to drain water from
lead mines, Carpenter aimed his choicest words at William Barstow,
who was secretary of state and later governor. Carpenter dubbed
him and his minions “Barstow and the 40 Thieves” and relentlessly
editorialized against their backroom maneuvers to secure favorable
railroad legislation.
The public’s strong reaction to Carpenter’s revelations succeeded in
bringing down Barstow. But Bashford soon followed him to power,
and Pump Carpenter kept right on crusading. He was vindicated in
1857 when Alexander Randall (for whom the University of Wisconsin Badgers football team’s Camp Randall stadium is named) defeated the corrupt Bashford by 118 votes. Carpenter could not contain
his satisfaction, splashing these headlines across the front page of
his Wisconsin Patriot newspaper:
TEN MILLION CHEERS! CROW, OLD ROOSTER! CROW!! THE
FORTY THIEVES CLEARED OUT! RANDALL ELECTED GOVERNOR! HONESTY TRIUMPHANT! THERE IS A GOD IN ISRAEL!6
By the time Carpenter died several decades later, Wisconsin had
enacted some of the nation’s strongest anti-corruption laws, giving
birth to my state’s reputation for squeaky clean politics. For more
than a century that followed, Wisconsin was known from coast to
coast as a beacon of clean, open and honest government. The people
living at that Wisconsin River crossing disassociated themselves
from the Kilbourn name, opting instead for an Americanized version of the moniker the French explorers had bestowed upon it.
Wisconsin Dells moved on. So did my state. We largely buried the
history. Not even in school are the doings of Byron Kilbourn and
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Coles Bashford and Honest Amasa Cobb and Pump Carpenter recounted. But they live among us again, assuming new identities.
Wisconsin has come full circle. We now face threats to democracy
not seen since the robber barons reigned supreme at the Capitol in
the nineteenth century’s Gilded Age. Wisconsin once pioneered advances like election-day registration to promote high voter turnout.
Now barriers to voting are being steadily erected. Political boundaries are drawn in a way that allows one party to win the most seats
in Congress and in the legislature even though the other party gets
the most votes.
In 2010 the Supreme Court effectively wiped out Wisconsin’s century-old law banning corporate electioneering with its Citizens United decision and legalized unlimited election spending throughout
the land. Wisconsin saw election spending triple in the aftermath.7
The system of public financing of state elections that served as
a model for the nation for 34 years was repealed. The Impartial
Justice Act cleaning up state Supreme Court races was dumped after
just one election.
If money is speech, as the Supreme Court insists it is, then never
before have so few spoken at such a deafening volume. Donations as
large as half a million dollars from a single individual to a Wisconsin
governor look conspicuously like the bribes Pump Carpenter spilled
so much ink over.8
Here in Wisconsin, what we are left with is the best governing money can buy. Mining interests say dig, and officials marinated in promining money dutifully say “how deep?” and get cracking on legislation to loosen mining regulations. Corporations dangle expansion
plans in front of state officials and are showered with tax breaks
and offers of subsidized loans, grants and other welfare for the rich.
Road builders bellyache about others making claims on the taxpayer
funds they want in order to pour ever more concrete, then proceed
to throw around some serious cash, and lawmakers snap to attention and promptly work on rewriting the state constitution to create
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special protection for the road budget that no other state program
or service enjoys.
Year after year, wealthy school privatization backers shower campaign support on Wisconsin officials, and darned if public school
budgets don’t get shaved and more and more public money gets
steered to expanded private school voucher programs.
The subjects of Carpenter’s ire—namely Barstow and Bashford and
the 40 Thieves—are long gone. But the behavior he railed against
has come back to haunt Wisconsin and your homeland in this day
and age. Pump Carpenter would know us well.
As disheartening as current conditions are, we can take comfort and
draw inspiration from our history. It’s an antidote to the cynicism
that has grown like a cancer in so many of our souls. We face nothing today that hasn’t been faced—and defeated—before. Right on
this soil. Defeated by people who had so much less going for them
then than we do now. They had far less wealth. Few were property
owners. The most skilled among them were earning $2 a day. They
had less education. Few had high school diplomas and many were
illiterate. They had fewer means of communication. There was no
TV. No radio. No Internet, obviously. The printing press was their
only instrument of mass communication. They were up against vast
wealth and power concentrated in a very few privileged hands. And
they beat the greedy bastards. In so doing, they set Wisconsin on a
path that made it synonymous with clean government and progressive politics that lasted better than a century. This was my inheritance. It was handed down to all who call this place home. We have
pissed away the bequest.
