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What I want for Christmas is an outbreak of People's Politics

A real Democratic Party would
say “We’re on your side!”

The

ear Santa:There are so many toys
I’d love to find under my tree this
year! All kinds of new kitchen giz-
mos have caught my eye, and a
bunch of CDs have caught my ear.
Oh, I love gardening stuff, too.
Plus, I hear there’s a little robot

that goes to the fridge and gets a
beer for you—could I have
one of those? Pleeeeeze.
There are so many things,
and I know I can’t be
greedy and ask for them
all, so I’ve been mak-
ing a list of my very
top favorites.

But last night as I
was looking over my list
…I suddenly tore it up!
Ripped the whole thing to
bits and trashed it. I still like
toys, mind you, but—well, we
live in a weird time, don’t we Santa?

Even if I got everything on my
list, by Christmas afternoon I’d be
asking myself: Is that all there is? I don’t
mean I’d want more stuff. Stuff is the
problem! Stuff is an insidious diversion,
and it’s so…so…so unsatisfying. 

I need—we need, our country needs—
something much bigger to strive for than
mere possessions. There’s a widespread
hunger for a sense of national commitment and
purpose. We need a connection to a common
effort that’ll enlist us to stop Washington’s and Wall
Street’s abandonment of our egalitarian values, that’ll
reverse the growing sense most of us have that our
America is headed in the wrong direction, tha’ll
rekindle our democratic idealism.
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only thing I want is this: A REAL DEMOCRATIC PARTY,
ALIVE AND KICKING!

It’s not enough to wail about what the Bushites
are doing to our country. Yes, it’s awful—they’re
brazenly ransacking our public treasury and giving the
loot to the rich, they have us mired in a macho-mania-

cal war to make the world safe for Halliburton,
they’re sawing the rungs off the ladder of

upward mobility for the
poor and the middle
class, they’re defoliating
our environmental and
safety protections,

they’re gutting labor and
consumer laws, they’re

deliberately defunding
our public infrastructure,
they’re militarizing both
the federal budget and

our society, they’re sup-
planting our basic liberties

with executive autocracy, they’re
enthroning corporate supremacy

through trade scams and stacked
courts, they’re…well, the list
goes on and on.

But what did we expect? As I
wrote when Bush first began to

run for president in 1999,
“George W is an absolute cor-

porate wet dream” and an ardent
“practitioner of crony capitalism.”
Throughout their careers,

BushCheney&Company have
always been loyal corporate
servants and always will be.

That’s why they were put there.
Santa, here’s the question people

ask me everywhere I go: “Where the hell
?

GIVING
CIRCLES

Why don’t you become a
philanthropist?

“Holy John D. Rockefeller,”
you’re probably saying. “Do I
look like Bill Gates or Michael
Dell? I’m no gabillionaire,
able to plaster my name on
museums and such.”

No, no—not that kind of
philanthropist, but a much
more modest type.
Chances are that you’re
already one, giving small
annual donations to all
sorts of educational, reli-
gious, civic, and other char-
itable groups. Now a grow-
ing number of ordinary folks
are forming “giving circles”
with their friends, family, co-
workers, and…well, with
whomever you choose.Your
circle might meet once a
month or so to pool your
small donations—maybe $10
or $20 or $50 each.Then you
jointly choose a nonprofit
group, a family, or a person
to receive the money.

By pooling, your funds
have a greater impact on the
recipient, and by jointly mak-
ing decisions the whole
charitable process becomes
more meaningful.You can
make your circle gatherings
fun by meeting over a picnic,
having a little beer and wine,
some music, and generally
getting in the joyous spirit.

A nurse in Greenville,
South Carolina, started a cir-
cle of women who meet for a
monthly potluck supper, and
with monthly gives of about
$25 each, they’ve paid for
two years of nursing school
for an East African woman.
“You feel more personally
involved,” says nurse Marsha
Wallace, “and it makes us
feel more connected.”

REVEALING 
WAL-MART

Just as Wal-Mart honchos
were reeling from the release
of Robert Greenwald’s new
film, Wal-Mart: The High
Cost of Low Price, they got
smacked by one of their
own. An internal corporate
memo, leaked to the media,
featured an executive vice
president’s recommenda-
tions on ways to cut back on
employees’ benefits. This
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proposal would save the
company a billion or so a
year while appearing for PR
purposes to be offering more
benefits.

For example, the memo
calls for offering some edu-
cation benefits as a lure to
younger workers. How nice!
But the real motive here is
to push out workers who’ve
been at Wal-Mart long
enough to earn higher pay
and more benefits. The
memo notes that someone
with a seven-year tenure
costs the corporation 55%
more than a first-year work-
er, yet is no more produc-
tive. Better to ratchet up the
turnover and rid the compa-
ny of those more expensive
veterans. Not nice.

