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P A R T  I

We the People

I t’s hard to pigeonhole Thom Hartmann. He has a unique 
synthesis of qualities not oft en found in one person: a scholar’s 

love of history, a scientist’s zeal for facts, a visionary’s seeking aft er 
truth, an explorer’s appetite for adventure and novelty. While he advo-
cates a return to simpler, egalitarian values of community, he is no 
dreamy idealist. He is a fi erce critic of the powerful corporate interests 
that have taken over our culture and corrupted our politics. He is a 
merciless dissector of our government’s hypocrisies, no matter which 
party occupies the White House. His dreams for this country are the 
same ones that Th omas Jeff erson had two and a quarter centuries ago, 
dreams that Hartmann describes here in “Th e Radical Middle.” In an 
eloquent, articulate voice, he writes in the hopes of guiding the reader 
toward increased responsibility and consciousness. He is interested in 
changing not just our behavior and actions but the thoughts and the 
attitudes that are at the root of widespread social problems. What he 
off ers us is a radically diff erent way of thinking.

While I was reading through the books, essays, and articles that 
make up Th om Hartmann’s published body of work, I began to distin-
guish several threads that run throughout the work, weaving in and 
out, and illuminating Hartmann’s unique vision. All of these threads 
are represented in the pieces that make up this collection, but the most 
vivid of them, the one that unites and defi nes all the others, is this: 
democracy is the natural state of nature and of mankind.

Th e study of democracy is one of the pillars of Hartmann’s life. 
He spent years immersed in the writings and the correspondence of 
Jeff erson and the other Founders, researching the family tree of the 
American democratic experiment. He has studied ancient democracies 
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all over the world, including the Iroquois Confederacy, which inspired 
Jeff erson. Going back further he read the histories recorded by the 
fi rst-century Roman senator Tacitus. He has spent time with indig-
enous and aboriginal peoples, the remnants of what he calls “older 
cultures,” and observed that they tend to live in egalitarian societies. 
He has examined how and why democracies fail; he understands the 
components of peace and the causes of war.

Investigating the biology of democracy, he has delved into ani-
mal studies showing that cooperation, not dominance, is the natural 
tendency of many species. In his book What Would Jeff erson Do?, 
from which “Democracy Is Inevitable” is drawn, he exploded many of 
the most entrenched myths about American democracy, making short 
work of the neocons’ beloved notion that dominance is the natural 
way of the world, by showing that over time democratic systems will 
always push out despots and authoritarian governments.

He is a passionate advocate of the democratic way of life, of 
cooperation, person to person, on an individual level because democ-
racy is, aft er all, personal. It supports and nurtures us, and we in turn 
support and nurture it. Democracy is our most cherished bond, and 
it is the most cherished of Th om Hartmann’s themes. Not for noth-
ing does the highest law of our land, the US Constitution, begin with 
the words We the People. But We the People are in trouble today. Our 
economy no longer works for middle- and working-class Americans. 
As Hartmann describes in “Th e Story of Carl,” the “cons” have dam-
aged our democracy and weakened our country’s once-vibrant middle 
class with the policies of Reaganomics: fi nancial deregulation, tax cuts 
for the richest Americans, the destruction of our manufacturing sec-
tor, freezing the minimum wage, and undermining labor laws.

Th e media is also in trouble. In Hartmann’s trenchant analysis 
of the state of our media, “An Informed and Educated Electorate,” 
he analyzes how the corporate news media has abandoned its vital 
public-service mission and caters only to what people want, not what 
they need. Aft er Ronald Reagan revoked the Fairness Doctrine, we saw 
the rise of right-wing shock jocks on conservative talk radio and the 
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rapid erosion of the national conversation about politics into scream-
ing matches, name-calling, and fl at-out lying. Hartmann further chips 
away at the Reagan myth by showing how the great communicator 
was opposed to public education and subverted Jeff erson’s intention 
that every American should have a decent education, free of cost.

In “Whatever Happened to Cannery Row?” Hartmann uses John 
Steinbeck’s classic novel as a vehicle to visit the recent past, America 
before Reagan, “a time of challenge and a time of opportunity.” While 
the piece is a paean to Hartmann’s parents and a lost era, it also drives 
home his deeper point: our country has gone off  course, drift ed off  
in a “dream-fog of consumerism”; and in 30 short years, America has 
become unrecognizable, our uniqueness replaced by a vast corporate 
footprint of chain stores and shopping malls. To fi nd out who we are, 
we don’t need to completely reinvent ourselves—we just need to wake 
up and look to the past, salvage what was most precious, and bring it 
back home.
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The Radical Middle

From ThomHartmann.com

T he Founders of this nation represented the first Radi-
cal Middle. Back then they called it “being liberal.” As George 

Washington said, “As Mankind becomes more liberal, they will be 
more apt to allow that all those who conduct themselves as worthy 
members of the community are equally entitled to the protections 
of civil government. I hope ever to see America among the foremost 
nations of justice and liberality.”