So we again stand at a crossroads. But we stand here with the knowledge that conditions like today’s have been faced before… and overcome. If they could do it then, we can do it now. We don’t have to
make history. We only have to repeat it.
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CHAPTER 18

THE SECRETS TO
OUR SALVATION

I

t all comes down to two forgotten currencies.

The political establishment is operating as if there is only one currency in American politics—namely money. They are fixated on that
currency. Most who are not professional political operatives have
been brainwashed into thinking that money is the only currency.
That brainwashing leaves people who don’t have a lot of cash to
throw around in the political arena feeling powerless. Political powerlessness has the same effect as clinical depression. It is paralyzing.
And paralyzed is just what today’s political establishment wants the
citizenry to be.
There is not just one political currency. There are at least three.
Money has great power. But so do organized people and provocative ideas, when properly employed. These currencies need to be put
back in circulation.
A paralyzed citizenry is not an organized and engaged citizenry. And
citizens will not be inspired to organize and engage when one party
is bent on returning us to the nineteenth century and the other’s
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clock seems to have stopped in the twentieth. Provocative twentyfirst century thinking will not come from one party that is scary and
another that is scared.
America is going through a decades-long process of economic dislocation at least as massive as the Industrial Revolution. We just
haven’t fully decided what to call it yet. We are fighting seemingly
perpetual wars abroad. We are mired in political corruption and dysfunctional governing at home. People are afraid our children’s generation will be the first in our nation’s history not to be better off
than their parents.
When people are afraid, most will gladly trade freedom for security.
Look no further than the Patriot Act or the excesses of the NSA for
evidence of that. Most will take the comfort of a well-known past
over the risk of a yet-to-be-discovered future. Unless, that is, someone both brave and optimistic offers a compelling vision of what lays
beyond the horizon. Is there anyone who believes today’s Democratic Party is a brave and optimistic party?
The answer to that question is what empowers the “rewinders.” I
call the gang who’ve captured today’s Republican Party rewinders
because they only know how to push the rewind button. Their answer to every problem is to turn back the clock. Their efforts have
met with considerable success. As illustrated on these pages, we are
reliving the nineteenth century’s Gilded Age in so many respects.
But just as we can take comfort and inspiration from history as we
face the ongoing struggle between honor and corruption, we also
can draw comfort and inspiration from those who came before us
and proved themselves unafraid to sail over the horizon. We know
what those who sailed before us discovered. There is nothing to fear
over the horizon. The earth is round. The rewinders still seem convinced the earth is flat. But it is round.
We have it in our power to create a new political identity and an
innovative vision of a bright future on a small scale in places like
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Wisconsin and on a grand scale throughout America. Our best days
do not have to be behind us. We have it in our power to breathe life
back into democracy and put blue jeans in high places.
A moment is upon us when a movement must be built. The people
are ready. That both parties are failing America is self-evident. The
people are able, even if most don’t know it. We have more going for
us today than movement builders of yesterday did. The question is
whether the people are willing. Movement building is long, hard,
uncertain work. The political establishment will not give us a party
that is worth a damn. We have to make one. We have to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps and create what we desire. Nobody
is going to do it for us.
In deciding how to move ahead, it is always useful to look back. History is prologue. That being the case, there is no better time than
this Stilted Age to ask ourselves: What would Bob do?
Fighting Bob La Follette would fight, of course.
He would barnstorm the state. He’d reach out to people just like
those who raised me. Working people. Plain folks. People like
Les Sturz. But more important than anything, he would eschew
tarnished labels and renounce membership in corrupt institutions.
He would call himself something new.
La Follette surely would do one more thing. He would call on us to
join a great struggle. He would ask us to sacrifice today in order to
make possible a better tomorrow.
After 9/11 President Bush told us to go shopping. Talk about your
metaphors. Talk about your sharp contrasts. On the heels of the
Great Depression, my parents’ generation rallied to defeat Nazism.
