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How to Put People 
Back in Charge

MO S T AM E R I C A N S K N O W we’ve got 
problems with corporate power. Eighty-six 
percent say Wall Street and its lobbyists have 
too much influence in Washington, D.C., 
and 80 percent oppose Citizens United, the 
Supreme Court ruling that opened the flood-
gates to corporate campaign contributions.

But how do we change that when corpora-
tions have so much wealth with which to 
protect their privileges? 

The YES! editorial team set out to answer 
that question by searching out the best strat-
egies for rebuilding our tattered democracy 
and putting We the People in charge. This is 
an especially critical question at a time when 
corporate power is at the root of so many of 
the crises our world is facing. Among them:

• Wall Street banks insist on deregulation 
and then continue to engage in practices that 
brought on a financial collapse that threw 
millions of Americans into poverty. 

• Agribusiness demands taxpayer subsi-
dies for foods that make us sick; for farming 
practices that destroy rivers, soils, the cli-
mate, and the oceans; and for trade practices 
that cause hunger at home and abroad.

• Private prison corporations press for 
laws that boost prison populations.

• Health insurance and drug companies 
squeeze families, employers, and govern-
ments for premiums and out-of-pocket costs 
while they deliver fewer and fewer benefits.

• The corporate 1 percent invests in an 
army of lobbyists and in massive campaign 
contributions, and gets a payoff in policies 
that boost its share of the nation’s wealth 
while moving a middle-class way of life out 
of reach of millions.

The result of having government cater 
to big corporations? Joblessness. A poverty 
rate that has gone up 27 percent since 2006. 
Insolvent state and local governments and 
school districts. Deferred repairs. Cutbacks 
in services for struggling families. 

Meanwhile solutions—like a World 
Sarah van Gelder
Executive Editor 
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War II-scale response to climate change 
(which could create millions of jobs)—are 
blocked by the powerful fossil fuel lobby.

There are plenty of caring, compassionate 
people working for corporations. But an own-
ership structure that puts return on invest-
ment above all else means money and power 
trump the common good.

So what prospect do We the People have of 
getting our government to work for all of us, 
instead of for corporations and Wall Street? 

Some say such a shift is out of reach. But 
many said the same thing about apartheid 
in South Africa. In hindsight, apartheid’s fall 
was inevitable: The legitimacy of the system 
crumbled years before the structures of white 
rule collapsed. It was harming too many for 
the benefit of too few, and anti-apartheid activ-
ists in South Africa and around the world were 
tenacious and principled.

Likewise, the legitimacy of rule by giant cor-
porations and Wall Street banks is crumbling. 
This system also harms many and benefits 
few. And around the world, people’s move-
ments are rising up and demanding change.

It won’t be easy or fast to take on the power 
of corporations. But the Occupy movement 
opened up the conversation, and thousands 
more are now demanding change on issues 
like “corporate personhood” and money in 
politics, using strategies that range from con-
stitutional amendments to street theater. This 
edition of YES! brings you our pick of nine 
strategies that work. In the end, though, we 
need to transform corporations so that doing 
good—for communities and ecosystems, not 
just for shareholders—becomes part of the 
corporate DNA. In her wrap-up piece, Marjorie 
Kelly shows us how that could be done. Enjoy!
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Solar Warrior
The Henry Red Cloud profile 
(Winter 2012) is such an 
encouraging article. Native 
Americans living on reserva-
tions are uniquely poised to 
flourish under the new eco-
nomic paradigm. They’ve got 
their intentional communities 
in place with a strong cultural 
infrastructure and can now 
move forward with ushering 
in the green revolution. This is 
what many of us are trying to 
envision in our own lives.

Roxanne Peterson
Ogden, Utah

Indigenous Updates
I am gifting people I love with 
subscriptions to this magazine 
because every month I read 
articles in YES! about topics I 
care about, topics that could 

turn humanity back from its 
race to the edge of extinction. 

Thank you especially for 
indigenous news. My sister 
and I made a second visit to 
the Glen Cove site (Signs of 
Life, Fall 2011) over Thanks-
giving and were dismayed to 
find the encampment gone, 
bulldozers and chain link fenc-
ing instead. Today I found the 
article with an update on the 
agreement between the people 
and the city of Vallejo, which 
was very welcome news.

Lisa Savage
Solon, Maine

Overpopulated Earth
Why is overpopulation such 
a taboo with everyone, even 
progressives? 

I wish that YES!, along with 
other progressive, evolved, 

and environmental publica-
tions, would address the One 
Problem that affects all others: 
overpopulation. Earth cannot 
support this load. To ignore 
overpopulation is to doom 
us all. You notice it is already 
starting to fight back. Please 
connect the dots.

Kathryna Lee
Skull Valley, Ariz.

All Americans
I notice that your magazine 
frequently uses the words 
“America” and “United 
States” interchangeably. 

Referring to the United 
States as “America” is often 
experienced by Latin Ameri-
cans as alienating, since they 
consider themselves to be 
fully “American” too. I would 
challenge YES! to come up 
with creative ways to refer to 
our country in print (such 
as “U.S. Americans,” “U.S. 
citizens,” “U.S. residents,” 
“U.S. people,” or “people in 
the U.S.”) without inadver-
tently excluding people like 
Brazilians, Dominicans, and 
Mexicans from the “America” 
that they belong to and love. 

 Laura Jordan
 Flint, Mich.

Keeping Hope Alive
Thank you, thank you for YES! 
magazine. So many appalling 
things are happening at great 

speed, evidently everywhere—
the enticements to despair are 
endless. YES! reminds me of 
the goodness, dedication, and 
ingenuity also at work all over 
the world (and WHY aren’t 
major media covering it?). It’s 
a lifeline to keeping hope alive. 

Margaret Dyson-Cobb
Lexington, Va.

Global and Personal
Thank you for providing a 
wonderful magazine that is 
political yet optimistic, intel-
ligent yet accessible, global and 
personal.

Amy Boyd
Swannanoa, N.C.

Homepage
You all rock! We just changed 
our homepage to the YES! 
website, and it feels so much 
better. 

Autumn Woodward
Western North Carolina  

Moving Forward
YES! supports in a generous 
way the most important moves 
forward in our badly crippled 
society. As a retired educa-
tor and expert on educational 
issues, I think countering the 
devastating attack on public 
education (as YES! does) 
couldn’t be more important.

Dick Roberts
Altadena, Calif.
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Supporting Veterans
Several of my friends have 
mentioned to me just lately 
that they are so glad I gave 
them a subscription to YES! 
Magazine, as they had never 
heard of it before and are 
really enjoying it—of course, 
I renewed their gift subscrip-
tions! My way of spreading 
the word is to give a three-
year gift subscription to every 
library in my area, wherever I 
am living. 

The way we treat our veter-
ans is appalling—is now and 
ever has been. My brother is 
a Vietnam vet, and his stories 
are so sad. And the issue is 
never addressed, to my unend-
ing sadness and frustration. 
I was delighted to be able to 
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help in some small way when 
I read Dean Paton’s article 
(“Military Resistance A Strong 
Brew,” Winter 2012), which 
touched me personally. I went 
on the Coffee Strong website 
and saw that a computer was 
on their wish list. I was able 
to provide them with a new 
laptop and software almost 
immediately—it was so nice 
to be able to make this ges-
ture—you have no idea what 
pleasure it gave me. I think 
it’s small groups of people 
who band together who do the 
most good in this world, and 
I believe that YES! encour-
ages that kind of small group 
enterprise.

Jane G. Fistere
Whitehall, Pa.
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“IMAGINE A WORLD WITHOUT FREE KNOWLEDGE.”  Signs of Life
SMALL STORIES ABOUT BIG CHANGE

DEMOCRACY

1 Million in  
Wisconsin Want 
Walker Recall

Wisconsin residents delivered 
petitions for the recall of Gov. 
Scott Walker to the Govern-
ment Accountability Board 
in Madison, Wisc., in January. 
Recall advocates needed 540,000 
signatures; they turned in 
petitions signed by more than 
a million voters—showing the 
people of Wisconsin haven’t 
forgotten what led to the 

“Wisconsin Uprising” a year ago, 
in February 2011. 

Soon after taking office, 
Walker began enacting an 
unexpected and sweeping 
austerity agenda influenced 
by the American Legislative 
Exchange Council (ALEC) and 
the Koch brothers. When he 
introduced anti-labor legislation 
that would severely limit the 
collective bargaining rights of 
public employees, protesters 
flooded the state capitol build-
ing in a mass protest occupation 
to put workers’ rights back on 
the agenda. “Wisconsin,” as 
the protest came to be known, 

At least 30,000 came to the Wisconsin Capitol on Nov. 19 to begin the process 
of collecting signatures to recall Gov. Scott Walker. On Jan. 17, the group United 

Wisconsin turned in more than a million signatures.

PHOTO BY MARTIN SAUNDERS PHOTOGRAPHY

united ordinary Americans in 
the fight for accountability 
and fairness, and invigorated 
supporters across the country. 
When the bill was finally passed, 
protesters carried resistance 
to the next stage: the electoral 
recall process.

Grassroots groups created 
a coalition, United Wisconsin, 
expressly for the purpose of  
recalling Walker. They initi-
ated the recall petitions and 
recruited 30,000 volunteers who 
gathered signatures throughout 
the dark of winter—from mid- 
November to mid-January—in 
streets and shopping malls.

The volunteers also netted 
845,000 signatures on petitions to 
recall Lt. Gov. Rebecca Kleefisch, 
and more than they needed to 
begin recall elections for four 
Republican state senators, includ-
ing Majority Leader Scott Fitzger-
ald, a key figure in implementing 
the anti-labor legislation. 

Elections will be scheduled 
once the Government Account-
ability Board verifies the 
petitions. Walker and his allies 
will then have to campaign for 
their positions all over again—
although they could lodge legal 
challenges that would delay the 
elections.  