Other not-nice recommen-
dations were to hire more
part-time workers (they
don’t get benefits), cut
401(K) contributions by one-
fourth, and slash company-
paid life insurance benefits
by nearly a third.

To see the memo—and
the real Wal-Mart—go to
walmartwatch.com. To see
the film, go to www.walmart-
movie.com.

MAKE THE POOR
PAY FOR KATRINA?

Isn’t living in poverty pun-
ishment enough, without
Congress’s adding still more
to the burdens of the poor.

Apparently not for the
Republican majority that runs
Congress. Driven by a group
of rabid anti-government ide-
ologues, the GOP has
launched “Operation Offset,”
which demands $50 billion in
new spending cuts to offset
federal spending for hurri-
cane relief on the Gulf Coast.

Well, hey, I’m for that! You
can find $50 billion in a hurry
to cut from the Pentagon—it
spends more than a billion of
our tax dollars every single
day, and that doesn’t count
fighting wars! George W’s
war of lies in Iraq is now
chewing up an extra $5.6 bil-
lion every month. Right now,
the Pentagon’s basic annual
budget of $500 billion is
quadruple the military spend-
ing of all of America’s poten-
tial enemies combined and

December 2005 The Hightower Lowdown 2

Lost in Washington
With no strong national voice,

Democratic officials in Congress
now proclaim themselves to be the
leaders and conscience of the party.
God help us.

These people dwell in self-
imposed exile inside the Beltway,
operating under the sad delusion that
they’re actually a part of the govern-
ment. In most cases, their backbones
have been drained of any populist
commitment they might once have
had and filled with both corporate
cash and the corporate agenda (from
the Iraq war to the anticonsumer
bankruptcy bill, most of the Bushite
horrors have been abetted either
actively or passively by congressional
Democrats). They seem incapable of
standing tall for the vast constituency
that desperately needs them, instead
slinking behind the skirts of clueless
consultants and fundraisers who
keep advising them to put forth only
the meekest, corporate-approved,
don’t-rock-the-boat proposals. At a
time when we should be setting off
big caliber ideas, Democratic leaders
are firing pea shooters. 

A fellow named Doyle, who is a
Lowdowner from Kansas, put it well
in an email to me: “I’ve pretty well
gone blind looking for leadership
from my party these days. How
come my yellow dog has strayed so
far from home?”

The American public is looking for
an honest answer to that, Doyle. It’s
fun to watch Tom DeLay get pinched
and Karl Rove get squeezed, and it
puts a big grin on every Democrat’s
face to see George W’s poll num-
bers sink like a Mafia corpse in the
East River. But the party’s old guard
and in-house operatives can forget
trying to skate by on a campaign
slogan of “We’re Not Them.”

First of all, they are them.
Congressional Democrats are mired
in the same swamp of corporate
money that has sucked up the
Republican party, and Democrats
have shown (with some notable and
encouraging exceptions) that they
cannot be trusted to vote for the
people’s interest over corporate
power. This is why voter esteem for
Democrats has not risen as the
GOP’s numbers have fallen.

Second, and most important,
people are not shopping for the best
of the worst. Folks are yearning for
integrity, for deep change in how
the system operates…and for
whom. Being the “anti” party not
only is a loser, but it’s also funda-
mentally dishonest and a craven
abandonment of the Democratic
party’s essential democratic role in
our nation’s history. Americans don’t
want merely to be “aginners,” but to
be FOR a party—to be for it
because it is clearly for the people,
and better yet, is the people. 

What I want
Santa, a lot of people are drawing

up lists of issues and tinkering with
language to clarify what the
Democratic party should be for. That’s
good, but I think there’s another, more
important starting point: First, send
me a party that knows WHO it is for. 

“Everyone” is not an answer. As
we’ve learned from recent experience,
a party can’t be “for” working families
if it doesn’t have the guts to declare
war on the corporate thieves who’re
stealing the middle-class possibilities
of those families. It can’t be “for” the
poor if it constantly caves in to the
wishes of the bankers, Wal-Marters,
developers and others who keep run-
ning over the poor. It can’t be for small
farmers if it lacks the stomach to con

front the middleman giants that are
squeezing the life out of those farm
families. A party has to choose sides.