Gas and rubber and sugar and butter and cloth were all rationed.
There were scrap metal drives and victory bonds. The whole country
was called upon to sacrifice.
What has our whole country been asked to sacrifice? We were exhorted to shop. You know and I know that war and the ones that
followed wouldn’t have lasted nearly as long—or maybe not been
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started at all—if we weren’t paying for them on a credit card and
instead taxes were being raised. Or if there was a draft and all of our
families faced the possibility of having a draft-age child sent away
to die.
Instead of rallying the whole country as my parents’ generation was
rallied, our president cynically manipulated us. How we respond to
such crass ploys is the great challenge of this moment in time. Our
biggest fight is the fight against the greatest enemy of peace, justice
and democracy—cynicism.
We need only remember. There is no greater threat to the ruling
class, for remembering enables us to imagine. There is no better
antidote to the cynicism that has grown like a cancer in so many
of our souls. We face nothing today that hasn’t been faced—and
defeated—before.
OK, you and I can’t buy politicians. We can’t even afford a good down
payment on one. We can’t peddle influence. We have no $250-anhour lobbyists working the halls of the Capitol on our behalf. We
can’t buy public opinion. We have no PR firms to do polling and craft
state-of-the-art marketing campaigns. No 30-second paid advertisements to spread our message. We can’t make the news whatever we
want it to be. We don’t own TV or radio networks.
But there is much we do have. We have the purchasing power of two
other currencies. There is much we can do. Regaining our senses is
a good place to start. It’s said that insanity is doing the same thing
over and over and expecting a different result. By that definition,
American voters are insane.
Roughly 1% of the population pays for the campaigns of those seeking office. Some Republicans are elected, some Democrats. They
proceed to cater to the 1% who paid to put them in office, driving
the other 99% up a wall.
Without demanding changes in the way elections are paid for, voters
re-elect most of those who drove them crazy. They throw out a few
in the interest of shaking things up, in hopes of a different result.
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One time it’s the Democrats we invest our hopes in, another time it’s
the Republicans. The newly elected officials got the money for their
campaigns from 1% of the people. They continue catering to that
fraction of the population. The rest feel let down and left out again.
Another election comes. No changes in the way campaigns are waged
and financed have been demanded or made. The same 1% pay for all
the ads, all the mailings, all the robocalls. Once again, most of those
who were in power stay in power. A few get tossed, maybe a few
more than usual. Voters hope against hope for a different result,
for some bipartisan cooperation and constructive problem solving,
for some consideration of the greater good. Hopes are dashed again.
Another election comes. And another. The same thing is done over
and over again, yet a different result is somehow expected each time.
Insane is what it is.
If American democracy is ever to become, you know, like an actual
democracy, we can’t keep doing the same thing over and over again,
election after election. You and I have to come to terms with the
sheer insanity of our past behavior.
There’s a sequence to restoring sanity that needs following. Step
one is consciously striving to change our political vocabulary.
This involves fully grasping the bondage of the current vernacular.
Consider how often we all refer to politicians as “leaders.” In reality, few in society are less involved with leadership than politicians.
With a few impressive exceptions, politicians are consummate followers. They don’t move a muscle without getting marching orders
from their key supporters. They constantly are checking the political
currents, poring over polls or convening focus groups to see which
way the winds are blowing. Politicians are quick to notice which way
the parade is headed and even quicker to run to the front and grab a
flag or a drum. Such behavior is a lot of things, but it is not leadership.
There is a public affairs school at the University of Wisconsin named
for Fighting Bob La Follette, who famously said that “the will of the
people is the law of the land.” Not long ago, that school started of154
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fering its students a course called “Exercising Political Leadership.”
According to the course syllabus, the class was to focus on government executives like presidents, governors and mayors and how
they “accumulate and spend political capital.” That confuses exercising political power with leadership. Common mistake, and one that
is particularly in keeping with the times.
Leadership has to be the most overused and abused word in politics.
No class of people boasts about leadership more than politicians do.
And perhaps no class of people does less actual leading.
