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Populism is not about mobs, anti-government rants, or opinion polls

To put the progress back in “progressive,” 
we need a real populist movement
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The

IF A POLITICAL POLLSTER came to my door and asked
whether I consider myself a conservative or a liberal, 
I’d answer, “No.”  

ot to be cute—I have a bit of both in me—but because, like
most Americans, my beliefs can’t be squeezed into either of
the tidy little boxes that the establishment provides.

Also, most of the big issues that our country faces defy
right-left categorization. Take conservatism. It’s a doctrine 

that classically embodies caution and…well, conservation. Yet the
gushing and spreading Gulf Coast oil disaster was caused by people
who proudly identify themselves as conservatives—including top
executives of BP, Halliburton, and Transocean, as well as the top 
regulatory officials involved. However, they’re not conservatives,
they’re anything-goes corporatists. Likewise,
the five Supreme Court justices who
recently enthroned corporate money over
democracy (Lowdown, March 2010) are 
routinely labeled by the media as “conserva-
tive”—but their reckless rulings destroy our
democratic values, rather than conserve them.
Again, corporatists all. 

As I’ve rambled
through life, I’ve
observed that the
true political spectrum
in our society does not
range from right to left,
but from top to bot-
tom. This is how
America’s economic
and political systems
really shake out, with
each of us located
somewhere up or down
that spectrum, mostly
down. Right to left is politi-
cal theory; top to bottom is the
reality we actually experience in
our lives every day—and the vast major-
ity of Americans know that they’re not even
within shouting distance of the moneyed powers that 
rule from the top of both systems, whether those elites call 

N
themselves conservatives or liberals. 

For me, the “ism” that best encompasses and addresses this 
reality is populism. What is it? Essentially, it’s the continuation of
America’s democratic revolution. It encompasses and extends the
creation of a government that is us. Instead of a “trickle down”
approach to public policy, populism is solidly grounded in a “percolate
up” philosophy that springs directly from America’s founding princi-
ple of the Common Good. 

Few people today call themselves populists, but I think most are.
I’m not talking about the recent political outbursts by confused, used,
and abused teabag ranters who’ve been organized by corporate front
groups to spread a hatred of government. Rather, I mean the millions 
of ordinary Americans in every state who’re battling the real power
that’s running roughshod over us: out-of-control corporations. With

their oceans of money and their hired armies of lobbyists,
lawyers, economists, consultants, and PR agents, these

self-serving, autocratic entities operate from faraway
executive suites and Washington backrooms to rig the
economic and governmental rules so that they capture
more and  more of America’s money and power.

The superwealthy speculators and executives who
own and run these far-
flung, private empires
don’t live in our zip
codes, but their power

reaches into all of our
lives. During the past 30
years or so, they have qui-

etly succeeded in untether-
ing their ilk from our country’s

quaint notion that we’re all in this
together. They’ve elevated their

private interests above the public
interest and entrenched them-
selves as the preeminent decision
makers over our economy, envi-

ronment, and media—and our gov-
ernment. They pull the strings.

You can shout yourself red-
faced at Congress critters you
don’t like and demand a gov-
ernment so small it’d fit in the
back room of Billy Bob’s Bait 

Wall Street owns the country. 
It is no longer a government of
the people, by the people, and 

for the people, but a government
of Wall Street, by Wall Street,

and for Wall Street.
—— MARY ELLEN LEASE, lecturer, writer, and

political activist,  advocate of women’s 

suffrage, Kansas Populist, a speech in 1890
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Shop & Sushi Stand—but you won’t be touching the
corporate and financial powers behind the throne. In
fact, weak government is the political wet dream of cor-
porate chieftains, which is why they’re so ecstatic to
have the Tea Party out front for them. But the real issue
isn’t small government; it’s good government. (Can I
get an amen from Gulf Coast fishing families on that!?) 

This is where populists come in. You wouldn’t know
it from the corporate media, but in just about every
town or city in our land you can find some groups or
coalitions that, instead of merely shouting at politi-
cians, have come together to find their way around,
over, or through the blockage that big money has put 
in the way of their democratic aspirations. Also, in the
process of organizing, strategizing, and mobilizing,
these groups are building relationships and commu-
nity, creating something positive from a negative. 

This is the historic, truly democratic, grassroots 
populism of workaday folks who strive (and, more
often than not, succeed) to empower themselves to
take charge economically as well as politically.