My wish is for a Democratic
party that chooses to reconnect
with its populist roots, recognizing
that its only real reason for exis-
tence is to be the unabashed,
unequivocal, unrelenting representa-
tive of its core populist constituency,
including America’s working stiffs,
the middle class (this means the
60% of the country who have
incomes of less than $55,000 a
year), the poor (a fast-growing con-
stituency, unfortunately), small farm-
ers and local business, old folks and
children, grunts and veterans, and
proponents of clean air and water.

Corporations and the millionaire
class already have a party—and
notice that it is relentless in its
devotion to their interests, including
the open raid the GOP is presently
making on our public treasury to
grab another $146 billion for tax
giveaways, 97% of which will go to
the wealthiest 4% of Americans
(more than half goes to the richest
one-tenth of one percent). These for-
tunate few are doing fine; they don’t
need another party’s help.

But the great majority of people
whose incomes are not even keeping
up with inflation, the families working
three or more jobs trying to stay
afloat, the folks who actually feel the
squeeze of ripoff gasoline and heat-
ing prices, the young people who
see college education priced beyond
their reach while also seeing their
middle-class opportunities being cal-
lously offshored to China and India,
the growing number of families with
either no health coverage or practical-
ly useless coverage—these and so
many more desperately need a party
that is wholly theirs, not owned or 

i d   3

Do something!

Here is a sampling of some of the great groups working to put the progressive kick
back in the Democratic donkey:

� Progressive Democrats of
America
www.pdamerica.org
877-368-9221
� Campaign for America’s Future

www.ourfuture.org
202-955-5665
�Wellstone Action

www.wellstone.org
651-645-3939

� Progressive Majority
www.progressivemajority.org
202-408-8603
� 21st Century  Democrats

www.21stdems.org
202-626-5620
� Progressive Legislative Action

Network (PLAN)
www.progressivestates.org

� The League of Pissed Off Voters
www.indyvoter.org
212-283-8879
� Center for American Progress

www.americanprogess.org
202-682-1611
�Working Families Party

www.workingfamiliesparty.org
718-222-3796



supports 225,000 officers—
one for every five soldiers.

Not enough there to rebuild
the Gulf Coast? Then how
about the $70 billion that
these same Congress crit-
ters want to dole out in new
tax cuts, with three fourths
going to the wealthiest 3%
of Americans?

Get serious, say the off-
setters—those are our
friends, our contributors…
our sacred cows. Instead,
the Republican ideologues
plan to take food-stamp ben-
efits from 300,000 people,
cut health benefits for some
six million poor children on
Medicaid, cut 270,000 kids
from child-care assistance,
cut enforcement in the child-
support program, and elimi-
nate foster-care assistance
for many children. This from
a party that repeatedly touts
its commitment to families.

Learn more from the
Center on Budget and Policy
Priorities at 202-408-1080
and Business Leaders for
Sensible Priorities at 212-
243-3416.

BOO
YAHOO

Internet giants Yahoo,
Microsoft, Google, and Cisco
are competing for profits in
China—at the expense of
human rights. Beijing’s
repressive, antidemocratic
rulers use technologies will-
ingly supplied by these cor-
porations to censor the infor-
mation that the Chinese
people get and to monitor the
people’s communications.

Recently, Yahoo went a step
further than simply profiting
from repression—it agreed to
aid and abet China’s thugish
rulers. Mr. Shi Tao, a dissi-
dent Chinese journalist, had
a Yahoo email address,
which he assumed was a
secure refuge from the
authorities. Wrong. When
agents of the rulers demand-
ed that Yahoo give them
access to Mr. Shi’s communi-
cations, corporate officials
handed over his email
secrets and Mr. Shi has now
been sentenced to 10 years
in prison for trying to exer-
cise free speech.

“I’ve always taken the atti-
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leased by the monied elites.
It’s reported that Democratic con-

gressional leaders are scrambling to
come up with a message and slogan
to spiff up the party’s image for next
year’s elections—sort of like a corpo-
rate branding campaign. House lead-
ers tried this last year with the clarion
call “New Partnership for America’s
Future.” You saw how well that worked
out. Instead of turning to PR firms, how
about just saying something genuine
that’ll go straight to the heart of the
populist base, which now feels politi-
cally homeless? Here’s my entry, free
of charge: “WE’RE ON YOUR SIDE.”

That’s what people want to know
by word and deed. Why not say it
plainly to them and then show that
the party means it?

Are Americans really
conservative?