While fully acknowledging that it took considerable courage to do it,
Lyndon Johnson wasn’t leading when he signed civil rights legislation. He was following. The Civil Rights Movement made him do
it. Masses of people marched, and endured beatings, and had highpowered fire hoses turned on them, and were jailed, and in some
cases gave their lives for the cause. They weren’t accumulating or
spending political capital—at least not consciously. They were leading. And they changed America.
Just a few short years ago, Wisconsin had an assembly speaker who
stood for amending the state constitution to forever ban gay marriage, and whose voice dripped with hate as he mocked “a lot of people out there who think that people should be able to marry whoever
they want, or whatever they want.” More than a few of his contemporaries cracked wise about how the Bible speaks of “Adam and Eve,
not Adam and Steve.”
Today politicians of that same stripe are scurrying for cover, dissembling here and waffling there, frantically trying to figure out a way
to reposition themselves on gay rights and same-sex marriage. Are
they leading? Of course not. They are reading polls. Attitudes are
changing. The American people are leading.
In a true democracy, citizens are the cue-givers and the directionsetters. We are the leaders we have been waiting for. So the next
time you catch yourself calling one politician or another a “leader,”
make a conscious effort to choose another word.
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The next time you catch yourself talking about liberals and conservatives, and left wings and right wings, make a conscious effort to
stop thinking horizontally and start thinking vertically. When we
exert control over the way things are talked about, we start to control the way things get done.
Step two is activating the magnet. People don’t join anything
bigger than a book club or fantasy sports league without a damn
good reason. They won’t join unless they are convinced there is a
problem that demands their attention. Once they reach the conclusion there is system failure that poses a sufficient threat to their life,
liberty, property or happiness, they still won’t join if they cannot
envision a happy ending.
Most Americans are not fans of either major party. We see how they
are failing us. Increasingly, we are politically homeless. We are despairing over the condition of our democracy and we’d like to go
in and fix it. But too many of us see only two doors, and we have
opened them before and we know what is on the other side. Behind
door number one is a third party. We’ve had our dalliances. We got
our hopes up on more than one occasion, only to have them dashed
each time. Behind door number two are the two major parties. We
hold our noses and choose whichever we consider the lesser of two
evils.
Movement builders need to make a compelling case that there is
another door, one that hasn’t been opened in our lifetimes but one
that was used by our own ancestors to escape conditions comparable to those revisiting us today. Behind door number three is a new
political household where we can take up residence and from where
a modern day renovation of one or both of the major parties can be
executed. We haven’t tried it in our day and age—we haven’t even
thought about it—but the first-party strategy proved successful
on more than one occasion before we came along and got ourselves
into our current mess. This knowledge, properly spread, can be the
magnet that draws people to the task of shoring up our foundering
democracy.
156

MIKE McCABE

Step three is naming the movement and establishing a new
political identity that transcends old caricatures and stereotypes
while reflecting and reinforcing the new vocabulary. The Democrats,
for example, are seen as the party of big government, the party of
handouts, the party that coddles the moochers among us, the party that promises something for nothing. Their enemies’ narrative
is that there are makers and takers in our society, and the Democrats cater to the takers. On top of that, they portray Democrats
as Birkenstock-wearing, Volvo-driving elites. They’ve turned words
like “liberal” and “progressive” into something akin to ethnic slurs.
The instinctive response by establishment Democrats is to become
Republican-lite, mimicking the GOP on economics and budgets while
drawing some distinctions on social issues. They call pretending to
be Republicans with a softer edge “The Third Way.” They assume
Americans actually want the mongrel offspring of the cross-breeding
of elephants and donkeys. They will not come to the Fourth Way on
their own. That will require a movement of citizens both demanding
and representing something that is neither elephant nor ass.
As noted in chapter 9, the identity of that something needs to be
familiar and instantly recognizable. It has to have universal appeal,
something that unites us, something that people from every walk
of life and every part of America can relate to and identify with.
And it needs to symbolize the distinction between the populist
movement builders and the ruling class. I throw blue jeans out there
as an illustration, but the movement doesn’t have to be denim-clad
to be successful. Possibilities abound.
Boots. Farmers wear ’em. Construction workers wear ’em. Soldiers
wear ’em. They are salt of the earth. When we start thinking vertically and we lose today’s garbled code, we stop talking about left and
right and liberals and conservatives and we talk instead about royals
and commoners or stilts and boots.