Th ey didn’t want King George or his military or corporate agents 
snooping in their houses, mails, or private matters; preventing them 
from organizing together and speaking out in public in protest of gov-
ernment actions; imprisoning them without access to attorneys, due 
process, or trials by juries of their peers; or reserving rights to himself 
that they felt should rest with the people or their elected representa-
tives. (Th ey ultimately wrote all of these in the Bill of Rights in our 
Constitution.)

Th ey also didn’t want giant transnational corporations dominat-
ing their lives or their local economies. Th e Radical Middle has always 
believed in fairness and democracy and understood that completely 
unrestrained business activity and massive accumulations of wealth 
into a very few hands can endanger democratic institutions.

As James Madison said, “Th ere is an evil which ought to be 
guarded against in the indefi nite accumulation of property from the 
capacity of holding it in perpetuity by . . . corporations. Th e power 
of all corporations ought to be limited in this respect. Th e growing 
wealth acquired by them never fails to be a source of abuses.”

Similarly, John Adams wrote that when “economic power became 
concentrated in a few hands, then political power fl owed to those pos-
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sessors and away from the citizens, ultimately resulting in an oligarchy 
or tyranny.”

Th omas Paine, among others, wrote at length about the dangers 
to a free people of the massive accumulation of wealth, and following 
the excesses of the Gilded Age—which led to massive corruption of 
the American government by corporate and wealth-based interests—
laws were put into place limiting the size and the behavior of corpora-
tions and taxing inheritance of the most massive of family estates so 
that a new hereditary aristocracy wouldn’t emerge in the nation that 
had thrown off  the economic and political oppressions of the heredi-
tary aristocracy of England.

Th e Radical Middle always believed in the idea of a commons—
the things that we all own collectively and administer the way we want 
through our elected representatives. Th e commons includes our parks, 
roads, police, fi re, schools, and our government itself; our ability to 
vote in fair and transparent elections; our military and defense; our 
systems for protecting our air, water, food, and pharmaceuticals; our 
ability to retire in safety if we’ve worked hard and played the game by 
the rules; and the security of knowing that an illness won’t fi nancially 
wipe us out.

Regardless of electoral politics (since both of the major political 
parties oft en overlook these values, and both have become corrupted 
by wealth and corporate infl uence), poll aft er poll shows that the vast 
majority of Americans embrace the values of the Radical Middle.

In recent years America has been hijacked by the Radical Right. 
Corporations now write most of our legislation. Our elected repre-
sentatives cater to the interests of wealth rather than what is best for 
the commons we collectively own or what will sustain that bulwark of 
democracy known as the middle class. Th ey have, in large part, seized 
control of our media, wiped out our family farms, and wiped out 
small, middle-class-owned businesses from our towns and cities. Th ey 
seek a “merger of corporate and state interests”—a defi nition Benito 
Mussolini used for what he called “fascism.”
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Th e Radical Right has even gone so far as to use sophisticated 
psychological programming tools, like Newt Gingrich’s infamous 
“word list,” to paint the Radical Middle as some sort of insidious 
anti-Americanism.

We in the Radical Middle are calling for nothing less than a res-
toration of democracy, of government of, by, and for We the People, in 
a world that works for all.

From ThomHartmann.com, © 2007, published by Thom Hartmann.
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The Story of Carl

From Screwed: The Undeclared War against the Middle Class

C arl loved books and he loved history. After spending 
two years in the army as part of the American occupation forces 

in Japan immediately aft er World War II, Carl was hoping to gradu-
ate from college and teach history—perhaps even at the university 
level—if he could hang on to the GI Bill and his day job long enough 
to get his PhD. But in 1950, when he’d been married just a few months, 
the surprise came that forced him to drop out of college: his wife was 
pregnant with their fi rst child.

Th is was an era when husbands worked, wives tended the home, 
and being a good father and provider was one of the highest callings to 
which a man could aspire. Carl dropped out of school, kept his 9-to-5 
job at a camera shop, and got a second job at a metal fabricating plant, 
working with molten metal from 7:00 p.m. to 4:00 a.m. For much of 
his wife’s pregnancy and his newborn son’s fi rst year, he slept three 
hours a night and caught up on the weekends, but in the process he 
earned enough to get them an apartment and prepare for the costs of 
raising a family. Over the next 45 years, he continued to work in the 
steel and machine industry, in the later years as a bookkeeper/manager 
for a Michigan tool-and-die company as three more sons were born.

Carl knew he was doing the right thing when he took that job in 
the factory, and he did it enthusiastically. Because the auto industry 
was unionized, he found he was able to support his entire family—all 
four sons—on one paycheck. He had fully funded health insurance, an 
annual vacation, and a good pension waiting for him when he retired. 
Carl had become a member of the middle class. He may not have 
achieved his personal dream of teaching history, but he had achieved 
the American Dream. He was self-suffi  cient and free.
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Working with molten metal could be dangerous, but the dan-
gers were apparent, and Carl took every precaution to protect himself 
so that he could return home safe to his family. What he didn’t real-
ize, however, was that the asbestos used at the casting operation was 
an insidious poison. He didn’t realize that the asbestos industry had 
known for decades that the stuff  could kill but would continue to prof-
itably market it for another 20 years while actively using its fi nancial 
muscle to keep the general public in the dark and prevent the govern-
ment from interfering.