The second thing I really, really
want, Santa, is a Democratic party
that’s not afraid of its own grassroots.
The Washington cognoscenti —the
pundits and the politicos—have
decreed that America is a center-right
country. Thus, they intone sonorously
and ceaselessly, it is sheer folly for
Democrats to base their appeal on
anyone more progressive than mid-
dle-of-the-road, party-switching, SUV-
driving, suburbanites whose chief
concern is traffic gridlock.s

Astonishingly, party elders have
bought this load of bunkum , in large
part because they mostly huddle
with their consultants, big campaign
donors, and others who peddle  the
bunkum. If they were instead to ven-
ture outside the Beltway, outside the
safe pods of the national fund-raising
circuit, and outside the echo cham-
bers of their orchestrated “town
meetings”—if they were to talk with
and listen to regular workaday
people—they would be astonished
to find a different America than they

think they’re in. Contrary to the con-
trived wisdom of the cognoscenti,
the American majority is amazingly
progressive…and pissed off.

How progressive? It doesn’t get
covered by the corporate media
(imagine that), but mainstream polls
consistently find that big majorities
of Americans are not meek centrists,
but overt, tub-thumping, FDR pro-
gressives who are seeking far more
populist gumption and governmental
action than any Democratic congres-
sional leader or presidential con-
tender has dared to imagine. In
recent polls by the Pew Research
Group, the Opinion Research
Corporation, the Wall Street Journal,
and CBS News, the American majori-
ty has made clear how it feels. Look
at how the majority feels about some
of the issues that you’d think would
be gospel to a real Democratic party:  

� 65% say the government should
guarantee health insurance for
everyone—even if it means rais-
ing taxes.

� 86% favor raising the minimum
wage (including 79% of self-
described “social conserva-
tives”).

� 60% favor repealing either all of
Bush’s tax cuts or at least those
cuts that went to the rich.

� 66% would reduce the deficit
not by cutting domestic spend-
ing but by reducing Pentagon
spending or raising taxes.  

� 77% believe the country should
do “whatever it takes” to protect
the environment. 

� 87% think big oil corporations are
gouging consumers, and 80%
(including 76% of Republicans)
would support a windfall profits
tax on the oil giants if the rev-
enues went for more research
on alternative fuels.

� 69% agree that corporate off-
shoring of jobs is bad for the U.S.
economy (78% of “disaffected”
voters think this), and only 22%
believe offshoring is good
because “it keeps costs down.”
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Happiness
While we're talking about things

we might wish for during this end-
of-the-year season, let's consider
the "inalienable right" that the
Powers That Be don't want us talk-
ing about: The pursuit of happiness.

This basic human right, pro-
claimed by the founders on July 4,
1776, gets short shrift today.  It's
not taught in schools as a worthy
goal in life, it's not mentioned by
the mass media, it's not posed as
a national objective by vote-seek-
ing politicians, and it is deliberately
discouraged by corporate bosses
who constantly demand more hours
from us with less pay (as one T-
shirt puts it: "Medieval Peasants
Worked Less Than You Do").

Instead, the prevailing culture
insists that you derive your "happi-
ness" from staying hitched to the
constant plow of work, thus making
some money so you can buy a car,
watch TV, go to Disneyland. They've
perverted the language, shifting
the debate from real happiness to
possessions ? and that is leaving a
very big hole in our lives.

It's also leaving a gaping hole in
our country, for it teaches that
happiness is a function of individ-
ual attainment, not a community
or national purpose.

Wouldn't it be astonishing to
hear a politician talk about what
our founders meant by happiness?



tude that you’re better off play-
ing by the government’s rules,”
says Yahoo’s chairman Terry
Semel. A leading Chinese dis-
sident replied, “What you have
said to defend yourself indicat-
ed that your success and
wealth cannot hide your
poverty in terms of the integri-
ty of your personality.”

In September, Yahoo paid
$1billion for a stake in
China’s biggest ecommerce
firm, Alibaba.com.

For more, check out booy-
ahoo.blogspot.com.

A COMMUNITY AND
ITS BOOKSTORE

In most aspiring American
towns, Chamber of Commerce
booster types measure the
town’s status by whether it
has such corporate symbols
as a Wal-Mart or McDonald’s.
For me, the true measure of
a town’s vitality comes down
to whether it has three non-
corporate essentials: a vibrant
farmer’s market, a good local
pub, and an independent
community-based bookstore.

I suspect that Menlo Park,
California, has a market and
a pub worth visiting, but I
know for sure that it boasts
a terrific homegrown book-
store: Kepler’s Books and
Magazines. For 50 years,
this family enterprise has
been a community center
that brings folks together for
information, enlightenment,
entertainment, and just
hanging out, which locals
call “keppling.”

Imagine the shock, then,
when this town hub
announced in August that it
was shutting its doors for
good, a victim of discount
pricing by the likes of Amazon
and Barnes & Noble.