Democrats Kathleen Falk and 
Sen. Tim Cullen have already 
declared their intention to run 
against Walker. It may be a 
tough battle—only two other 
gubernatorial recall efforts have 
ever been successful, and Walker 
has already raised $4.5 million 
for his recall campaign. But last 
summer, two Democrats won 
senate recall elections in Wis-
consin, encouraging for those 
who hope a decisive rejection of 
Walker’s anti-labor agenda could 
have national repurcussions. 
—Valerie Schloredt. Reporting 
by Jennifer Kaye and Lindsay 
Kucera.

ALSO
Efforts are under way  to 

recall Gov. Rick Snyder (R-Mich.), 
Rep. Denny Rehberg (R-Mont.), 
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Sen. Max Baucus (D-Mont.), and 
Sen. Jonathan Tester (D-Mont.). 

FOOD

Organic Farmers 
Take Monsanto  
to Court

A group of more than 300,000 
organic farmers, led by the 
Organic Seed Growers and 
Trade Association (OSGATA), is 
seeking legal protection from 
the biotechnology company 
Monsanto. Over the past decade, 
Monsanto has filed 144 patent 
infringement lawsuits against 
American farmers and settled 
another 700 out of court for 
undisclosed amounts. Many 
of these farmers broke patent 
law unintentionally, by raising 
crops that were contaminated by 
adjacent genetically engineered 
(GE) fields. OSGATA is challenging 
Monsanto’s seed patents and 
seeking protection from further 
patent infringement lawsuits.

Monsanto puts the respon-
sibility on farmers of non-GE 
crops to protect themselves 
from contamination by leaving a 
fallow buffer zone at the edge of 
their fields. But crops like canola 
and corn are wind pollinated, 
and proprietary genetic material 
can be carried for miles. As a 
result, some organic farmers 

“IMAGINE A WORLD WITHOUT FREE KNOWLEDGE.” 

— The editors of Wikipedia 

The collaboratively edited website displayed this message on Jan. 18, 
when it went dark in protest against SOPA and PIPA, proposed anti-
piracy laws that could allow corporations to shut down the free flow of 
information on the internet.

Several co-sponsors of the SOPA and PIPA bills withdrew their 
support after Wikipedia, Reddit, and about 10,000 other websites 

blacked out their homepages in protest. Sen. Marco Rubio (R-Fla.) 
withdrew as a co-sponsor of the Protect IP Act in the Senate. Reps. 
Lee Terry (R-Neb.) and Ben Quayle (R-Ariz.) pulled their names from the 
companion House bill, the Stop Online Piracy Act. 

find themselves unwittingly and 
unwillingly growing GE crops, 
which cannot legally be sold as 
organic. Many organic farm-
ers whose fields have become 
contaminated subsequently find 
themselves accused of patent 
infringement.

Lawyers from the Public 
Patent Foundation (PUBPAT), 
a nonprofit legal services 
organization, are representing 
OSGATA to question the validity 
of Monsanto’s patents. While 
earlier challenges to Monsanto’s 
patents have proven unsuccess-
ful, PUBPAT is taking a new angle 
on the argument. Precedent 
was set 170 years ago in a court 
ruling that declared it illegal 
to patent inventions that are 
harmful to humans. PUBPAT is 
relying on several scientific stud-
ies to show that Monsanto’s GE 
crops are detrimental, not only 
to the environment, but also to 
the people who consume them, 
and therefore should never have 
been granted patents in the first 
place. 

Monsanto has petitioned the 
courts for dismissal of the case, 
but OSGATA isn’t backing down. 
— April Dávila 

April Dávila’s blog: “A Month Without 
Monsanto” at yesmagazine.org/
no-monsanto

ALSO
Rural farmers joined Occupy 

Wall Street for the Farmers’ 

March in early December. Mem-
bers of the two groups found 
common ground in the growing 
demand for food that’s not 
produced by corporations.

Farmers traveled to New 
York City to march in solidarity 
with 500 Occupiers, community 
gardeners, and food justice 
activists. The march began at 
the La Plaza community garden 
and ended at Zuccotti Park with 
a seed swap between urban and 
rural farmers.

“The corporate control of our 
government and our economy 
… is directly related to the 
corporate dominance of big 
agriculture and the quality of 
food that you are getting,” said 
organic farmer and activist 
Jim Gerritsen, who is leading a 
lawsuit against agriculture giant 
Monsanto [see above]. 

—Jennifer Kaye                

 
OCCUPY 

Florida “People’s  
Convention” Writes 
Legislative Plan

 In early December, 
representatives from 17 of 

Florida’s Occupy sites, including 
Tampa, Miami, St. Petersburg, 
and Tallahassee, gathered in 
Orlando’s City Hall for “The 
People’s Convention,” the first 
meeting to unite Occupiers from 

around the state. The goal of the 
convention was to allow 
discussion about how Occupy 
groups could best move forward 
together. 

Attendees drafted  “The Peo-
ple’s Plan” for desired changes 
through legislation:  a guaran-
teed living wage, increased state 
funding for education, and more 
public transportation. A group of 
about 50 protesters marched to 
the state capitol in Tallahassee 
on Jan. 10, the first day of the 
Florida legislative session, to 
present the plan to legislators. 
But when the group arrived, 
they were barred from the 
visitor’s gallery. They plan to try 
again during the next legislative 
session in April. 

Attendees say the People’s 
Convention was a positive 
development and hope it will 
spark a trend of coordination 
among Occupy groups within 
states.—Jennifer Kaye                           

ALSO
An interstate Occupy Solidar-

ity Social Forum is planned for 
mid-February in Olympia, Wash. 
Organizers expect participants 
from Occupy Wall Street, as 
well as Occupy protesters from 
Denver, Chicago, Oakland, Wash-
ington, D.C., and other major 
metropolitan sites. 

“This is a chance for trainings 
and meetings that can help 
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make the collective stronger 
and weave together strands of 
the movement into a cohesive 
fabric,” said Bruce Wilkinson, 
Occupy Olympia member.  

HUMAN RIGHTS

Ten Years of GTMO

Human rights advocates marked 
a grim anniversary on Jan. 11, 

2012, a decade after the U.S. 
government opened the Guanta-
namo Bay prison facility in Cuba. 
A statement from Human Rights 
Watch said “Although at one 
time we could blame President 
George W. Bush’s unilateral 
assertions of unchecked execu-
tive power for the abuses there, 
the continuing problem that is 
Guantanamo today is shared by 
all three government branches.” 

Members of Human Rights 

Watch and other groups, such 
as Witness Against Torture and 
Amnesty International, gathered 
at Lafayette Park across from 
the White House to voice 
their dismay over the Obama 
administration’s abandoned 
promise to close the facility. 
Many protesters wore the iconic 
orange Guantanamo jumpsuits 
and black hoods to dramatize 
the plight of the prisoners, 
who face indefinite detention 
without trial and the threat of 
torture. Their placards made 
the message clear:  “Close GTMO 
Now.” —Lindsay Kucera

Europe Bans Export 
of Death Penalty 
Drugs
 

 In response to recommen-
dations from a 2010 

Amnesty International report, 
the European Commission has 
banned the export of drugs used 
for execution by lethal injection 
in the United States. “The 
decision today contributes to 
the wider EU efforts to abolish 
the death penalty worldwide,” 
said Catherine Ashton, vice 
president of the commission, in 
a press release.

The European Commission 
added eight barbiturates to its 
list of goods subject to export 
control restrictions. Two of 
these, sodium thiopental and 
pentobarbital, are used in all the 
states that perform execution 
by lethal injection.

The only U.S. manufacturer of 
sodium thiopental, Illinois-based 
Hospira, ceased production of 
the drug in January 2012. Hospira 
was unable to guarantee Italian 
authorities that the sodium thio-
pental made at its Italian factory 
wouldn’t be used in executions. 

Death penalty states with a 
shortage of sodium thiopental 
and pentobarbital may find a 
way to continue lethal injections 

by using other sedatives not on 
the EC’s list, but the commission 
is prepared for this. 

Next year the EC will consider 
additions to the drug export 
bans, according to Ashton. 
—Jennifer Kaye

 ENVIRONMENT

Kids Use Public 
Trust Doctrine in 
Climate Lawsuit 
 
 Seven teenagers set a new 

precedent for environmen-
tal action in May 2011 by suing 
the federal government for not 
taking measures against climate 
change. They claim that the 
government’s policies regarding 
climate change are squandering  
natural resources.

The young plaintiffs, led by 
17-year-old Alec Loorz, filed 
a total of 10 suits against 
the federal government and 
individual states under the 
public trust doctrine, a legal 
principle derived from English 
Common Law which holds that 
the government is responsible 
for protecting resources—like 
water and wilderness—in 
trust for the public and future 
generations. 

The legal action is supported 
by a coalition of groups called 
the iMatter Youth Council, which 
is petitioning the government 
for a 6 percent reduction in 
global CO2 each year, an emis-
sions cap at 2011 levels, and the 
reforestation of compromised 
ecosystems.

The preliminary injunction 
hearing was originally slated to 
be held in December 2011, but 
has been moved from San Fran-
cisco to Washington, D.C., at the 
request of the federal govern-
ment. A new date for the hearing 
has yet to be announced. 
 —Lindsay Kucera

  

Alec Loorz, leader of Kids vs. Global Warming, filed a 
lawsuit, citing the public trust doctrine, against the federal 
government for stalling on meaningful climate legislation.

Alec Loorz: Why I’m taking the government to court
yesmagazine.org /loorz

TEDX SAN DIEGO PHOTO



WWW.YESMAGAZINE.ORG  : :   YES! SPRING 2012 9

“We all need water to live, 
that’s the bottom line,” says 
Jennifer Real. She knows that 
truth all too well—her mother-
in-law died from exposure to 
toxins in contaminated water. 
That’s why PTA-mom-turned-
activist Real is leading the 
fight against plans for toxic 
waste storage near her home 
in Montgomery County, Texas. 