With the rebellious spirit and sense of hope that have
defined America from the start, these populists are
directly challenging the plutocratic order that reigns over
us. This populism is unabashedly a class movement—
one that seeks not merely to break the iron grip that cen-
tralized corporate power has on our country, but also to
build cooperative democratic structures so that ordinary
people—not moneyed interests—define and control our
country’s economic and political possibilities. 

Reclaim populism
It’s necessary to restate the solid principles of pop-

ulism and reassert its true spirit because both are now
being subverted and severely perverted by corporate
manipulators and a careless media establishment. To
these debasers of the language, any politicos or pundits
who tap into any level of popular anger (toward Obama,
liberals, the IRS, poor people, unions, gays, immigrants,
Hollywood, community organizers, environmentalists,
et al.) get a peel-off “populist” label slapped onto their
lapels—even when their populist pose is funded by and
operates as a front for one or another corporate inter-
est. That’s not populism; it’s rank hucksterism, disguis-
ing plutocrats as champions of the people.

Witness Sarah Palin, whose political flowering was
induced by the rich stimulant of corporate money and
who has now been turned into an overnight multimil-
lionaire by agreeing to serve as the political face and
voice for such corporate barons as Rupert Murdoch.
Palin’s chief function is to rally the teabag faithful (who
are less than 20% of the public) into a cacophonous, 

furious, and ludicrous defense of the domineering
power of—guess who?—corporate barons.

Yet, few in the media peek behind her façade. After
hearing Palin loyally denounce the unmitigated evil 
of government at a recent Tea Party convention, for
example, Washington Post columnist David Broder, 
the eminent establishmentarian, gushed about her
“pitch-perfect populism.”

Even worse than the media’s misapplication of the
label is its desperate determination to marginalize what
is actually a venerable and historic movement as noth-
ing more than assorted gaggles of grumps and quacks.
George Will, the effete conservative commentator,
sniffed in a February column that populism is “a cele-
bration of intellectual ordinariness.” Then he dismissed
its political importance with a sweeping declaration
that populism “always wanes because it never seems
serious as a solution.”

Perhaps George had his signature bowtie too tightly
tied that day, cutting off the flow of blood to his mem-
ory cells. Otherwise, someone of his intellectual extra-
ordinariness would have recalled that the populists of
the 1880s were the ones who formed the first U.S.
political party to propose and push such serious solu-
tions as women’s suffrage; wage protections and an
eight-hour day for labor; direct election of U.S. senators
by the people; elimination of poll taxes and literacy
tests for voting; corralling the power of lobbyists; 
civil-service laws; pensions for veterans; a graduated
income tax; elimination of all subsidies to private cor-
porations; outlawing the Pinkterton system of corpo-
rate mercenaries to bust unions; and preserving
America’s natural resources from being monopolized
for speculative purposes.

It’s important to reclaim populism from dissemblers
and hijackers because populism is a legitimate, positive,
uniting political expression with a rich history (though
largely untaught), a genuine appeal to today’s disaffected
majority, and a huge potential for making real demo-
cratic progress against corporate rule. There is serious
power in the concept, which is precisely why corpo-
ratists are out to hide its long and proud history and to
squeeze its meaning down to something as vacuous as
“popular,” allowing them to capture it for their own use.

Now is the time for progressives to reassert their
populist beliefs and bona fides, for we’re living in a
teachable moment in which it’s possible to reach most
Americans  with an aggressive and positive approach
to achieving a higher level of economic and political
democracy. There is a spreading and deepening recog-
nition within today’s  broad middle class that they’ve
been abandoned to a plutocracy that feels free to 

DoSomething!
Dozens of national groups, as well as groups in practically every state, are developing populist ideas and organizing populist actions. Here 
are a few (we will assemble a more complete list on the Lowdown website—and you can help by submitting others that you know about):

� A New Way Forward:
www.anewwayforward.org

� Grassroots Economic 
Organizing: 
http://geo.coop

� Green America  
(formerly Co-Op America):
www.greenamericatoday.org

� Green For All: 
www.greenforall.org

� Iowa Citizens for Community
Improvement: 
www.iowacci.org

�Move Your Money: 
http://moveyourmoney.info

� Solidarity Economy Network: 
www.populareconomics.org/ussen

� US Federation of Worker
Cooperatives: 
www.usworker.coop/front

DEMS SUBMIT TO
CORPORATE POWER

DEMOCRATIC LEADERS 
in Washington have
responded to the Supreme
Court’s January dictate
allowing oceans of corpo-
rate campaign cash to flood
America’s elections.