Better yet, bootstraps. Everybody, and I mean everybody, knows the
saying. Pull yourself up by your bootstraps. For first-party insurgents who want to make at least one party that’s worth having, what
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better way to shake the Democratic Party to its foundation than
seizing the enemy’s narrative, turning it to advantage, and forging
an insurgent identity that stands in direct contrast to the negative
stereotype.
Step four is to take inventory of both the movement’s assets
and those of your opponents, and devise a game plan that
plays to your strengths and capitalizes on your opponents’
weaknesses. The major parties have money and lots of it. As noted,
the major parties cannot at the present time recognize any political
currency but money. A movement to remake American politics could
try to fight fire with fire, but such a strategy almost surely will result
in democracy going up in flames. Savvy movement builders will recognize and embrace the fact that there is more than one way to fight
fire, and they will focus on equipping themselves with the political
equivalent of axes, shovels, ladders, hydrants and hoses.
I repeat: There is not just one currency in American politics. There
are at least three. Today’s political establishment is so fixated on the
money game that it overlooks the power of organized people and the
power of big ideas. There always has been highly organized money
in politics. Only rarely do people get organized. Those rare occasions
have coincided with times just like the ones we are experiencing now.
Provocative, powerful ideas are rarer still, especially in times of austerity. Our country has been mired in austerity—both economic and
intellectual—for too long now. It’s time to think big again. It’s time
to dream. America can’t become what it has the potential to be without big ideas. To give just one example among many, the American
Dream is lost unless we dare to liberate our youth from the captivity
of student debt and find a way to extend the promise of free public
education all the way through college.
The game plan must take into account that many of us have fallen
victim to paralyzed thinking, having drawn the conclusion that organizing people and spreading ideas depends on having large sums
of money. Money almost certainly trumps either of the other two
currencies alone, but history teaches that combining organizing and
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creative thinking produces a potent concoction. Just over a century
ago, the money power of the Rockefellers and Carnegies and their
contemporaries proved no match for aroused masses armed with a
new vision of what America should be. The Kochs and Waltons and
their ilk will prove no match in our time.
Step five is to think and act locally, with global designs. Establish a universal identity and design a new political household that
anyone anywhere can move into. But once that big picture has been
drawn, the trick is to think small. Start at the neighborhood level.
Then community-wide. Next, knit those emerging networks together with county chapters. Only when those are well established will
state chapters emerge. The sum total of what’s built in state after
state will be a national movement.
Blueprints are important, but they don’t build anything. At some
point, hammer must be put to nail. We must act, but keep it simple
as we do. We will do well to remember and follow the advice of César
Chávez, the legendary champion of farm workers and migrant laborers. When a young student asked him for his secret to organizing,
Chávez is said to have replied: “The only way I know how to organize
is to talk to one person, then talk to another person, then talk to
another person.”
This is simple advice, but no easy task. We are all taught from an
early age that there are two things to avoid talking about in polite
company—religion and politics. To meaningfully participate in democracy, you will often encounter the former and absolutely must
be willing to discuss the latter.
There is much to talk about. Take your pick. If you want the will of
the people to be the law of the land, you can talk to one person and
then another about the need for a Twenty-Eighth Amendment to
the U.S. Constitution putting the “r” back in free speech and reestablishing that money is not speech, corporations are not people,
elections are not auctions, and public offices are not commodities to
be bought and sold. You can talk to one person, then another, about
how Net Neutrality must be protected at all costs so we can continue
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to have a free and open Internet and so some future hand-held device can revolutionize our democracy once television is no longer the
dominant means of political communication.
You can talk to one person, and another and another, about the need
to break up the media monopolies, or the need to take redistricting
out of the hands of the politicians and give it to an independent authority so voters can choose their representatives and not the other
way around. You can talk about how much more responsive to us
our representatives would be if we had publicly financed campaigns
creating voter-owned elections instead of the donor-owned ones we
have now.
But regardless of how the conversation is started, it needs to lead to
a discussion about how to create at least one party that is worth a
damn, at least one that could be counted on to do the people’s will
on any of the things that matter to that one person with whom you
are speaking. At least one party not represented by a nineteenth century symbol. A new political brand suited to our times, a new political identity befitting us.