A couple of years ago, Carl tripped on the stairs and ended up in 
the hospital with a compression fracture of his spine. He fi gured that 
fall also caused the terrible pain he’d been experiencing in his abdo-
men. Th e doctors, however, discovered that his lungs were fi lled with 
mesothelioma, a rare form of lung cancer that is almost always caused 
by exposure to asbestos. Mesothelioma is terminal, and its victims die 
by slow and painful suff ocation.

Just because some corporation put profi t before people, Carl 
got screwed.

I was Carl’s fi rst child.

An Undeclared Way

My dad faced a painful death, but at least his job in a union shop left  
him with health care aft er retirement. Most Americans don’t even have 
that reassurance anymore. More than 45 million Americans don’t have 
health insurance to cover expenses for a serious illness, and 5 million 
lost their health insurance between 2001 and 2005. And it’s not just ill-
ness that worries most Americans today. Americans are working more 
and making less. It’s getting harder and harder to just get by.

Th ere’s a reason for the pain Americans are suff ering.
Th e America my dad grew up in put people before profi ts. Th e 

America he lives in now puts profi ts before people.
In my dad’s America, 35 percent of working people were union 

members who got a living wage, health insurance, and defi ned-benefi ts 
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pensions. Th ese union benefi ts lift ed all boats because they set the 
fl oor for employment; for every union job, there was typically a non-
union job with similar pay and benefi ts (meaning roughly 70 percent 
of the American workforce back then could raise a family on a single 
paycheck). People who were disabled and couldn’t work could live on 
Social Security payments, and the elderly knew they would have a safe 
retirement, paid for by pensions, Social Security, and Medicare. Th e 
gap between the richest and the poorest shrunk rather than widened.

Th at America is disappearing fast. Th e minimum wage is not a 
living wage. Workers are now expected to pay for their own health 
insurance and their own retirement. Pension plans are disappear-
ing—30,000 General Motors employees lost theirs in 2005—and 
there’s continued talk of privatizing Social Security. Th e safety net is 
ripping apart, and the results are that the middle class is shrinking. 
Th e rich are once again getting richer, and the poor are getting poorer:

 ◾ Th e infl ation-adjusted average annual pay of a CEO went up 
from $7,773,000 to $9,600,000 from 2002 to 2004. Meanwhile, 
from 2000 to 2004, the infl ation-adjusted median annual 
household income went down from $46,058 to $44,389. In other 
words, ordinary people’s income went down by $1,669 while 
CEO pay went up by $1,827,000.1

 ◾ From 2001 to 2005, America has lost 2,818,000 manufacturing 
jobs. If you don’t count jobs produced by the military-industrial 
complex, the number of private-sector jobs created since 2001 
has decreased by 1,160,000.2

 ◾ Although 67 percent of large employers (more than 500 employ-
ees) off er a traditional pension, that is down from 91 percent 
two decades ago, and it’s dropping fast as more companies 
freeze pensions and turn instead to 401(k)s.3 Only 6 percent of 
Americans working in the private sector can rely on a defi ned 
pension,4 and 76 percent of Baby Boomers say they don’t think 
they are very prepared to meet their retirement expenses.5
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You don’t need the numbers because you probably already know 
someone who has been forced out of the middle class. Roger, for 
instance, who once was a vice president of research and development 
for a soft ware engineering company, lost his job during the dot-com 
bust and never got it back. Aft er being unemployed for seven years, 
he’s thinking of getting a job as a “landscape engineer”—that’s a gar-
dener—at a tenth of his former salary.

Or there’s the case of Bob, a college graduate who has been hold-
ing three jobs for the past fi ve years, one full-time as a bookstore clerk, 
two part-time. Even though he works 60 hours a week, he doesn’t 
make enough money to rent his own apartment (he rents a room in 
a shared fl at) and he can’t aff ord health insurance. He hopes his aller-
gies don’t turn into asthma because he can’t aff ord the medication he 
would need for that.

Too many Americans are just holding on. Consider Amy: 
Divorced from her alcoholic husband, she has gone back to school 
full-time to become a teacher; she earns a living by catering on the 
weekends. A single mother, she and her daughter share a studio apart-
ment. Amy has neither health insurance nor child care and no nearby 
relatives—she relies on neighbors to take care of her daughter. One 
major illness and Amy would be homeless.

And then there are most of the rest of us, who have good jobs but 
still don’t feel secure about the future. Ralph and Sally both get health 
insurance through their jobs, but their mortgage eats up more than 
60 percent of their income, and the clothes and the necessities they 
buy for their two kids consume whatever might be left  aft er groceries 
and utilities. Th ey have health insurance but no pension. Th eir retire-
ment is based on the few thousand dollars a year they can put into 
their IRAs. Th ey wonder how they will be able to send their kids to 
college and aff ord to retire.