It’s the DISCLOSE Act (or,
more fully, the Democracy
Is Strengthened by Casting
Light on Spending in
Elections Act). Gosh, 
couldn’t they come up with 
a more cumbersome title?

The substance of the bill
is that campaign ads must
reveal who paid for them.
That’s good but—that’s it?
That’s like legalizing bank
robbery, as long as the rob-
bers wear name tags.

A nationwide coalition 
is pushing a tougher
response—a constitutional
amendment to overrule the
Court: www.freespeech
forpeople.org.

Meanwhile, the bank-
sters of Wall Street have
also escaped real change in
the Democratic-controlled
Congress. The American
people demanded reform,
said the Senate banking
chairman, and “this [bill] is
their victory.” So why are
all the big bankers smiling?
Because despite
Washington’s populist rhet-
oric, they know that the
White House and Congress
are letting them escape
with a mere increase in
regulations, keeping their
overwhelming size and
power and their monopolis-
tic market control intact.
They wriggled out of the
real populist proposals to
break up all “too-big-to-
fail” banks and to decen-
tralize Wall Street power. 

How did they escape?
Money. In the past year,
while Congress’s banking
committees have been
writing the reform bill, 
Wall Street executives and
lobbyists have held 845
fundraising events for the
members of those commit-
tees, putting millions of 
dollars into their re-election
campaigns.
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YES!
I want to receive a full year of The Hightower 
Lowdown—12 issues in all—for an unbelievably
ridiculous, low, low price.

To give a gift of the Lowdown, enter the recipient’s name and address below and 
include your name and address on a separate sheet.

NAME

ADDRESS

CITY                                                                                      STATE                              ZIP
Mail this coupon with your payment to: The Hightower Lowdown P.O. 20596, New York, NY 10011

Send me one year of The Hightower Lowdown for just $15.
(Seniors and students—$12.)
Send me two years of The Hightower Lowdown for just $27.
(Seniors and students—$22.) 

knock them down and leave them there. The disdain
that the power elites have for the rest of us is glaringly
and gallingly apparent:

�WALL STREET BILLIONAIRES crash our economy
but are bailed out at our expense to continue their
banksterism against us.

�WE’RE TOLDTO ACCEPT A “JOBLESS RECOVERY”

and to sit still for a “new normal” of perpetually low
wages, continuing losses of American jobs, and
steady erosion of union and consumer power.

�WE’RE PRESENTED WITH TWO FLAGRANT 

EXAMPLES of murderous corporate greed—first 
at Massey Energy’s deadly coal mine, then at BP’s
deadly offshore oil well—yet no corporate executive
has even been arrested. 

Do the Powers That Be (whether liberal or conserva-
tive) really imagine that the great majority of Americans
don’t see or don’t care about this rank classism, this in-
your-face stiffing of the middle class? Not only do regu-
lar folks see and care, but there has been a correspon-
ding rise in populist attitudes and activism each time
the government shows itself to be in cahoots with the
stiffers. Following Bush, Obama brought “the audacity
of hope” to Washington, and most of us cheered. But
people have since seen too many times when he and
other top Democrats posed as reformers, only to back
off when push came to shove, ending up coddling the
corporate plutocracy. 

Take that January Supreme Court ruling that literally
allows corporations to buy our elections. Arcane issues
of campaign financing don’t usually move the bubble in
opinion polls, but the Great Unwashed instantly grasped
that this was raw corporate usurpation of the people’s
democratic authority, and they howled. With polls show-
ing that 83% of Americans (including 73% of Republicans)
are demanding immediate action to overturn this out-
rage, Obama himself pledged to jump right on it.

Months passed. No action. Finally, Democrats intro-
duced what they called “a sweeping reform.” Big
Whoopie. Rather than boldly leading the charge for a
constitutional amendment to reverse this corporate
coup, the bill caves in to the Court’s disastrous ruling,
meekly proposing nothing more than some new cam-
paign-finance disclosure rules. It actually gives legal
cover for Exxon Mobil, Goldman Sachs, Walmart, and
the rest to steal our government—they just have to
wear name tags while doing it. Harsh, huh?

This kind of stuff is why there’s a yearning for—
as we say in Texas—politics with hair on it. On April 30,
I was interviewed by Bill Moyers for a special edition 
of his PBS television show. It was the final broadcast 
of his long-running, excellent, and important “Journal,”
and he chose to close with his own testament to what
he sees as the promising rise of modern-day populism:

“Plutocracy and democracy don’t mix…The fate and
character of our country are up for grabs. So along with
Jim Hightower and many of you, I am biased: democ-
racy only works when we claim it as our own.”