But the community
refused to let Kepler’s die.
Within a week, some 500
people rallied outside the
store to organize community
support, 17 locals put up
$500,000 in new capital,
professionals contributed a
new business plan, a
SaveKeplers.com web site
went up, some 400 people
(from grade schoolers to
senior citizens) volunteered
time and, only six weeks
after closing, Kepler’s was
reborn stronger than ever
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� 55% now say invading Iraq was
the “wrong thing to do,” and
59% say U.S. troops should
leave there as soon as possible.

� 69% believe America is on the
wrong track, with only 26% saying
it’s headed in the right direction.

Americans might not call them-
selves progressive—but there they
are. On the populist, pocketbook
issues that are rooted in our nation’s
core values of fairness and justice,
there’s a progressive super-majority.
It flourishes in red states as well as
blue, cutting through the establish-
ment’s false dichotomy of liberal/
conservative.

It’s also a pissed-off super-major-
ity, for its views are treated with
infuriating disdain by the whole
political system—including corpora-
tized Democrats who minimize and
trivialize the grassroots populist fer-
vor. By routinely dismissing the
boldly progressive views of the
people as unworthy of considera-
tion, much less action, the political
elites are coldly dismissing the peo-
ple themselves and saying, “You
don’t matter.”

Knock, knock
Hello…Democrats. That knocking

sound you hear echoing across
America’s political landscape is the
BAM-BAM-BAM of opportunity
pounding at your door, demanding
an answer. So, Santa, this brings me
to the third wonderful present I’d
like to find under the tree: A
Democratic party that will open its
ears to the insistent knocking, rec-
ognize it for what it is, and (dare we
hope?) lift its butt from the easy
chair and open the damn door! 

The simmering anger of a
scorned majority offers a transform-
ing opportunity in American politics,
and it’s there for the Democrats’

taking if—and only if—the party is
willing to stand forthrightly for
workaday people, presenting a clear,
uncompromised choice between the
Common Good and Corporate Greed.

If the party knows, with clarity
and conviction, who it stands for,
then it will know what it stands for.
The people themselves know the
basics of what they want, so that
would become the party’s defining
agenda. It would include:
� Healthcare for all, taking on

drug-company price gougers,
insurance leeches, HMOs, etc.

� Good jobs at good pay, going
up against the low-wage econo-
my, union bashers, job exporters,
etc., to rebuild middle- class
opportunities.

� Put America to work rebuilding
America, providing middle-class
jobs to restore our nation’s vital
infrastructure, refurbish our
parks, develop energy indepen-
dence through renewable
resources and conservation, etc.

� Strength through education,
making a full national commitment
to having the most educated citi-
zenry in the world, including assur-
ing small classroom size, recruiting
and retaining top teachers, provid-
ing free computers to every stu-
dent, and extending the concept
of free high school upward to col-
lege and higher technical training
for all who want it.  

� Restore democracy, providing
public funding for all cam-
paigns, requiring national stan-
dards and funding to make it
easy for everyone to vote (and
have their votes count), crack-
ing down on cronyism and cor-
ruption between lobbyists and
office holders, providing Instant
Runoff Voting, etc.

�Make America strong, rebuild-
ing our government’s ability to
cope competently with disasters,
restoring our nation’s commit-
ment to civil liberties and the
highest moral standards, reinvest-
ing in clean air and water, assur-
ing retirement security for all, etc.

There  is no shortage of particular
tasks to take on, from war to tax
reform, but the common theme for
a revived Democratic party is that it
would unite the great majority of
people around America’s historic
ethic of the Common Good. In stark
contrast to the Bushites’ laissez-
faire ethic—all of us on our own, let
the strongest thrive, goodbye and
good luck—Democrats should
spread the democratic gospel that
our country is always strongest
when all of us truly believe that we
count, that we’re all in this together,
and that our society’s policies are
firmly rooted in America’s egalitarian
values of economic fairness, social
justice, and equal opportunity for all.
That’s a Democratic party that ordi-
nary folks could call their own again.
And it’s a party that would matter in
the big scheme of things. 

Santaland
So, Santa, wouldn’t this be a better

project for all of your elves to work on
than another sack of toys? I know that
a lot of people would say to me,
“Gosh, Jimbo, you know Santa does-
n’t really exist. You’re setting yourself
up for a big disappointment.”

I disagree. I think there’s a little
Santa within all of us. So our job is
not just to make a wish list and hope
that some party “leaders” will magi-
cally deliver it to us, but to become
elves ourselves and build this party
that we want, piece by piece. It’s a
daunting challenge—but it’s worth
the prize, and worthy of our efforts.