The site Texcom Gulf 
Disposal plans to use for the 
waste injection wells is an old 
oil field. It has fissures and 
corroded well casings that 
could leak industrial waste 
into the Gulf Coast Aqui-
fer—which supplies water for 
people in 54 counties.

The permit for drilling has 
been granted, but after a five-
year campaign to save their 
water supply, Real and her 
neighbors aren’t about to give 
up. They plan to appeal the 
decision.

“She is very much engaged 
in doing what’s right for the 
community and the long-term 
needs of our children and 
grandchildren,” says fellow 
activist Karen Darcy. “We call 
her a mom on a mission.” 

JENNIFER REAL
Protecting clean water

JAMES BELL
Real justice for youth

OCCUPY UC DAVIS
Whose university?

James Bell knows there is 
something wrong with the 
juvenile justice system. During 
23 years as a lawyer represent-
ing young defendants, Bell saw 
the manifestation of a disturb-
ing statistic: More than 70 
percent of incarcerated youth 
are ethnic minorities. 

“There’s just no way that 
teenagers of color are so much 
more criminogenic than white 
teenagers,” says Bell, “so 
there’s got to be something 
else going on.”

Bell decided to focus on 
reforming the system, and 
emerged as a compelling 
public advocate for poor youth 
and youth of color. In 2001, 
he founded the W. Haywood 
Burns Institute, named for 
the famed civil rights lawyer. 
The institute collects data and 
works with local courts, proba-
tion, and community groups to 
develop policies to reduce rates 
of youth detention. The solu-
tions vary from court proce-
dures to family counseling.

“These kids have strengths, 
and we have to find them,” 
says Bell, “not just process 
them.” 

Freshman Ian Lee had an 
intense first quarter at the 
University of California, Davis, 
when he joined campus pro-
tests against tuition hikes. At a 
peaceful sit-down demonstra-
tion to protect the UC Davis 
Occupy encampment, Lee and 
other students were pepper-
sprayed at close range by 
 cam pus police. 

A video of the event got 
national attention. But Lee says 
“The Occupy movement isn’t 
about me, or the others who 
got sprayed … It’s about com-
ing together to fight austerity.”

Occupy UC Davis protesters 
demonstrated that solidar-
ity when their friends were 
pepper-sprayed. “Whose 
university?” they asked, “Our 
university!” They used the 
“human mic” to convince 
police to leave the area.

In the following days, the 
students demanded account-
ability from the police, regents, 
and Chancellor Linda Katehi. 
They displayed moral author-
ity in their use of nonviolence 
throughout, and moved for-
ward the national discussion 
about police use of force and 
the rights of protesters.

 People We Love

JULIANA ROTICH
Map app for crises 

Juliana Rotich was born in 
Kenya, studied in the United 
States and had a business 
career in IT. “I was your typi-
cal geek in Chicago,” she said 
in a TED lecture. When Rotich 
was in Kenya for a vacation in 
2007, violence broke out fol-
lowing the contested election 
of Mwai Kibaki. Rotich and 
her colleagues quickly set up a 
Web app to help people share 
information and avoid the 
violence. 

That app, Ushahidi, makes 
it easy to upload informa-
tion to an interactive map. 
It has since proved valuable 
in crisis management—it 
was used by both aid agen-
cies and survivors after the 
Haitian earthquake. Ushahidi 
is open-source, works on the 
Web and mobile devices, and 
is constantly being adapted by 
its users.

Rotich says maintaining it 
is sometimes “like trying to 
fix a plane as it is flying.”

Rotich is now focused 
on the application of IT to 
sustainable African develop-
ment. She’s one of the world’s 
leading women in technology, 
and a senior TED fellow.
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The protests of 2011—from Wisconsin to Wall Street—
finally tore off the gag of silence about corruption and 

economic inequality in our country.
But the pundits at FOX “News” are not wrong when they 

say that our movement is nowhere near as powerful as the 
Tea Party movement—at least not yet. That is in part because 
the Tea Partiers used the momentum from their protests to 
seize a piece of institutional power through elections.

Today there are Tea Party caucuses in Congress. There 
are Tea Party-sponsored presidential debates. The actual 
“tea parties” are no longer well-attended. But the move-
ment is still in a position to continue implementing its 
draconian agenda.

Candidate Barack Obama also successfully converted 
rising frustration and activist energy into an electoral tri-
umph in 2008. But thus far, Occupy Wall Street has not 
tried to occupy the institutions of established, formal polit-
ical power (e.g., elections and political parties).

This omission is not by accident. Rather than getting 
caught up in electioneering, Occupy is choosing to focus 
on the hard, risky, and often-thankless work of direct 
action protest. They are building their own community, 
presence, and power through participatory democracy. 
They fear that too much entanglement with the exist-
ing system would kill their independence, idealism, and 
chutzpah.

Theirs is a sensible stance, as far as it goes. Larger move-
ments often need a bright spearhead, propelled by pure ide-
als that are untarnished by the exigencies of ordinary politics.

But the question remains: What about the rest of us? 
There are tens of millions of people who never slept outside 
in a tent—but who still want a better economy. During elec-
tion season, all eyes turn to politics. How do we ensure that 
the interests and ideas of the 99 percent are represented in 
the campaigns and in the established halls of power?

Protest alone won’t move the needle. D.C. is still “pre-
Occupied.” The occupation of Wall Street may be over. 
What never ended was the occupation by Wall Street of our 
nation’s capitol: Their hordes of lobbyists have taken over 
the place.

Unless we simultaneously work to fix the political pro-
cess, even our best neighborhood efforts, protests, and 

NOW, LET’S OCCUPY  
THE BALLOT 

COMMENTARY  :: Van Jones

entrepreneurial innovations won’t work.
If we take elections seriously, we can:
1. Support candidates for local office from this movement. 

Progressive Majority, New Organizing Institute, Rebuild 
The Dream, Campaign for America’s Future, and the Work-
ing Families Party are working overtime on this front.

2. Back local ballot measures to tax wealth and create 
work—or to otherwise advance the interests of the 99 per-
cent. Groups like the Campaign for Community Change 
are exploring this territory.

3. Challenge all candidates to publicly oppose the Citi-
zens United decision, which lets corporations buy our elec-
toral process.

While reaching for our hopes in 2008, we hit our heads 
on a ceiling. Now the backlashers want to tear the floor out 
from under us as well. We can’t let them. We cannot get 
everything we want in the voting booth. But—if we don’t 
vote smart—we can lose everything we have there. Let’s 
continue to protest peacefully—and occupy some ballot 
boxes, along the way. y

Van Jones is a long-time activist, former White House adviser, and 
co-founder of Rebuild the Dream.

Van Jones                     Nathan Schneider

How to ask candidates questions that make 
a difference  yesmagazine.org/vote
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CHANGE NOW,  
VOTE LATER

There was a joke told during one of the warm-up actions 
the week before Occupy Wall Street began, across the 

street from the Stock Exchange: “How many politicians 
does it take to change a lightbulb?” None of the tourists 
watching hazarded a guess. The answer? “Politicians don’t 
change anything!”

It’s this kind of thinking that drove a few hundred pro-
testers to transform the political discourse with their bod-
ies last September by taking and holding a small park in 
downtown New York. But it’s also why the Occupy move-
ment, at least in the short term, looks to be a good thing 
for someone like Mitt Romney—a man beautifully suited 
to play the role of law-and-order technocrat on behalf of 
the “silent majority,” and thereby to benefit from an elec-
tion year noisy with unrest. Just think of the effect of the 
Greek and Spanish Occupation-based movements last 
year, whose agitations fragmented the Left and put the 

COMMENTARY  :: Nathan Schneider

right wing in office. Or think of 1968 in the United States.
There’s another thing the Greeks and Spaniards have 

in common with the kids who made Occupy Wall Street 
happen, many of whom cheerfully knocked on doors and 
sparred with their parents on President Obama’s behalf 
in 2008 (as did I): They’ve learned that no matter which 
candidate you elect, the global financial system is going  to 
find a way to stick it to you. Many in the movement think 
that the answers are not primarily to be found by joining 
a political machine already bought off by the corporate 
establishment. The answers lie in building a network of 
international solidarity and action that will push on all 
fronts for a truly democratic global politics and economy.

One of the things that made occupied Zuccotti Park 
such a refreshing place is that it was full of political con-
versations that had nothing to do with the personal foibles 
of elected officials or our various professional candidates. 
Rather, they were about the kinds of things that the Occu-
piers actually wanted for themselves and their communi-
ties—necessities of life and fairness, mostly—and how, 
then and there, they could start making it happen.

The challenge the movement faces now is to convince 
the American people that, while elections do matter, they 
don’t matter nearly enough, and that’s the problem. Until 
politicians figure out how to serve human needs rather 
than corporate profits, they can’t be allowed to claim legiti-
macy. At a recent all-afternoon, long-term Occupy Wall 
Street planning session, I heard exactly one sentence that 
was devoted to the elections. The gist of it was: Incum-
bent, brace yourself —protests at both conventions and 
voter noncooperation.

Of course, if the Occupy movement ultimately wants 
to defeat the kind of shameless corporate personhood-
ization that goes largely unchallenged in government, 
it will have to show its power at the ballot box as well as 
in the streets. But the surest way to loosen the corporate 
death grip on both Democrats and Republicans is to make 
stands for justice on specific issues by mobilizing people 
to take back what’s theirs. It will need to occupy the nar-
rative this election year, showing the country that while 
politicians on their own won’t change much of anything, 
courageous and organized people can. y

Nathan Schneider is an editor of WagingNonviolence.org. He has written 
about the Occupy movement for Harper’s Magazine and The Nation, as well 
as for YES! Magazine’s book This Changes Everything.