Today a man like my dad couldn’t support a family of six on one 
paycheck. Th e middle class my dad belonged to is on its deathbed. 
Meanwhile, sitting around the pool, waiting for the dividend checks to 



The Story of Carl 17

roll in (while paying a maximum 15 percent income tax), the corporate 
class grows even wealthier.

How can this be?
How is it that companies could sell asbestos when they knew it 

would kill people? Why do people go hungry in America, the world’s 
wealthiest nation? Why is it that people like you and me who work 
long, full days cannot aff ord to get sick, cannot buy houses, and cannot 
send their kids to college? What’s happened to the middle class?

Th ese questions are about our economy, but the answer is about 
who we are as a country.

Democracy and the Middle Class

Th e most ancient form of democracy is found among virtually all 
indigenous peoples of the world. It’s the way humans have lived for 
more than 150,000 years. Th ere are no rich and no poor among most 
tribal people—everybody is “middle class.” Th ere is also little hierar-
chy. Th e concept of “chief ” is one that Europeans brought with them to 
America—which in large part is what produced so much confusion in 
the 1600s and 1700s in America as most Native American tribes would 
never delegate absolute authority to any one person to sign a treaty. 
Instead decisions were made by consensus in these most ancient caul-
drons of democracy.

Th e Founders of this nation, and the Framers of our Constitu-
tion, were heavily infl uenced and inspired by the democracy they 
saw all around them. Much of the US Constitution is based on the 
Iroquois Confederacy—the fi ve (later six) tribes who occupied terri-
tories from New England to the edge of the Midwest. It was a democ-
racy with elected representatives, an upper and lower house, and a 
supreme court (made up entirely of women, who held fi nal say in fi ve 
of the six tribes).

As Benjamin Franklin noted to his contemporaries at the Consti-
tutional Convention: “It would be a very strange thing if Six Nations 
of Ignorant Savages should be capable of forming a Scheme for such 
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an Union and be able to execute it in such a manner, as that it has sub-
sisted Ages, and appears indissoluble, and yet a like union should be 
impracticable for ten or a dozen English colonies.”

Th e Framers modeled the oldest democracies, and the oldest 
forms of the middle class, and thus helped create the truly widespread 
and strong fi rst middle class in the history of modern civilization.

Back in Europe, however, the sort of democracy the Framers 
were borrowing and inventing, and even the existence of a middle 
class itself, was considered unnatural. For most of the 7,000 years 
of recorded human history, what we call a middle class is virtually 
unheard of—as was democracy. Th roughout most of the history of 
what we call civilization, an unrestrained economy and the idea of 
hierarchical social organization has always produced a small ruling 
elite and a large number of nearly impoverished workers.

Up until the founding of America, the middle class was consid-
ered unnatural by many political philosophers. Th omas Hobbes wrote 
in his 1651 magnum opus Leviathan that the world was better off  with 
the rule of the few over the many, even if that meant that the many 
were impoverished. Without a strong and iron-fi sted ruler, Hobbes 
wrote, there would be “no place for industry . . . no arts, no letters, 
no society.” Because Hobbes believed that ordinary people couldn’t 
govern themselves, he believed that most people would be happy to 
exchange personal freedom and economic opportunity for the ability 
to live in safety and security. For the working class to have both free-
dom and security, Hobbes suggested, was impossible.

Our nation’s Founders disagreed. Th ey believed in the rights of 
ordinary people to self-determination, so they created a form of gov-
ernment where We the People rule. Th ey declared that all people, and 
not just the elite, have the right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap-
piness.” (In that declaration, Th omas Jeff erson replaced John Locke’s 
famous “life, liberty, and property” with “life, liberty, and happiness”—
the fi rst time the word had ever appeared in the founding document of 
any nation.) Th ey believed that We the People could create a country 
founded on personal freedom and economic opportunity for all. Th e 
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Founders believed in the power of a middle class; and in defi ance of 
Hobbes and the conventional wisdom of Europe, they believed that 
democracy and a middle class were the “natural state of man.”

As John Quincy Adams argued before the Supreme Court in 1841 
on behalf of freeing rebelling slaves in the Amistad case, he stood before 
the justices and pointed to a copy of the Declaration of Independence:

Th at DECLARATION says that every man is “endowed by his Cre-
ator with certain inalienable rights,” and that “among these are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” . . . I will not here discuss the 
right or the rights of slavery, but I say that the doctrine of Hobbes, 
that War is the natural state of man, has for ages been exploded, as 
equally disclaimed and rejected by the philosopher and the Chris-
tian. Th at it is utterly incompatible with any theory of human rights, 
and especially with the rights which the Declaration of Indepen-
dence proclaims as self-evident truths.