Step six is to challenge establishment politicians in their own
party primaries. Use the new brand and big ideas and the organization built neighborhood by neighborhood, community by community, and county by county to offer voters who have been holding their noses at the polls a breath of fresh air. Here again, think
local. Establish the new brand at the community level by getting
movement-endorsed candidates elected to local offices. This is the
farm system where candidates for higher offices will be found and
developed.
These six steps have the potential to hit the political landscape with
the force of an earthquake, much like the quakes that shook the
ground the parties stood on twice previously in America. But history does not make itself. It must be made, of course.
Very recently, I was invited to speak on the University of Wisconsin’s satellite campus in Oshkosh along the shores of Lake Winneba160
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go. After finishing my remarks about the growing threats to democracy and the compromised health of our political process, a question
came from the audience: “Do we even have a democracy?”
The way I answered at the time was to say there are degrees of democracy. American democracy is unquestionably in a weaker state
and at greater risk than it has been at any time in living memory. But
that is not to say it does not exist at all in our country. The fact that
I could stand in a public place and harshly criticize my state government and condemn the social injustice inherent in today’s politics
and not be banned from campus or arrested is itself an indication of
democracy’s existence.
Days later, I found myself wishing I had answered differently. Not
because I thought my answer was wrong. Just that I’d found a better
one. It was staring up at me from a postcard sitting on my desk that
had been sent to me by Ruth Meyer, the faithful assistant to Doris
“Granny D” Haddock, after Granny’s passing at the age of 100.
Granny D walked across America in an effort to dramatize the need
to address growing political corruption by overhauling the way election campaigns are paid for. She was 90 years old when she completed her journey, reaching Washington, D.C. and circling Capitol
Hill on foot until Congress passed the McCain-Feingold reform bill.
I met Doris for the first time when she was 93 at a forum on campaign financing held at the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater. We
kept in touch after that, and I was able to persuade her to visit Wisconsin again to testify at the “public telling” we staged as part of our
People’s Legislature. She returned to my state several more times
after that, most notably to speak at the annual Fighting Bob Fest.
On the card Ruth sent me is a photo of Doris standing on the steps
of the New Hampshire Capitol with a quote at the bottom: “Democracy is not something we have, it’s something we do.”
Granny D was right about that. Democracy is more verb than noun.
As long as we practice democracy, we have democracy. When we all
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stop acting as citizens in a democratic society, then and only then
will democracy in America be truly dead.
We do democracy when we follow the money. We do democracy
when we expose corruption in high places. We do democracy when
we speak truth to power, and hold those in power accountable for
their actions. We do democracy when we peaceably assemble and
when we march and when we petition our government. We do democracy when we move to amend the constitution to reclaim meaningful free speech rights for the masses. We do democracy when we
reject old labels and obsolete brands and dare to imagine a new political identity.
Change will come to American politics when enough of us believe
something that most of us no longer do—that the power of the people is stronger than the people in power.
Too many of us have grown accepting of, or at least resigned to,
money’s dominion over politics. If there’s to be a future for American democracy, we have to get over that. We have to become as intolerant of corrupt practices as the people of Wisconsin were at the
turn of the twentieth century or even 40 years ago.
When enough of us cross that threshold and believe once again in
the power of the people, endless possibilities will begin to present
themselves to us.
It is possible to imagine someone running for office Bill Proxmirestyle… with a modern twist. Instead of the Prox-for-our-age crisscrossing the land pressing the flesh all alone, it is possible to imagine a small army—maybe 50 or 100 in local or state legislative campaigns, 1,000 or 5,000 in a statewide contest, tens or even hundreds
of thousands in national elections—taking to the sidewalks and
the shopping mall parking lots and the country roads and becoming walking ads or living billboards to spread that Blue Jean candidate’s message. Countless others could travel the electronic highways and byways of Facebook, Twitter and YouTube to do the same
thing. People all across the country have started neighborhood book
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clubs. What is preventing us from establishing election clubs, where
we would gather with friends and neighbors to share what we each
know about the candidates, the offices they are seeking and the key
issues in these races?