THE CHALLENGE THE MOVEMENT FACES NOW IS TO CONVINCE 
THE AMERICAN PEOPLE THAT, WHILE ELECTIONS DO MATTER, THEY DON’T 
MATTER NEARLY ENOUGH, AND THAT’S THE PROBLEM. 
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ISSUE 61

Think Like an Ecosystem, 
and You Just Might Save the World

Free Your (Eco)Mind

AN ECO-MIND THINKS ...

Less about quantities and more about qualities.

Less about fixed things and more about  
the ever-changing relationships that form them.

Less about limits and more about alignment.

Less about what and more about why.

Less about loss and more about possibility.
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once we learn to navigate the world 
with the map of eco-mind.

1
Cooperation

It turns out that cooperating and co-
creating explain our evolutionary suc-
cess just as much as competition does. 
No wonder neuroscientists using fMRI 
scans discovered that when human 
beings cooperate, our brains’ pleasure 
centers are as stimulated as when we 
eat chocolate!

And what were the  evolutionary 
pressures that turned us into 
cooper ators?

In her 2009 book Mothers and 
 Others, University of California, Davis, 
anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy chal-
lenged the accepted belief that our pen-
chant for cooperation emerged through 
bonding to fight our neighbors. No, 
she says. Over most of the 200,000 
years we’ve been around, there were 
simply too few of us to warrant fighting 
over territory. Instead, our capacity for 
cooperation evolved in response to our 
unique breeding culture.

While other primates generally don’t 
trust others to care for their infants, 
humans have long turned to aunties, 
grandmas, and friends to help care 
for their babies from birth. With these 
“helpers,” children have the “luxury of 
growing up slowly, building stronger 

bodies, better immune systems, and 
in some cases bigger brains,” Hrdy 
surmises. 

It is this capacity for cooperation, 
honed through shared child rearing, 
that most distinguishes Homo sapiens, 
claims Hrdy.

2
Empathy

Cooperation is made possible by empa-
thy, and it, too, seems to be a capacity 
deeply carved into us. We see a hint 
of early empathy in the finding that 
babies cry at the sound of other babies 
crying but rarely at a recording of their 
own cries. 

In the 1990s, Italian scientists first 
discovered what many now see as a 
cellular foundation of empathy: “mir-
ror neurons” in our brains. When we 
are only observing another’s actions, it 
turns out, these neurons fire as if we 
were actually performing the observed 
actions ourselves. Evidence grows that 
mirror neurons respond to emotional 
states as well as actions.

A study in Science in 2008 reported 
that we actually get greater pleasure 
from giving than receiving. Given what 
we are learning about our cooperative, 
empathetic capacities, it should be no 
surprise that psychologists estimate 
that, on average, more than 80 percent 
of happiness comes from relation-
ships, health, spiritual life, friends, 
and work fulfillment. Only 7 percent is 
about money.

3
Fairness

Fairness lives within most of us, for we 
learned long ago that injustice destroys 
community—the bonds of trust on 
which our individual survival depends. 

Plus, fairness seems to make us feel 
good, even when at our own expense, 
Nature reported in 2010. In a simple 
experiment, pairs of young men were 
given $30 apiece, while one in each 
pair got a $50 bonus. The brain’s »

Frances Moore Lappé

If I believed that, I’d feel utterly 
hopeless. How can we align with the 
needs of the natural world if we first 
have to change basic human nature? 

Fortunately, we don’t have to. A new 
way of seeing that is opening up to us 
can form a more life-serving mental 
map. I call it “eco-mind”—looking at the 
world through the lens of ecology. This 
worldview recognizes that we, no less 
than any other organism, live in relation 
to everything else. As the visionary Ger-
man physicist Hans-Peter Dürr puts it, 
“There are no parts, only participants.” 

As part of this shift, breakthroughs 
in a range of disciplines are confirming 
what we already know about ourselves, 
if we stop and think about it: That 
humans are complex creatures and 
what we do—from raising children to 
caring for elders to sharing with our 
neighbors—exhibits at least as much 
natural tendency to cooperate as to 
compete.

The view that our species is basically 
brutal defies the evidence: “There is 
a very tiny handful of incidences of 
conflict and possible warfare before 
10,000 years ago,” says archaeologist 
Jonathan Haas of the Field Museum 
in Chicago, “and those are very much 
the exception.” Our species has a vastly 
longer experience evolving in close-
knit communities, knowing our lives 
depended on one another. The result is 
at least six inherent traits we can foster, 

G R A D U A L LY I T ’S  D AW N E D O N M E:  We humans are creatures of the 
mind. We perceive the world according to our core, often unac-
knowledged, assumptions. They determine, literally, what we can 
see and what we cannot. Nothing so wrong with that, perhaps—
except that, in this crucial do-or-die moment, we’re stuck with a 
mental map that is life-destroying. 

And the premise of this map is lack—not enough of anything, 
from energy to food to parking spots; not enough goods and not 
enough goodness. In such a world, we come to believe, it’s com-
pete or die. The popular British writer Philip Pullman says, “we 
evolved to suit a way of life which is acquisitive, territorial, and 
combative” and that “we have to overcome millions of years of evo-
lution” to make the changes we need to avoid global catastrophe.

ILLUSTRATIONS BY BODHI HILL
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reward center responded in those 
who got the bonus. No surprise. The 
surprise came when those lucky men 
were asked to imagine how they would 
feel if they got another bonus, or if 
the next bonus went to their partners. 
The second scenario, the one reducing 
inequality, was the one that lit up the 
brain’s pleasure center.

4
Efficacy

Could our species have made it this far 
if we were essentially couch potatoes, 
shoppers, and whiners? I don’t think 
so. We are doers. Our need to “make 
a dent” in the wider world is so great, 
argued social philosopher Erich Fromm, 
that we should toss out René Descartes’ 
theorem, “I think, therefore I am,” and 
replace it with: “I am, because I effect.”

The trait seems to show up even in 
tiny babies. Three-month-olds respond 
with pleasure to a moving mobile. 
But a study shows that they “prefer to 
look at [a] … mobile they can influence 
themselves,” writes Professor Alison 
Gopnik in The Philosophical Baby. Plus, 
“they smile and coo at it more too.” 
For Gopnik, the finding suggests that 

Frances Moore Lappé ISSUE 61
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even the youngest among us enjoy 
making things happen and seeing the 
consequences.

In a widely known experiment 
carried out in the 1970s, Harvard 
psychologists Ellen Langer and Judith 
Rodin divided nursing home residents 
into two groups. In one, residents had 
choices as to where to receive visitors 
and when to watch movies; they were 
also given houseplants to care for. Resi-
dents in the second group did not have 
these choices. 

After a year and a half, the Harvard 
investigators found that fewer than half 
as many residents in the more engaged 
group had died. Langer attributes the 
stunning difference to the enhanced 
“mindfulness” of those making more 
choices. I see the outcome  differently. 
For me, the longer lives of those 
responsible for themselves and their 
plants affirm that we thrive when we 
feel we have power.

5
Meaning

Human beings are creatures of 
meaning, seeking ways to give our 
days value beyond ensuring our own 
survival. The prominence of religion 
certainly attests to this need. But even 
the private act of voting may express 
this need, it dawned on me recently. 
Rationally, I can easily see that my 
single vote isn’t likely to decide any-
thing. But entering the voting booth, I 
feel a quiet sense of pride welling up 
because I know I’m playing my part in 
a larger human drama—protecting a 
democratic ideal by my act.

6
Imagination, Creativity, and 

Attraction to Change

In The Philosophical Baby, Gopnik 
writes: “More than any other creature, 

human beings are able to change. … 
What neuroscientists call plasticity—
the ability to change in light of experi-
ence—is the key to human nature 
at every level from brains to minds 
to societies.” The great evolutionary 
advantage of human beings is our abil-
ity to escape the constraints of instinct, 
Gopnik reminds us. 

Both “using tools and making plans 
… depend on anticipating future possi-
bilities,” and we can see these “abilities 
emerging even in babies who can’t talk 
yet.”

Human beings’ unique capacity for 
imagination ends this list because—
coupled with our plasticity—it is what 
enables us to envision and make the 
changes we must in order to draw 
forth the other five essential qualities. 
And it is this imaginative self that 
takes pleasure in the challenge.

But if we’re so great . . .
If humans are all the above, then why 
in the world do we mindlessly partici-
pate every day in a social ecology that 
generates so much destruction and 
misery for so many? 

For me, answering that question 
starts with acknowledging that the six 
magnificent traits above are only part 
of being human. But history, as well 
as laboratory experiments in which we 
are the guinea pigs, reveals that most 
of us have every bit as much ability to 
be competitive, selfish, and even hor-
ribly cruel.

So, given those potentials, why are 
we choosing the traits that are getting 
us, and the rest of life on the planet, 
in such trouble? And what will it take 
to bring out those six strong traits 
and use them to change where we’re 
headed?

Here’s where the eco-mind comes to 
the rescue. 

Seeing with an eco-mind means 
fully appreciating the power of 

HUMAN BEINGS ARE CREATURES OF MEANING, SEEKING WAYS TO 
GIVE OUR DAYS VALUE BEYOND ENSURING OUR OWN SURVIVAL.  
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context—including conditions we 
ourselves create—to determine the 
qualities we express. So the ques-
tion for humanity seems relatively 
straightforward:

Which social rules and norms have 
proven to bring out the worst 

in humans, and which bring forth 
the best while protecting us from the 
worst?

Here’s my take. At least three condi-
tions have been shown over our long 
history to elicit the worst in us: 

1. Extreme power inequalities. From 
historical oppression to today’s unprec-
edented economic disparity. 

2. Secrecy, which allows us to evade 
accountability—as occurred when the 
financial industry, operating without 
transparency and public oversight, 
brought the global economy to its knees.

3. Scapegoating, where we create 
“the other” to blame, whether it’s kids 
crying “he did it” on a playground or 
citizens at a town meeting shouting 
down a congressperson.