It turns out that the Founders knew something Hobbes didn’t 
know: political democracy and an economic middle class is the natu-
ral state of humankind. Indeed, it’s the natural state of the entire ani-
mal kingdom.

For example, biologists used to think that animal societies were 
ruled by alpha males. Recent studies, however, have found that while 
it’s true that alpha males (and females, in some species) have the 
advantage in courtship rituals, that’s where their power ends. Biolo-
gists Tim Roper and L. Conradt discovered that animals don’t follow a 
leader but instead move together.6

James Randerson did a follow-up study with red deer to prove 
the point.7 How does a herd of deer decide it’s time to stop grazing and 
go toward the watering hole? As they’re grazing, various deer point 
their bodies in seemingly random directions, until it comes time to 
go drink. Th en individuals begin to graze while facing one of several 
watering holes. When a majority of deer are pointing toward one par-
ticular watering hole, they all move in that direction. Randerson saw 
instances where the alpha deer was actually one of the last to move 
toward the hole rather than one of the fi rst.
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When I interviewed Tim Roper about his research at the Univer-
sity of Sussex in the United Kingdom, he told me that when his fi nd-
ings were fi rst published, scientists from all over the world called to 
tell him that they were seeing the same thing with their research sub-
jects. Birds fl ying in fl ocks aren’t following a leader but monitoring the 
motions of those around them for variations in the fl ight path; when 
more than 50 percent have moved in a particular direction—even if it’s 
only a quarter-inch in one direction or another—the entire fl ock “sud-
denly” veers off  that way. It’s the same with fi sh and even with swarms 
of gnats. Roper said that his colleagues were telling him that from 
ants to gorillas, democracy is the norm among animals. Just like with 
indigenous human societies—which have had hundreds of thousands 
of years of trial and error to work out the best ways to live—democ-
racy is the norm among animals, and (other than for the Darwinian 
purpose of fi nding the best mate) hierarchy/kingdom is the rarity.

Th us, we discover, this close relationship between the middle 
class and democracy is burned into our DNA—along with that of the 
entire animal kingdom (an ironic term, given this new information). 
In a democracy there may be an elite (like the alpha male deer), but 
they don’t rule the others. Instead the group is ruled by the vast mid-
dle—what in economic terms we would call a middle class.

A true democracy both produces a middle class and requires a 
middle class for survival. Like the twin strands of DNA, democracy 
and the middle class are inextricably intertwined, and to break either 
is to destroy the viability of both.

In human society as well, to have a democracy we must have a 
middle class. And to have a true middle class, a majority of the people 
in a nation must be educated and economically secure and must have 
full and easy access to real news so that they can make informed deci-
sions. Democracy requires that its citizens be able to aff ord to take 
care of themselves and their families when they get sick, to aff ord a 
decent place to live, to fi nd meaningful and well-paying work, and to 
anticipate—and enjoy—a secure retirement.
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Th is is the American Dream. It’s the America my dad grew up in 
and the America I grew up in. It’s the America that is quickly slipping 
away from us under the burden of crony capitalism and a political 
system corrupted by it.

When there is no American Dream, when there is no middle class, 
there cannot be real democracy. Th at’s why when elections are brought 
to nations that are in crisis or that don’t have a broad, stable, well-
educated middle class—such as Egypt, Iraq, Iran, and the Palestinian 
territories—the result is aristocrats, “strongmen,” or theocrats exploit-
ing those elections as a way of gaining decidedly undemocratic power.

America’s Founders understood the relationship between the 
middle class—what Th omas Jeff erson called the yeomanry—and 
democracy. Jeff erson’s greatest fear for the young American nation 
was not a new king but a new economic aristocracy. He worried that 
if a small group of citizens became too wealthy—if America became 
polarized between the very rich and the very poor—democracy 
would vanish.

Our democracy depends on our ability to play referee to the 
game of business and to protect labor and the public good. It is both 
our right and our responsibility, Jeff erson insisted, to control “over-
grown wealth” from becoming “dangerous to the state”—which is, so 
long as we are a democratic republic, We the People.

When wealth is concentrated in the hands of the few and the 
middle class shrinks to the point where it’s no longer a politically 
potent force, democracy becomes a feudal aristocracy—the rule of 
the elite. As Franklin D. Roosevelt pointed out in 1936, the rule of the 
many requires that We the People have a degree of economic as well 
as political freedom. When We the People are given the opportunity 
to educate ourselves, earn a living wage, own our own homes, and feel 
confi dent that we have good child care, health care, and care in our old 
age—in short, when America has a thriving middle class—America 
also has a thriving democracy.

Without this strong and vibrant middle class, democracy can-
not exist; instead it becomes a caricature of itself. Th ere are leaders 
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and elections and all the forms, but they’re only for show; the game is 
now rigged.

Democrats versus the Cons

Th ere’s a battle waging today in America that will decide the future of 
the middle class. On the one side are those like Th omas Jeff erson who 
believe that a free people can govern themselves and have the right 
to organize their government to create a strong middle class—which 
will, in turn, keep the government democratic. On the other side are 
those like Th omas Hobbes who believe that only a small elite can and 
should govern and that the people should be willing to pay the price of 
poverty in exchange for security.