Instead of modern-day Proxes funding their campaigns with a few
dollars from their own pockets, these crusades could be funded with
a few dollars from a whole lot of pockets. It wouldn’t be necessary to
get half of the population or a quarter or even a tenth to start donating to such candidates in order to have a landscape-altering impact.
Five percent would do. Just 5% of the population making small contributions of no more than $100 could collectively match or exceed
the total amount given by the tiny segment of society giving vastly
larger sums. A mere 5% of the population making modest political
donations could free elected representatives from the clutches of
the wealthy special interests that now control everything.
The point can be illustrated using national campaign contribution
figures for 2009 and 2010. In that two-year election cycle, one quarter of 1% of Americans made political donations large enough to
itemize; that is, big enough for federal law to require that the donors
be identified. Those donors—a hair shy of 819,000 people out of
the nation’s estimated population of nearly 311 million—doled out
just under $1.6 billion. That’s an average donation of almost $2,000.
Roughly the same amount of money would be generated if 5% of the
311 million, or about 15.5 million people, made contributions averaging $100.1 Call it the “5% Solution.”
Such a solution does not require the passage of any new law or reform of any existing system. It only requires legions of panhandlers
for the politically homeless collecting enough small money to trump
the big money and free us from the pay-to-say politics that has our
government in a stranglehold. It can happen as soon as enough of
us believe that the power of the people is stronger than the people
in power.
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We already have a tripartisan consensus—Republican, Democratic
and independent voters alike—that money is playing far too great a
role in our elections, is having a poisonous effect on governing, and
needs to be reined in.
A recent Gallup Poll showed that half of Americans have reached the
point of favoring banning campaign contributions altogether.2 Even
those who are best positioned to buy elections—namely America’s
top business leaders—are evidently getting tired of the political
money game and have grown uncomfortable with elected officials
being bought.3 Three-quarters of them regard political giving as
“pay to play” and close to 90% believe the campaign finance system
needs to be overhauled.4
Seven in ten Americans believe the actions of elected officials reflect the values of the wealthy, not those of working-class people.
Americans are united in their belief that money and lobbyists have
too much influence in politics, with supermajorities of both Republicans and Democrats agreeing on this point. Eight in ten Americans believe there is too much money spent on election campaigns,
with 83% of Republicans and 80% of Democrats agreeing with the
following statement: “There is too much money concentrated among a
small number of groups and individuals spent on political campaigns in
America, and strict limits should be placed on campaign spending and
contributions.”5
What we do not have yet is broad public belief that citizens have
the capacity to force change on the politicians and their parties. Supermajorities of people of every political stripe are sick and tired of
the rigged political game and the crooked players. Yet those players,
the elected representatives of the sick and tired, stubbornly resist
reform and shamelessly cater to the small number of groups and individuals who supply them with their campaign money. In a country
whose founders rebelled against taxation without representation,
we now have elected officials giving their cash constituents representation without taxation. What do their voting constituents get?
Sicker and more tired.
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It’ll end when the tripartisan consensus that the system is sick turns
into a tripartisan rebellion against those who spread the disease.
If there has ever been a time that screams out for political innovation, this is it. Creating a plausible alternative to today’s politics
involves risk, but so does invention of any kind. Light will appear
one day at the end of the tunnel. But knowing that is small comfort
when you’re feeling around in the dark. History is scariest when it
is being made.
Abolitionists ended slavery. There was no risk involved with that?
No possibility of failure? Suffragists got women the right to vote.
There was no resistance to that? New Dealers created Social Security
and wiped out poverty among the aged. No risk there either? A Great
Society took on segregation, passed the Civil Rights Act and Voting
Rights Act, launched a war on poverty and established Medicare. All
of these undertakings involved considerable risk. And for every advance there were multiple failed attempts to move America forward.
We are journeying into a great unknown. We face a crisis in our democracy never seen in living memory. We are in the fight of our
lives.
Talk about your turning points.
Do we play it safe? Do we keep doing what we’ve been doing? Or do
we take a leap of faith?
How we, how you, answer these questions will be known soon
enough. For now, I know this much: If there’s to be any hope for the
common good in America, we need uncommon politics.
And I know this: If we do risk the leap, if we do discard the old habits
and dare to imagine new ways of doing democracy, then a makeover
of American politics is in the offing.
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