All three negatives seem to arise with 
ferocity in cultures premised on lack, 
where continuous rivalry is presumed. 
Sadly, each has been on the rise in the 

United States for at least three decades. 
And within our culture’s mental map, 
it all feels inevitable. Our empathy and 
enjoyment in cooperation, our deep 
sensitivity to fairness, and our need for 
meaning, efficacy, and creativity—all 
are stifled in societies where power is 
tightly held and opportunities shut off 
for so many. 

For me, it’s no surprise, then, that 
scholars uncover a “strong relation-
ship” between the extent of economic 
inequality and mental illness across 
countries. This mismatch between the 
things we know bring out the best in 
us and the cultures we live in helps 

me understand why depression has 
become a global pandemic.

With an eco-mind we stay focused 
on the social ecology we ourselves 
are creating that denies us the best in 
our species’ own nature. Knowing all 
this about ourselves, our challenge 
seems clear: We need to reverse those 
three dangerous trends and, instead, 
disperse power, enhance transparency, 
and foster mutual accountability. In 
the process, we will create a culture 
of alignment with nature in which 
human needs are met in ways that dis-
solve the presumption of lack. 

The key is what I call “Living 
Democracy,” which consists not only 
of accountable forms of governance 
but also of a daily practice: a set of 
values—among them inclusion, fair-
ness, and mutual accountability—that 
infuse everything we do in daily life. 
It is living what Oxford physiologist 
Denis Noble observes about biological 
systems in his book The Music of Life: 
“There are not privileged components 
telling the rest what to do. There is 
rather a form of democracy [involving] 
every element at all levels.” The inter-
action of those components, Noble 
says, creates the shape of life.

With this understanding, opportuni-
ties to be effective appear everywhere: 
We can build citizen movements, 
replacing “privately held government” 
with elections and governance account-
able to citizens. And we can rebuild 
our own mental maps by doing the 
hard work of actively nurturing our 
own positive proclivities rather than 
taking them for granted. Just one 
specific example: When students at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz, 
decided to launch a student-organized 
sustainability course, collaborating 
with the administration in order to 
green their campus, they realized their 

success would depend in large mea-
sure on how well they practiced what I 
call the “arts of democracy”—such peo-
ple skills as active listening, mediation, 
negotiation, and creative conflict. They 
got training, stuck with it, and their 
course has spread to other University 
of California campuses, touching the 
lives of thousands.

With an eco-mind, we know that if 
we’re all connected, we’re all impli-
cated. We look bravely at our nature 
and realize we don’t have to cajole oth-
ers to be “better.” Whew. 

Instead, we can get on with creat-
ing social rules and norms proven to 
elicit the best in us—which is plenty. 
We then have a chance of making this 
century’s planetary turnaround an epic 
struggle for life so vivid and compel-
ling that it satisfies our deep needs for 
connection, fairness, and meaning. y

Frances Moore Lappé is author 
of the legendary best seller Diet 
for a Small Planet, and many 
other books. She is co-founder 
of the Small Planet Institute and 
is a contributing editor for YES! 

Magazine. This article draws on material from her 
latest book, Eco-Mind, Nation Books, 2011. 

WE NEED TO REVERSE THOSE THREE DANGEROUS TRENDS AND, 
INSTEAD, DISPERSE POWER, ENHANCE TRANSPARENCY, AND FOSTER 
MUTUAL ACCOUNTABILITY.  
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Percentage of 5,006 Occupy Wall Street protesters surveyed who identified politically as Independent: 70.2 1 

Percentage of U.S. registered voters identified as Independent: 35 2 

Percentage of U.S. Congress identified as Independent: .004 3 

Estimated average student debt of 2011 college graduates: $27,200 4 

Percentage of 2011 college graduates moving back into their parents’  house: 85 5 

Pounds of leaves that end up bagged in landfills each year: 8 million 

Percentage of all necessary nutrients trees can glean from decomposing leaves: 50 to 80 6 

Estimated number of barrels of oil recoverable from Alberta’s tar sand deposits: 171.3 billion 7 

Gallons of water required to extract all recoverable barrels: 2.7 trillion 8 

Years that 2.7 trillion gallons could supply Seattle with potable water: 57 9 

Pounds of recyclable office paper thrown into landfills in 2005: 42 million 

    In 2009: 26 million 10 

 

Percentage by which the value of the minimum wage has increased since 1990: 21 

Percentage by which the cost of living has increased since 1990: 67 11 

Effective tax rate Warren Buffet, the second richest man in the United States, paid in 2010: 17.4 

Average effective tax rate paid by his staff members in 2010: 36 12 

Average number of text messages sent or received per day by adults ages 18–24: 109.5 

By adults ages 45–54: 14 13 

Percentage of Facebook users ages 18–34 who check their account before getting out of bed in the morning: 28 14 

Number of American adults unemployed and seeking work in October 2011: 13.9 million 

Number of job openings: 3.3 million 15 

Estimated miles driven by Walmart’s truck fleet in 2011: 700 million 16 

Gallons of diesel fuel consumed, based on the 6.3 miles per gallon average for diesel freight trucks: 111.1 million 17 

Gallons of oil leaked into the Gulf of Mexico from BP’s 2010 oil spill: 205.8 million 18

Complete citations at yesmagazine.org/ptc 
1. Occupywallstreet.org, Fast Company, Nov. 2, 2011. 2. Gallup Organization, November 2011. 3. U.S. Senate, November 
2011. 4. The New York Times, Nov. 2, 2011. 5. Time NewsFeed, May 10, 2011. 6. NPR, Oct. 28, 2011. 7. Government of Alberta 
Energy, 2010. 8. Canadian National Energy Board, Oct. 28, 2011.  9. Seattle Public Utilities, 2009. 10. Environmental Paper 
Network, 2011. 11. Mother Jones, Economic Policy Institute, July 2011. 12. United for a Fair Economy, Sept. 30, 2011. 
13. Pew Research Center, Nov. 4, 2011. 14. Onlineschools.org, 2010. 15. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Dec. 2, 2011. 
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Jeffrey D. Clements

TW O Y E A R S A G O,  T H E U.S.  SU P R E M E CO U R T D E C I D E D  that Americans 

cannot prevent corporations from spending unlimited money to control elec-

tions, politicians, and policy. In Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, 

the court ignored the fact that corporations are creations of state law with gov-

ernment-derived advantages and labeled them, in the words of Justice Anthony 

Kennedy, “voices,” “speakers,” and yes, a “disadvantaged person or class.” In 

this Wonderland, corporations are people, corporate money is “speech,” and 

laws restricting corporate political spending violate the First Amendment.

Nearly 80 percent of the public opposes the holding in Citizens United and 

supports a constitutional amendment to reverse the decision, according to mul-

tiple polls. If Americans so clearly oppose the fabrication of “corporate people” 

who can use the Constitution to strike down the real people’s laws, how did the 

folly of Citizens United ever happen? 

In fact, the case is the result of a well-funded and organized 30-year campaign 

to establish corporate constitutional rights as a means to trump democratic 

laws. Indeed, Citizens United is more like a victory parade for this campaign 

than a stumble or simple mistake of the Court.

We’re The People
Undoing Citizens United

Above, portraits from 
the Occupy Wall Street 
movement by New York 
photographer Joseph O. 
Holmes. See his photo 
essay: “We’re the People” 

YesMagazine.org/ 
holmes
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Amend the Constitution to prohibit 
corporate personhood.   1

policy-making. 
And the domination is well under 

way. In November 2010, the first elec-
tion after Citizens United, hundreds 
of millions of dollars flowed into 
campaigns across the country, with no 
requirement that the source be dis-
closed. Politicians who had failed to do 
corporate bidding, whether on health 
care, energy, or financial reform, were 
bombarded with negative ads funded 
by corporate front groups such as the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce, various 
political action committees, and other 
anonymously funded organizations—
including Citizens United, the lob-
bying group whose lawsuit led to the 
Citizens United case. The 2012 election 
looks to be much worse.

The long campaign to expand the 
“rights” of corporations—particularly 
the “free speech” right to spend money 
on lobbying and campaigns and to veto 
public interest laws—has had effects 
we can see all around us: Corporate-
friendly trade and tax policies have 
moved jobs overseas, destroyed our 
manufacturing capacity, produced 
vast wage and income inequality, and 
gutted local economies and commu-
nities. Control of our energy policy 
by global fossil fuel corporations and 

unregulated corporate lobbying, even 
for weapons the Pentagon doesn’t 
want, leads to endless war in the 
Middle East and uncontrolled military 
spending. Deregulation has led to 
sprawl, loss of wilderness and open 
land, and accelerated environmental 
crises. The health of Americans is sec-
ondary to layers of taxpayer subsidies 
and preferential treatment for corpo-
rate food giants and coal and utility 
corporations, resulting in epidemic-
level rates of obesity, asthma, and 
type 2 diabetes. As corporations more 
blatantly buy politicians and legisla-
tion, and block or strike down laws 
that would protect people, Americans, 
unsurprisingly, become more cynical 
about politics and government. Gov-
ernment of the people is replaced by 
government of the corporations. 

Where Citizens United Came From
The roots of Citizens United reach 

back 40 years. By the end of the 
1960s, Americans had become 
increasingly aware that corporations 
were using our rivers, air, oceans, and 
land as sewers and dumps, taking the 
profits and leaving most people and 
communities with the costs. In April 
1970, 20 million Americans of every »

The Effect of Citizens United
The Citizens United decision killed 

the federal Bipartisan Campaign 
Reform Act (also known as the 
McCain-Feingold law). The Court 
reversed a century of law and overruled 
one of its own decisions from just 
six years earlier, which had affirmed 
our right to keep corporations out of 
politics. In the wake of Citizens United, 
corporations can spend unlimited 
money in every federal, state, and local 
election in the country.

This challenges the very premise of 
American government. Can a gov-
ernment based on the will of equal, 
sovereign human beings co-exist with 
a government based on unregulated 
corporate spending? Unlikely. 