Th ose who don’t want democracy understand that a middle 
class will always work to create democracy, which is why they are so 
opposed to middle-class-creating government policies like free pub-
lic education, limits on the concentration of ownership of the media, 
and social safety nets like universal health care and Social Security. 
Th ey understand that such policies have, and always will, bring about 
a strong and vibrant middle class that will, in turn, both demand and 
create a more democratic society.

Who are these people who want to undermine the middle class? 
Th ey oft en call themselves “conservatives” or “neo-conservatives,” 
but these people are not true conservatives. Th ey don’t want to “con-
serve” or protect the America the Founders gave us. I call them “cons” 
because they are conning America.

My dad was a staunch Republican all his life, but he didn’t believe 
that a small elite should rule America. He was glad the government pro-
vided safety nets like Social Security and Medicare and made union-
ization possible. My dad, and most of the other real conservatives I 
have known, believed in the middle class and believed in democracy.

Th e battle we face in America today is not between liberal and 
conservative, nor is it between big-D Democrat and Republican. Th e 
battle we face today is between those of us who want to protect our 
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democratic heritage and the cons who want to create an America 
that benefi ts only a small elite organized around corporate power and 
inherited wealth.

The Con Game

Two types of cons have worked together to screw the middle class. Call 
them the predator cons and the true believer cons.

Predator Cons

Predator cons are simply greedy. Th ey use politics and/or philosophy 
as a cover for their theft  of our common resources and as a rationaliza-
tion for their growing wealth in the face of growing societal poverty. 
Th ey are not conservatives in any true sense—they are not interested 
in conserving American values or even in keeping American wealth in 
America. Th ey’re the ones who ship jobs overseas, lobby for tax breaks 
from Congress, fi ght against the inheritance tax, and reincorporate 
their companies off shore to avoid paying US corporate taxes.

Th e predator cons’ rationalization for their obscene pileup of 
wealth is that they’re simply playing the game by the existing rules; 
and that’s true to a large extent—except that they’re also the ones who 
bought and paid for the politicians who set up the rules for them. Th ey 
have conned America into believing that they care about the American 
economy when all they care about is making money for themselves.

A great example of a predatory con is NAFTA, the North Amer-
ican Free Trade Agreement. Free-trade agreements lower wages for 
American workers—they do not create well-paying jobs in America. 
Th ey create record trade defi cits. Cons don’t even try to argue that 
free-trade agreements are good for America anymore. Agreements 
like these—such as the Central American Free Trade Agreement 
(CAFTA)—are passed now (by a single vote in the Senate in 2005) 
only because corporate America needs them to reap tremendous prof-
its from the low wages they extract in nonunionized, nondemocratic, 
and socially disorganized countries; predator cons succeed in passing 
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these agreements by threatening to withhold campaign funds from 
anyone who dares to oppose them.

It’s an old game that the robber barons of the nineteenth century 
knew well how to play.

True Believer Cons

Th e second type of con is perhaps even more dangerous than the pred-
ators. Th ey’re the true believers.

Just as true believers in communism brought about the death of 
tens of millions in Russia from the time of the Bolshevik Revolution 
until the fall of the Berlin Wall, so too the true believers in laissez-faire 
capitalism believe that if only government would go away, everything 
would be just fi ne. Employers would become benevolent, employees 
would be enthusiastic, and bureaucratic ineffi  ciencies would vanish.

Th ese so-called free marketeers aren’t bothered by the consolida-
tion of companies or the loss of competition that happens when mar-
kets are unregulated. Like Th omas Hobbes, the true believers assume 
that society will run best when run by the small elite that comes out on 
top. Th ey believe in corporatocracy—the view that an economic aris-
tocracy benefi ts the working class because wealth will “trickle down” 
from above to below.

Ronald Reagan was a true believer. He didn’t understand eco-
nomics, and the simple notions of self-suffi  ciency and a pioneering 
spirit appealed to him. He asked, in essence: “Why would somebody 
want to regulate a business? Wouldn’t it eventually always do what was 
best without regulation?”

What Reagan and his followers failed to understand was that 
business will not always do what’s best for society. In fact, the funda-
mental goal of business—to maximize assets and profi ts while exter-
nalizing costs and liabilities—is oft en destructive to the public good. 
Th is becomes particularly obvious when business owners do not live 
or otherwise participate in the same society and culture as their cus-
tomers. A small-business owner can’t run sewage out his door or pay 
his workers below a living wage because he has to face his next-door 
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neighbor and his next-door neighbor’s kid, who may want to work in 
his shop.

Th e same is not true, however, for multinational corporations. 
Executives of large corporations don’t live in the same society as the 
people who work for them and who live next to their factories. As a 
result, the legacy of unregulated big business and the concentration of 
wealth in the hands of the few is pollution, worker exploitation, cuts to 
worker safety, and the bestowing of profi ts to the company’s elite while 
cutting benefi ts to the company’s rank and fi le.