Following the broadcast, hundreds of emails and 
letters poured into my office, with many more going 
to Bill—practically all of them positive. Populism clearly
struck a chord with folks, and I was encouraged by the
many who accepted our interview as a call to action.
Here’s a sampling from around the country:

PLATTSBURGH, NY: “A couple of my friends and I are
most inspired by the Populist message and would like
to meet other like-minded people. You speak my lan-
guage and have inspired me to get more involved.”

NORTH CAROLINA: “Always thought I was a frustrated
southern Democrat, but I’m thinking I may be a pop-
ulist now. I would love to find out where I can get
involved here in North Carolina.”

WESTERN MASSACHUSETTS: “I was very cynical
about grassroots movements, especially the Tea Party.
Your remarks were clarifying. Any advice on how I 
can help?”

HILLSBORO, OR: “I have the energy to help drive
these changes but am unsure as to how I can most
effectively help. I know just being involved is a huge
step, and so I want to get involved.” 

NEBRASKA: “I would just like to get a dialogue going
[and] to make my website one that would be useful in
getting people aware and aroused to put the govern-
ment back to work for the people, not just the rich folks.”

WISCONSIN: “To know that there are people that are
not just laying down to be trampled on and stepped
over, brings me some comfort.”

WASHINGTON STATE: “I just watched Moyers’ show
and found out I’m a populist; where do I sign up?”

A movement
We have a populist majority in America right now.

Look at nearly any poll or talk with people at the local
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BEYOND BP:
MESSAGE
TO BOSS

“TONY TWO-STEP” is 
too much, isn’t he? Tony
Hayward, I mean, the 
slick CEO of BP who keeps
trying to two-step his way
around the public’s fury
over the oily mess he and
other top executives have
made.

“What the hell did we do
to deserve this?” Hayward
asked shortly after his well
exploded in April. Tony, you
and your lobbyists danced
around environmental pro-
tections, refused to install
safety equipment, and lied
about the likelihood of dis-
aster and your ability to
cope with it.

“It wasn’t our accident,”
the CEO later declared as
oil was spreading. Wow,
Tony, in one four-word 
sentence, you told two 
lies. First, BP owns the 
well,  and you damn sure
would’ve claimed the prof-
its from it, so it is your 
mess. Second, the failure 
of the blowout preventer
was not an “accident,” 
but the inevitable result 
of hubris and greed flowing
directly from BP’s execu-
tive suite.

“The Gulf of Mexico is a
very big ocean,” Hayward
told the media, trying to
sidestep the fact that BP’s
mess was America’s worst
oil calamity ever. Indeed,
Tony said that the amount
of oil spewing from the 
well “is tiny in relation to
the total water volume.”
This just two weeks before
it was revealed that the
amount of gushing oil was
up to 20 times more than 
BP had been claiming.

Eleven oil workers are
dead, thousands of Gulf
Coast people have had
their livelihoods devas-
tated, and unfathomable
damage is being done to
the Gulf ecology, yet this
guy is still dancing around
—and still drawing his $5-
million-a-year paycheck. 
A grassroots boycott is at
www. beyondbp.org .

12
ISSUES

15 
BUCKS!

1006Lowdown_final.qxd  6/4/10  6:16 PM  Page 3



Chat & Chew Café, and you’ll find—contrary to teabag
hype, the contrived “wisdom” of major media outlets,
and the political weenieness of too many Democratic
“leaders”—that most folks are already with us on prac-
tically all of the big issues related to the corporatization
of America (jobs, Wall Street, pollution, money in poli-
tics, a green economy, health care, media, unions,
affordable housing, pensions, K-Street lobbyists, local
businesses, infrastructure investment, progressive 
taxation, you name it). 

Moreover, there is huge support for our fundamental
populist values (economic fairness, social justice, and
equal opportunity for ALL) and for our guiding principle
of the Common Good. People believe in these ideals
and hold them deep in their hearts, even though our
corporate rulers don’t want them discussed, much 
less implemented.

From coast to coast, in nearly every community,
you’ll find people who are implementing these princi-
ples in their work, businesses, schools, families, organ-
izations, religions, neighborhoods, and every other
area of their lives. Millions of Americans are deliber-
ately defying the corporate order to create new struc-
tures, groups, systems, and relationships based on
richer values than the stilted corporate ethic.