Walmart alone had revenues of $421 
billion in 2010. The largest 100 cor-
porations had combined revenues of 
$13.1 trillion and profits of $605 billion 
in the 2008 election cycle. Accord-
ing to opensecrets.org, total spending 
on federal campaigns in 2008 was 
about $5.3 billion. Diversion of just 2 
percent of corporate profits into that 
election cycle would have represented 
more than twice the money that was 
actually spent. That kind of money 
would utterly dominate elections and 
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age and political viewpoint went into 
the streets and public spaces on the 
first Earth Day to insist on a better bal-
ance between corporations and people, 
between an extraction economy and 
nature.

Consider how American democracy 
responded then. With a Republican 
president and bipartisan support, Con-
gress enacted:

The Clean Water Act
The Federal Water Pollution  Control 

Amendments
The Clean Air Act Extension
The Toxic Substances Control Act
The Safe Drinking Water Act
The Eastern Wilderness Act
The Surface Mining Control and 

Reclamation Act
The Endangered Species Act
The Marine Mammal Protection Act
The Resource Recovery Act 
The first Fuel Economy Standards 

for cars

The corporatist theology says only 
“the market” can fix big problems. But 
the market did not achieve the remark-
able transformation following the first 
Earth Day. We did this by acting as 
citizens in a republic. 

Not everyone celebrated the results. 
Lewis Powell, a corporate lawyer from 
Richmond, Va., guided some of the 
biggest corporations on the planet in 
launching a counterattack. A former 
president of the American Bar Associa-
tion, Powell served on the boards of 
directors of more than a dozen interna-
tional corporations, including tobacco 
giant Philip Morris, Inc. In preparation 
for strategy discussions within the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce and among 
corporate leaders, on Aug. 23, 1971 
Powell prepared what the Chamber 
would call “The Powell Memo.” 

Powell titled his memo “Attack on 
American Free Enterprise System.” He 
explained the problem: “No thought-
ful person can question that the 
American economic system is under 
broad attack.” And he had a solu-
tion: Corporate leaders must use an 
“activist-minded Supreme Court” and 

available. They argued that laws across 
the country violated corporate “rights”; 
they equated corporate deregulation 
with “liberty.” They did not describe 
corporations for what they are—power-
ful legal entities created by state laws 
and given special advantages from the 
state. Instead, they invented a new lan-
guage—the one that turned up years 
later in Citizens United: Corporations 
were “persons,” “speakers,” “voices,” 
and “protectors of our freedoms.” The 
lawyers demanded “the right of cor-
porations to be heard” and “rights of 
corporations to speak out.” Discrimi-
nation against “the corporate character 
of the speaker” must end!

Building Corporate Rights
This insistent campaign—carried 

out both in the courts and in the 
forum of public opinion—sought to 
redefine the role of corporations in 
American society. We no longer should 
view corporations as economic tools, 
useful but potentially dangerous. We 
no longer should be concerned that 
corporations might leverage massive 
economic power into harmful political 
power, or trample the public interest 
for the profit of the few. Instead, we 
should think of corporations as pillars 
of liberty, institutions for Americans 
to trust, protectors of our freedoms 
against “bad” government. 

The first victory for the corporate 
rights campaign came in 1978, with 
a corporate attack on Massachusetts’ 
election laws in a case called First 
National Bank of Boston v. Bellotti. Gil-
lette Corporation, the Bank of Boston, 
and Digital Equipment Corporation 
filed a lawsuit challenging a state law 
banning corporate political spending 
in citizen referendum ballots. Conser-
vative leaders of the large corporations 
wished to go beyond spending their 
own money to defeat a progressive 
income tax vote that year; they wanted 
to use unlimited corporate funds, too. 

After losing in the Massachusetts 
courts, the corporations took their 
claim all the way to the U.S. Supreme 
Court. There they found a sympathetic 

other opportunities to shape “social, 
economic, and political change” to the 
advantage of corporations. “Strength,” 
he explained, “lies in organization, in 
careful long-range planning and imple-
mentation, in consistency of action 
over an indefinite period of years.”

As counsel to the cigarette industry 
and as a Philip Morris director, Powell 
already had begun testing the radical 
idea of corporate “speech” rights under 
the Constitution. In the late ’60s, Pow-
ell sued the United States on behalf of 
cigarette corporations, arguing that the 
government’s assertion that cigarettes 
caused death was “controversial” 
and “not proved.” Therefore, argued 
Powell, cigarette corporations had a 
“free speech” right to “equal time” to 
say what they wanted about cigarettes. 
Powell was laughed out of court. Yet, 
with the execution of the plan he laid 
out for the Chamber of Commerce, he 
went on to win far more than he might 
have expected.

Less than six months after the secret 
Powell Memo went to the Chamber, 
President Richard Nixon nominated 
Powell for the Supreme Court. The 
Senate voted 89-1 to confirm the 
nomination. 

Powell might well have faced 
tougher questions had Americans 
known of his Chamber of Commerce 
memo. What did Powell mean by 
“activist-minded Supreme Court”? 
What sort of “social, economic, and 
political change” did he think the 
Court should foster? No one asked 
because no one knew; Powell and the 
Chamber did not disclose the memo.

With Powell on the Court, corpora-
tions got to work implementing his 
plan. Philip Morris and other corpo-
rations funded a host of new “legal 
foundations” in every corner of the 
country, among them the National 
Chamber Litigation Center, and the 
Pacific, Mid-Atlantic, Mid-America, 
Great Plains, Washington, Northeast-
ern, New England, and Southeastern 
Legal Foundations. 

Corporations and these founda-
tions filed litigation in every forum 

»
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Just the Facts
Doug Pibel

280 “Fortune 400” companies showed profits 
every year from 2008 to 2010. Of those:
About one-quarter paid more than 30%
About one-quarter paid less than 10%

General Electric was the cham-
pion. It made a $10.5 billion profit. 

At the statutory 35% rate, it would have 
paid about $3.7 billion in taxes. Instead, it 
got refunds of $4.7 billion. That’s a total tax 
subsidy of $8.4 billion dollars.

More than ever, 
people pay more in taxes 

than corporations do. 

But we tax corporate 
income at 35%, the highest 

in the world, right?
 Not really.

And some of the 
wealthiest corporations 

pay no taxes at all. 
They even get money back.

Corporate taxes as 
a percentage 

of federal revenue:

27.3
8.9

1955             2010

Individual income 
and payroll taxes as a percentage 

of federal revenue:

1955   2010

81.5

58

Average tax rate? 

(That’s what a human being pays on 
$60,000 in taxable income.)

18.5

29

0
in taxes

and received refunds totaling

corporations 
from 2008 to 2010 paid 

$10.6 billion

Also paying no taxes, 2008–2010:
Verizon made $32.8 billion in profit and got
$951 million in refunds.
Wells Fargo made $49.4 billion and got
$681 million in refunds.
Boeing made $9.7 billion and got 
$177.6 million in refunds.

Lobbying. The best investment around.

For its tax subsidy of $8.4 billion, General Electric spent $84.4 million 
 on lobbying: a 100-to-1 return on investment.

In 2004, Congress was considering a one-time-only “repatriation 
holiday” law. 93 companies spent a total of $282.7 million  

lobbying for the bill, which allowed corporations to bring billions of dollars home 
 from overseas accounts, but to pay income tax on only 15 percent of the money.  
The law passed, and the corporations that lobbied saved $88.6 billion.  
That’s a  220-to-1 return on investment.

 And the “one time only”? They’re now lobbying to do it again.

10,000%

22,000%

1

2

3

4

YES!  MAGAZINE GRAPHIC 2012

Sources: U.S. PIRG, Citizens for Tax Justice,  
ourfiscalsecurity.org, Raquel Alexander, et al.

Illustration by Brad Kayal
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audience led by Justice Powell. Powell 
cast the deciding vote in the 5–4 deci-
sion and wrote the Court’s opinion, 
despite strong dissenting views from 
Justice William Rehnquist—one of the 
Court’s most conservative members—
and others. Powell declared that “cor-
porations are persons” and “speakers,” 
and corporate money is “speech” under 
the First Amendment. For the first 
time in 200 years of American history, 
corporations had launched a successful 
constitutional attack on laws regulating 
corporate spending in elections.

The emboldened corporate power 
campaign next attacked energy and 
environmental laws. In a 1980 case 
called Central Hudson Gas & Electric 
Corporation v. Public Service Corpora-
tion of New York, utility corporations 
and the chorus of corporate legal foun-
dations challenged a New York law 
prohibiting utility corporations from 
promoting energy consumption in a 
time of energy shortage. Despite New 
York’s policy of energy conservation, 
the utility corporations won “corporate 
speech” rights, and the Court struck 
down New York’s law. Once again, 
Justice Powell wrote the decision. 

The corporate attack on government 
and the public interest continued year 
after year. Between 1978 and 1984, Jus-
tice Powell wrote four groundbreaking 
“corporate rights” decisions. A narrow 
majority of the Supreme Court now 
accepted the mantra that “corporations 
are persons” and corporate “voices” 
must be free. Energy, tobacco, pharma-
ceutical, and banking corporations all 
successfully claimed speech rights to 
invalidate the people’s laws. 

The newly minted corporate rights 
doctrine has even swept away our right 
to know whether the milk, cheese, and 
ice cream that we buy comes from 
cows treated with Monsanto’s geneti-
cally modified bovine drugs. Every 
major democracy in the world has 

banned recombinant bovine growth 
hormone. Yet in the United States, 
despite widespread citizen opposi-
tion, the Food & Drug Administration 
waved Monsanto through. Then, when 
Vermont had the temerity to enact 
disclosure requirements so people buy-
ing dairy products could know whether 
their food came from cows treated with 
Monsanto’s drug, the corporate lawyers 
sued. Once again, the federal courts 
said corporations have “speech” rights, 
this time the right “not to speak.” The 
court struck down Vermont’s law. 