Th e true believer cons would just be wrong, and not dangerous, 
if they didn’t try to hide their corporatocratic, market-before-people 
agenda. Th ey have discovered, however, that most people don’t agree 
with them that a government ruled by a small elite is the most stable 
form of government and that stability and predictability are more 
important than democracy. Saying this sort of thing out loud loses 
elections, so these conservatives have learned to con the public by 
hiding their agenda behind euphemisms and double-speak.

Th e Bush Jr. administration perfected the true believer con. Let-
ting a corporate elite control, profi t from, and make decisions about 
our air, water, and sewage systems was called the Clear Skies Initiative 
and the Clean Water Initiative; or, when they were feeling a bit more 
open, “privatization.” Letting a corporate elite count our votes in secret 
on their privately owned machines and telling us how we voted was 
called the Help America Vote Act. Cutting holes in our social safety 
net programs like Social Security and Medicare was called “strength-
ening” these programs through increased “consumer-driven choice” 
and “personal accounts.”

Cons suggest that when consumers pool their risk with a private, 
for-profi t corporation to protect personal property, it is called “insur-
ance” and it’s a good thing; but when citizens pool their risk with the 
government to guarantee health care, retirement, and a social safety 
net, that is “socialism” and should be “privatized.” Translated, the cons’ 
policies mean only one thing: you and I get screwed.
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Fighting Back

When cons took over the United States during Reconstruction aft er 
the Civil War and held power until the Republican Great Depression, 
the damage they did was tremendous. Our nation was wracked by the 
classic scourges of poverty—epidemics of disease, crime, and riots—
and the average working person was little more than a serf. Th e con-
cepts of owning a home, having health or job security, and enjoying 
old age were unthinkable for all but the mercantile class and the rich. 
America seemed to be run for the robber barons and not for the thou-
sands who worked for them. Democracy in America was at its lowest 
ebb; our nation more resembled the Victorian England that Charles 
Dickens wrote of than the egalitarian and middle-class-driven democ-
racy that Alexis de Tocqueville saw here in 1836.

All that changed in the 1930s, when Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New 
Deal brought back the middle class. His economic stimulus programs 
put money in people’s pockets, and the safety nets he created—like 
Social Security—ensured that no one would fall out of the middle class 
once they had gotten there. His programs worked, creating what has 
been called the Golden Age of the middle class. During these years, 
from the 1940s until Reagan took power, democracy in America 
resurged along with the middle class.

But aft er 40 years of prosperity, in the 1980s Americans began 
drinking the cons’ Kool-Aid with startling rapidity. Th ree “conserva-
tive” Republican presidents and one “conservative” Democrat have 
crushed the middle class and brought our nation to the brink of a 
second Great Depression.

In 2005 the US trade defi cit hit an all-time high at a whopping 
$725.8 billion. Over the past fi ve years, the US economy has experi-
enced the slowest job creation since the 1930s, with fewer private-
sector hours worked in 2005 than in 2001. For the fi rst time since the 
Great Depression, in 2005 American consumers spent more than they 
earned, and the government budget defi cit was larger than all business 
savings combined.8 We are fi nancing today’s consumption with tomor-
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row’s bills, and sooner or later the chits will come in and the middle 
class will be the big losers—putting democracy itself at risk again.

Th e way out of this mess isn’t diffi  cult to understand—we’ve done 
it before. Remember that businesses are run like kingdoms, with CEO 
kings, executive princes, and worker serfs, so they’re essentially anti-
democratic. Avoiding the cons’ scenario simply requires us to remem-
ber that a middle class won’t emerge when business has more infl uence 
in the halls of government than do We the People. Without democracy 
there can be no middle class; and without a middle class, democracy 
will wither and die.

Whether our economy benefi ts billionaires or the rest of us is 
determined by how we handle economic policy. It depends especially 
on a fundamental grasp of two concepts: classical economics and an 
internal government-spending stimulus.

Classical Economics

For more than 200 years—until Ronald Reagan became president—
economics was not hard to understand. Everyone could fi gure out 
that when working people have money, they spend most of it. When 
extremely wealthy people have money, they save most of it. It’s the 
spending of money by working people that creates consumer demand. 
Consumer demand in turn creates business opportunities, and that 
creates jobs.

In 1981 Reagan introduced America to trickle-down economics, 
also called (by George H. W. Bush, who understood classical econom-
ics even though he later had to placate the con base) “voodoo eco-
nomics.” Reagan’s concept, in a nutshell, was that if we reorganized 
society so that the wealth of the rich grew suddenly and quickly, they’d 
use that money to build factories and hire more people, thus allowing 
their wealth to “trickle down” to the workers.

Th is assertion of Reagan’s was new—it had never before hap-
pened in the history of the world. Certainly, small groups of politi-
cal and/or economic elites had concentrated wealth at the expense of 
society generally, but none had ever before said they were doing it 
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because economics justifi ed it. Kings throughout history had simply 
claimed the divine right of kings.