Cooperatives, for example, are one bright populist
path to structural economic change. You can join with
others in your community to own, control, manage,
profit from, and enjoy the places where you work, live,
produce, play, buy, eat, bank, get health care, etcetera.
These are democratic entities in which decisions are
not handed down from the top, but made by the mem-
bers. As opposed to aloof, absentee, autocratic corpo-
rate owners who extract wealth from communities, co-
ops are of, by, and for the community, creating good
jobs and distributing both wealth and power locally.

The cooperative idea is big and growing rapidly in
every state. About 72,000 are up and running, involving
120 million members. It’s a valid, large-scale alternative
for building democratic values directly into America’s
economic structure, so turn your imagination loose. For
instance, here in my town of Austin, a bunch of enter-
prising folks have launched Black Star, America’s first
cooperatively owned and run microbrewery and pub!
Needless to say, I’m in.

Big changes require big ideas rooted in big ideals—
combined with strategic thinking, lots of grunt-level

organizing, a broad willingness to cooperate, and the
tenacity to stick with it. In other words, a movement.
It’s not something that can be created by one presiden-
tial campaign, and it has to be more than an uncoordi-
nated collection of issue groups.

The populist movement of the late nineteenth cen-
tury, for example, was not a helter-skelter organization
thrown together on the whim of some angry, inept
know-nothings. It was built by smart, knowledgeable
big thinkers, strategists, and organizers. 

They created a nationwide network of cooperative
enterprises to provide capital, supplies, and marketing
mechanisms for movement members. They formed their
own integrated media network of newspapers, maga-
zines, books, and speakers, allowing the movement to
communicate and educate constantly. They trained thou-
sands to be leaders. They ran their own members for
public office, electing hundreds all across the country.
They taught literacy classes, put on cultural events, 
provided lecturers, formed bands and singing groups,
held festivals, and otherwise linked members into fun,
self-improvement, and a shared social experience.

That’s what a movement looks like. 

Let’s get moving
Progressive forces today already have nearly all of

the components of an effective movement at work
around the country, but there’s little connection among
the components, no uniting theme to our many issues,
no longterm focus, and no common strategy. Because
of this, we’re not actually a movement—and we’re not
really moving much.

To make the whole of our efforts greater than the sum
of our diverse, dispersed parts, we urgently need to be
more unified. I don’t mean anything grandiose like one
big happy organization, but modest steps forward. It
could begin simply by having some serious conversa-
tions among our groups, media sources, organizers, fun-
ders, and other resources about how we can produce a
bit more cooperation and slightly more coordination.

It seems to me that the rallying point is a focus on
the populist possibilities presented by the corporate
arrogance and avarice that is crushing our country’s
potential. With that, we might actually become a move-
ment that moves.

CORRECTION: Last month’s Lowdown (page 1) said that 5 million
people are unemployed.  The correct number is 15 million.

PLUTONOMICS

FOR THE SUPER-RICH
hoity-toities of our land,
the democratic populism
arising among the hoi 
polloi is a no-no. Instead 
of populism, the upper-
crusters want a different
“ism”—plutonomism.

This word was derived
from “plutocracy” in 2005
by a team of “global invest-
ment strategists” at
Citigroup, the Wall Street
financial giant. While 
populism is based on the
egalitarian principle of 
the common good, plu-
tonomism unabashedly
espouses the virtue of 
“the rich getting richer.”

In a 2006 memo to
Citigroup’s wealthy clients,
lead “strategist” Ajay
Kapur declared, “Our 
thesis is that the rich are
the dominant drivers of
demand” in the U.S. and
other “plutonomies.” How
does a country become a
plutonomy? One essential
factor, he wrote, is “favor-
able treatment by market-
friendly governments [to
allow] the rich to prosper.”
Another is to have cor-
porate CEOs who “lead
the charge” on globaliza-
tion and automation to
transfer more of the
nation’s wealth into cor-
porate profits “at the
expense of labor.”

Kapur noted that the
wealthiest one percent 
of Americans—whom 
he called “the plutono-
mists”—had benefited
disproportionately from
recent increases in
worker productivity, and
he happily forecast that
“global capitalists are
going to be getting an
even greater share of the
wealth pie over the next
few years.”

Any bad news for the
rich? Hmm, said Kapur, 
the widening rich-poor
wealth gap could be 
trouble because even in
the United Plutonomy of
America, the “one person-
one vote” system still
exists.
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