With corporations as “speakers,” 
and truckloads of corporate cash as 
beneficial “speech,” Washington and 
state capitals became corporate play-
grounds. Between 1998 and 2010, the 
Chamber of Commerce alone spent 
$739 million on lobbying. Pharma-
ceutical and health care corporations 
spent more than $2 billion on lobby-
ing in the same period, and military 
contractors more than $400 million. 
GE Corporation ($237 million), AT&T 
($162 million), and ExxonMobil ($151 
million) all joined the lobby-fest. Leg-
islation (and inaction) tilted in favor of 
big corporations, and the connection 
between elected representatives and 
the people was severed.

 Citizens United is the finishing 
touch on the three-decade campaign of 
organized corporate radicalism inspired 
by Lewis Powell. If, as the majority of 
Americans believe, the corporate take-
over of our government is not accept-
able, the work to take it back must be as 
relentless, determined, and long-term 
as the corporate campaign itself. 

Recovering the Promise of Earth Day
In April 1970 Americans joined their 

voices to reclaim the water, air, land, 
and forests that belong to all of us. We 
reclaimed government of, for, and by 
the people. Now, the Supreme Court 
says that the voices of flesh-and-blood 

humans are no more important than 
the “voices” of legal fictions called 
corporations. If the corporate voices, in 
the form of millions of dollars, speak 
louder than the human voices of citi-
zens, then we must have government 
of the corporations, not of the people. 
Five justices, though, do not have the 
last word. 

If we believe the Supreme Court 
has gotten it wrong, we can overrule 
it by amending the Constitution. That 
is what Americans have always done 
when the Supreme Court goes off the 
rails, and when fundamental questions 
of our republican democracy need to 
be addressed once and for all. Racial 
discrimination is illegal; women can 
vote; we elect U.S. senators; poll tax 
barriers to voting are illegal; 18-, 19-, 
and 20-year-olds have the right to vote; 
and we have a progressive income tax. 
All of those resulted from successful 
constitutional amendment campaigns, 
many of them to overturn Supreme 
Court cases to the contrary. 

Some of those campaigns—the 
18-year-old vote, for instance—were 
short. Others, such as women’s suf-
frage, took decades. None of them 
were easy or for the faint-hearted. 
constitutional amendments require 
support from two-thirds of Congress, 
and ratification by three-fourths of the 
states. They require a national move-
ment that both builds and reflects a 
consensus, regardless of political party, 
about what we must do to be true to the 
promise of liberty and democracy. After 
Citizens United, we now have this great 
challenge, this great opportunity.

Citizens United, and the response of 
Americans across the political spec-
trum to the raw assertion of corporate 
power, has ignited a national move-
ment. A large, diverse, and effec-
tive campaign for a “People’s Rights 
Amendment,” a 28th Amendment to 
our Constitution to overturn corporate 

»

IF WE BELIEVE THE SUPREME COURT HAS GOTTEN IT WRONG, WE CAN 
OVERRULE IT BY AMENDING THE CONSTITUTION.   
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rights and restore the Bill of Rights for 
people, is growing rapidly. 

Congress is now considering at least 
10 different constitutional amendment 
proposals to reverse Citizens United 
and renew democracy. Cities as big as 
Los Angeles and New York and towns 
as small as those in New England that 
govern by open town meetings have 
passed resolutions that condemn Citi-
zens United and call for a constitutional 
amendment to overturn it. State legisla-
tors, state attorneys general, lawyers, 
and law professors from Montana to 
Massachusetts, Maine to New Mexico, 
are challenging Citizens United directly 
and pushing for the 28th Amendment. 
More than 1,000 business leaders have 
joined the movement and more are 
doing so every day. And everywhere, 
people are standing up—and occupy-
ing—to defend what belongs to all 
of us and to take responsibility once 
again to ensure that corporations serve 
the people, rather than the other way 
around. y

Jeffrey D. Clements, co-founder of Free Speech for 
People, has served as assistant attorney general and 
chief of the Public Protection & Advocacy Bureau in 
the office of the Massachusetts attorney general. 

This article was adapted by the author from his new 
book Corporations Are Not People, Berrett-Koehler 
Publishers, Inc., 2012.

 The day the Supreme Court handed down its opinion in Citizens 
United v. FEC, Free Speech for People and Move to Amend launched 
their campaigns for a constitutional amendment to overturn the 
ruling. They’ve gathered thousands of petition signatures and 
made hundreds of public speeches and media appearances.

Those groups have been joined by many others. Here’s where the 
action is on reclaiming the Constitution for human beings.

United For the People. This newly formed umbrella organization 
lists more than 50 groups that have united under the banner of 
demanding a constitutional amendment to restore the promise of 
democracy in the United States. In addition to links to all the coop-
erating organizations, the group’s website provides a list of events, 
resources, and tools. united4thepeople.org

Congress. In the two years since the decision, senators and rep-
resentatives have introduced 18 resolutions calling for amend-
ments to overturn Citizens United.

Cities. From Los Angeles to Duluth, Minn. from Portland, Maine, 
to Portland, Ore., more than 30 city councils have passed resolu-
tions calling for constitutional amendments. In Boulder, Colo., and 
Missoula, Mont., the city councils have put ballot measures before 
residents. For model resolutions to use in your town, go to united-
4thepeople.org/faq.html.

Courts. The Montana State Supreme Court in December 2011 
upheld a 1912 state law banning corporate campaign contribu-
tions. Most legal observers expect the case to be reversed by the 
U.S. Supreme Court.

Who’s Working to Reverse 
Citizens United?

PHOTO BY JON BLACK FOR YES!  MAGAZINE

A rally at the Supreme Court marked the second 
anniversary of the Citizens United decision and 

called for a constitutional amendment.
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KEYSTONE XL PIPELINE

A Bold Win Against 
Big Oil

In modern life, a David versus Goliath conflict rarely 
ends as neatly as the story—especially when the 
Goliath is a $7 billion energy project backed by major 

oil-industry multinationals.
But this year, a broad coalition of environmental activists, 

citizens from conservative ranch and farm communities, 
Obama supporters, and celebrities (such as Daryl Hannah, 
Julia Louis-Dreyfus, and Mark Ruffalo) shot down the Key-
stone XL pipeline. The proposed 1,700-mile pipeline would 
have carried unrefined oil bitumen to the Gulf of Mexico 
from the tar sands of Alberta. In late summer, in one of 
the largest civil disobedience actions in the environmental 
movement’s history, more than 1,200 pipeline opponents 
got arrested in front of the White House. In the fall, Presi-
dent Barack Obama faced anti-pipeline protesters at stops 
along his re-election fundraising tour. And several thousand 
people surrounded the White House at a protest in Novem-
ber, including some major Obama campaign donors. 

After months of such pressure, the administration 
changed course. The State Department announced in 
November that it would delay a decision on the pipeline 
until after the 2012 election. Republicans forced matters 
by attaching a rider to the payroll tax cut extension that 
required Obama to rule on the pipeline by February. The 
American Petroleum Institute warned he’d face “huge 
political consequences” if he didn’t approve Keystone XL. 
But Obama had already felt enough heat from his base. 
In January, the verdict was “no”—though TransCanada, 
the Canadian company that would build the pipeline, 

Madeline Ostrander

Ben Gotschall of Bold Nebraska: “A lot of people have come 
 to the conclusion that leaders are … not going to take action, and it’s up  

to the citizens to make them do what is right.”

PHOTO BY ALEX MATZKE FOR YES!  MAGAZINE
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Dive into grassroots campaigns.   2

is invited to propose a new route, and at time of press, 
Republicans are pursuing legislative means to take the 
decision out of the administration’s hands.

Still, the activists’ win is monumental. Oil giants 
such as ExxonMobil, Koch Industries, and Royal Dutch 
Shell have major investments in Alberta. According to 
 ThinkProgress.org, oil and energy companies spent about 
37 times as much on lobbying on Keystone XL as the 
citizen groups that opposed it. 

Moreover, administration officials have close ties to 
TransCanada. The company’s top lobbyist was once a Hill-
ary Clinton campaign staffer, and this fall, Obama hired 
a former TransCanada lobbyist for his re-election team. 
The State Department ran the project through cursory 
environmental review, which it outsourced to a company 
that listed TransCanada among its clients. In mid-October, 
70 percent of the National Journal’s “energy insiders” 
thought Obama would approve the pipeline by year’s end.

But then activists and citizens intervened. In the six 
states that the pipeline would cross, communities grew 
angry that a Canadian company wanted to seize their 
land—their frustration drew them to unlikely partnerships 
with local environmental groups. In Nebraska, rural land-
owners, concerned citizens, and the state farmers union 
formed a coalition with advocacy groups and environmen-
talists to fight the pipeline. Prominent NASA scientist 
James Hansen also took notice: He observed that Canada’s 
tar sands were the second largest carbon reserve in the 
world. He called Keystone XL “game over” for the planet.

His assessment alarmed activist Bill McKibben, founder 
of 350.org. McKibben led the coalition to fight the pipeline. 
The oil industry had money and influence, but activists 
had their own weapons—voting power, legal rights (which 
allowed them to sue over concerns that the project violated 
endangered species protections), and the power of num-
bers. They had a good (and true) story, with something for 
everyone. Tar sands mining not only has a massive carbon 
footprint; it is a show-stopping environmental disaster that 
guzzles city-sized portions of water, annihilates forests, and 
leaves behind carcinogens and a decimated landscape. 

And a pipeline full of corrosive, toxic tar-sands bitu-
men is risky business for small communities that rely on 
irrigation and untreated well water. A major oil spill in the 
Yellowstone River and a pipeline rupture near Kalamazoo, 
Mich., left communities doubtful of claims that Trans-
Canada could safely pump bitumen across major rivers 
and groundwater supplies. The Nebraska Legislature held 
a special session to pass new environmental regulations 
in response to heated public debate and polls that showed 
significant opposition to the pipeline. 