Even though voodoo economics had never been tried, Reagan 
was able to convince average Americans that it would work, and got 
it pushed through Congress. (Members of Congress saw it for what it 
was, but so did their wealthy contributors who would benefi t from it, 
so Republicans and a few sellout “conservative” Democrats in Con-
gress went along.) To institute his voodoo economics, Reagan slashed 
top marginal income tax rates on millionaires and billionaires from 
70 percent to 50 percent in 1981 and all the way down to 28 percent 
by 1988.9

Th e result wasn’t at all what Reagan expected. Rather than create 
income, the Reagan tax cuts dropped the United States into the great-
est debt in the history of the world. Reagan turned to his conserva-
tive friend Alan Greenspan, who suggested that Reagan could hide 
part of the debt by borrowing a few hundred billion dollars a year 
from the Social Security Trust Fund.10 Reagan followed Greenspan’s 
advice, which is why we have a Social Security crisis today: the gov-
ernment borrowed all the money in the fund from 1982 to today to 
help cover the voodoo economics budget defi cit; and now, to pay back 
Social Security, income taxes—which hit millionaires and billionaires 
(unlike Social Security FICA taxes, which are taken only on the fi rst 
$90,000 of income from working people)—rose substantially.

Additionally, as would be expected, the rich got fabulously richer 
under Reagan. From 1980 to 1990, the income of the wealthiest 5 per-
cent of Americans rose by 25 percent while the income of the bot-
tom 40 percent stayed absolutely fl at.11 Th is is why the wealthiest in 
America didn’t use their money to build factories—aft er all, there 
wasn’t a signifi cant increase in demand, so why manufacture things 
that people can’t aff ord? Instead this nation’s rich loaned some of their 
money to the US government so it could pay the bills Reagan was run-
ning up, getting it back over the ensuing 20 years with a healthy dose 
of interest, paid for by future taxpayers.
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Although trickle-down economics did produce millions of jobs, 
they were almost all outside of the United States, while at the same 
time good US manufacturing jobs vanished. Th e only accomplish-
ment of trickle-down economics was to produce a nation of peons.

Th e alternative is to return to classical economics. When work-
ing people have money to spend, they create a demand for goods and 
services, which allows entrepreneurs to start businesses to meet that 
demand. Th e entrepreneurs employ more working people, who then 
have more money to spend. Th e middle class grows.

Th ink about it. What would you do if someone gave you an extra 
$20,000? Maybe you would take a vacation or buy a new car, new 
clothes, or new appliances. Even if you used the money to pay off  old 
bills, you would then have more to spend in the future because you 
wouldn’t have interest payments. And when you buy more, you cre-
ate demand, which means more people can be put to work—and the 
economy grows.

Now think about what Bill Gates would do if someone gave 
him an extra $20,000—or an extra $20 million or more, as George 
W. Bush’s fi rst tax cuts did. Would he even notice? He’d probably just 
send it along to his accountant and forget all about it. Th e only thing 
that’s going to grow is Bill Gates’s bank account. Th at’s the diff erence 
between giving money to the rich and giving money to you and me.

Th is economic truth is just common sense. When people in the 
lower and middle economic layers of society have increased income, 
all of society eventually gets richer because working people’s spending 
most of their incomes is the engine that creates economic demand for 
goods and services.

To bring back the middle class, we must reinstitute common-
sense classical economics: we must pay a living wage to working peo-
ple, protect US industries, and reinstate progressive taxation so the 
very wealthy pay a share of their income that refl ects their heavier 
use of the commons and their increased access to the engines of 
wealth generation.
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For more than 200 years, America was the wealthiest and most 
powerful nation in the world. Today—aft er nearly three decades of 
the cons’ economics and insane “free-trade” policies—we’re the most 
indebted nation in the history of the world.

We’ve gone from being—pre-Reagan—the world’s largest 
exporter of fi nished goods and the world’s largest importer of raw 
materials to being—just over the past decade—the exact opposite. We 
used to import iron ore, make steel, make cars, and export them all 
around the world. Now Canadian and Mexican and German compa-
nies mine raw materials from mines they own in the United States, 
ship the ore to their nations or to China, manufacture the fi nished 
goods, and sell those goods back to us—with dollars we give them in 
exchange for another few hundred billion dollars’ worth of America 
every year.

Th ere’s no reason to let the cons screw us over. We must not stand 
by while our democracy becomes a corporatocracy, serving an elite 
group of billionaire CEOs. Th ere is another way—and we’ve done it 
before. Th omas Jeff erson knew how to build a middle class. Franklin 
Roosevelt knew how. We can do it, too. We can re-create the America 
that built the middle class my dad entered, the middle class in which 
he raised me.

From Screwed: The Undeclared War against the Middle Class 
by Thom Hartmann, © 2006, published by Berrett-Koehler.
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