“The most precious asset we have out here is our 

groundwater supply. We don’t take the Ogallala Aquifer 
for granted,” said Allen Schreiber, a Nebraska Republican 
who has been active in the anti-pipeline campaign. “And I 
think TransCanada has this attitude that we’re a bunch of 
ignorant rubes out here—we won’t know any better.”

The activists focused on the idea that one man—
President Obama—had the capacity to halt the pipeline. 
And the activists made the most of the power of media 
coverage. Friends of the Earth and other watchdog 
groups investigated TransCanada and sent the results to 
the national media, which aired reports on, for instance, 
incriminating email interactions full of praise, party 
invitations, and emoticons that suggested State Depart-
ment insiders were cheering on company lobbyists.

 “We know that the money talks, and we see closed-
door meetings between TransCanada officials and 
our [state] lawmakers,” said Ben Gotschall, a fourth-
generation rancher and one of the lead organizers for 
Bold Nebraska, a citizens’ group that spearheaded an 
anti-pipeline campaign in the state. “A lot of people have 
come to the conclusion that leaders are not going to 
lead. They’re not going to take action, and it’s up to the 
citizens to make them do what is right.”

Obama’s rejection of Keystone XL is, of course, not 
the end of the road for the anti-pipeline movement 
forged over the last year. At its best, it could be the 
beginning of a new chapter in the environmental move-
ment—one that is more populist and cross-partisan, that 
confronts corporate power head-on, that knows better 
how to capture and leverage media attention, and that 
engages citizens in ever more courageous and creative 
acts of civil disobedience and street protest.

These strategies could set the tone for more climate 
change struggles to come. According to James Hansen’s 
predictions, the world has only a few years to begin chang-
ing its fossil-fuel-burning ways before greenhouse-gas 
concentrations in the atmosphere are too high to avoid 
catastrophic global consequences, such as large-scale 
water and food shortages. But transforming the energy 
economy will require not merely facing down the fossil-
fuel industry but removing its chokehold on government. 

As Bill McKibben wrote to his supporters, “Blocking 
one pipeline was never going to stop global warming—
but it is a real start, one of the first times in the two-
decade fight over climate change when the fossil fuel 
lobby has actually lost.” 

The victory reminds the movement that it’s possible 
to win, even against improbable odds. y

Madeline Ostrander is senior editor of YES! Magazine.

Bill McKibben: Why we should be hopeful yesmagazine.org/mckibben-talk
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By now, nurses in bright red scrubs are a familiar 
sight at rallies in Washington, D.C., New York 

City, and at Occupy protests around the country. 
National Nurses United (NNU), a union represent-
ing registered nurses, is a major, visible force in the 
growing movements challenging corporate power. 

Several months before the birth of the Occupy move-
ment, they were already mobilizing thousands of their 
members to speak out against Wall Street. One of their 
key demands is a financial transaction tax: a small fee on 
each trade of stocks, derivatives, bonds, and other finan-
cial instruments, which could generate massive revenues 
while discouraging high-frequency speculative trading. 

This may surprise some Americans whose image of 
the nursing profession has been formed by TV medical 
dramas. (Wikipedia lists 70 such programs in the United 
States and Canada since the 1950s.) The General Hospital 
drama queens aside, TV nurses haven’t been completely 
lacking in the social justice department. ER’s Carol Hatha-
way shielded her nursing staff from pompous M.D.s. “Hot 
Lips” Houlihan became a fighter for women’s rights in 

Sarah Anderson

Nurses Mobilize  
For a Dose  

of  Financial Justice

TAXING WALL STREET the male world of the M*A*S*H hospital tent. But do you 
recall a single scene in which nurses took to the streets, 
much less took on a force like Wall Street? 

NNU Executive Director Rose Anne DeMoro says 
there’s a simple reason registered nurses have embraced 
a “Tax Wall Street” campaign: “The big banks, investment 
firms, and other financial institutions, which ruined the 
economy with trillion-dollar trades on people’s homes and 
pensions and similar reckless gambling, should pay for 
the recovery.” 

NNU members have gotten an up-close view of just 
how ruined our economy really is from hospital bed-
sides, where they are seeing increases in stress-induced 
ailments, as well as from first aid stations they set up at 
Occupy encampments. Their impression is that the vast 
majority of protesters do not have health insurance, and 
those who visited their first aid stations frequently said it 
was the first time they’d talked to a health care provider in 
years. Nurse activist Maureen Cruise says, “Many of them 
were comforted just to have nurses pay attention to them 
and have their basic worth as human beings affirmed.”

At rallies, the union’s placards play on the idea of a 
sick economy with the slogan “Heal America—Tax Wall 
Street.” 

In November 2011, NNU sent a delegation to France 
to join international allies, including nurses from other 
countries, to push world leaders gathered for the G-20 
summit to take action on the issue. The debate over finan-
cial transactions taxes is much more advanced in Europe, 
where it is often dubbed a “Robin Hood Tax.” 

Europe is ahead on this issue in part because of more 
than 13 years of work by the grassroots group ATTAC— 
the Association for the Taxation of financial Transactions 
and Aid to Citizens. Founded in response to a call from 
the editor of Le Monde diplomatique, the group now has 
chapters in 40 countries. During their time in France, the 
NNU delegation attended a massive rally organized by 
ATTAC France and labor and other groups.

Under pressure from increasingly broad-based activist 
coalitions, French President Nicolas Sarkozy and German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel have become strong support-
ers, and there is a distinct possibility of some grouping of 
European countries adopting such taxes in 2012. 

As the notion of taxing Wall Street has moved into the 
center of international policy debates, the supporter list 
has grown to include an impressive array of big shots, 
including Bill Gates, the pope, Al Gore, Bishop Desmond 
Tutu, European Commission President José Manuel Bar-
roso, former U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan, and the 
archbishop of Canterbury. 

These signs of progress should help build momen-
tum in the United States. The Obama administration is 
not yet on board, but under the spotlight of the election 
campaign, the president may reconsider his position on 
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T   he activists who celebrated the passage of Act 48 
in Vermont last May will be the first to tell you 

that there is still a long road ahead. It may be six years 
before universal, single-payer health care will be fully 
implemented in the state. That’s plenty of time for 
likely opponents, including the insurance and phar-
maceutical industries, to marshal their forces and try 
to stop it. But the progress in Vermont has bolstered 
single-payer campaigns in 20-plus states around the 
country, and successes elsewhere may in turn help 
sustain Vermont’s reform campaign. 

Single-payer, or “Medicare for all,” is universal health 
care coverage with the government as insurer. (It’s not 
“socialized medicine” as in the United Kingdom, where the 
government runs hospitals and employs doctors directly.) 

President Barack Obama’s big push for national health 
care reform in 2009–2010 left single-payer off the table.

Reform took a different path in Vermont. In 2010, 
the state hired a Harvard economist to recommend a 
cost-conscious system of universal coverage. The result, 
unveiled in early 2011, was a single-payer plan to be run 
by an independent, quasi-governmental board, with pri-
vate insurers’ role limited to contracts for claims process-
ing and other administrative tasks. 

In the meantime, Vermonters elected a strong single-
payer supporter, Peter Shumlin, for governor. But the 
state had seen good single-payer plans and supportive 
governors before (think Howard Dean). One difference 
this time around was a huge popular mobilization. As the 
legislature deliberated, supporters of single-payer turned 
out in large numbers, including a “People’s Team” clad 
in bright red T-shirts that became a fixture at the State 
House. The Vermont Workers Center, which had been 
working to build grassroots support on the issue for two 
decades, can take a lot of the credit. “It would be a shame,” 
the center’s James Haslam emphasized, “if the lesson 
people took from Vermont was that the win here was all 
about having … a sympathetic governor.” 

Progressive Party State Rep. Chris Pearson says orga-
nizing was critical to convincing “nervous Democrats” 
to support Act 48, and notes that the campaign also 
benefited from Vermont’s progressive political climate. 
Vermont Businesses for Social Responsibility, an influen-
tial alternative to the Chamber of Commerce, supported 
single payer. Vermont’s Blue Cross Blue Shield, the larg-
est insurer in the state and one of the few “Blues” that is 
still a nonprofit, did not mount an anti-reform campaign. 
And the presence of the Progressive Party itself made a 
difference. “While our numbers are small—five out of 
150 in the House—our unwavering support for single 
payer has pulled the debate to the left the way you see the 
Tea Party pull the debate to the right,” Pearson says. He 
also claims the Progressive Party influenced the Demo-
crats’ choice of Shumlin in 2010 by promising not to 
run a Progressive gubernatorial candidate so long as the 
Democrats nominated a strong single-payer advocate.

The work of implementation is now under way. The 
Green Mountain Care Board is holding public meetings 
around the state as it begins designing the new system 
and proposing how to finance it. Ironically, meeting the 
mandates of the federal Affordable Care Act will repre-
sent a detour on Vermont’s road to universal coverage. 

Heavy national players opposed to single-payer haven’t 
been active in Vermont yet, at least not openly. Fierce 
battles probably lie ahead, but the single-payer camp can 
already claim one victory. Fletcher Allen Health Care, a 
nonprofit hospital, wanted to sell five dialysis units to 
a private corporation, Bio-Medical Applications. Single-
payer advocates saw this as a step backward, fought hard 
to prevent the sale—and won. y

Amy Gluckman is a freelance writer and former co-editor of Dollars &
Sense magazine.

SINGLE-PAYER HEALTH CARE

Vermont Shows  
How to Cover Everyone

an issue that has tremendous populist appeal. 
Without grassroots pressure, however, without mem-

bers of Congress hearing from their own constituents, it’s 
hard to imagine breaking through the polarized gridlock 
in Washington, D.C. That’s why NNU’s commitment to 
building a movement around a Wall Street tax is so critical. 

Like Clara Barton, Florence Nightingale, and other 
pioneering activist nurses, they appear to have no fear of 
the frontlines. And as policymakers are coming to real-
ize, nurses can be very hard to dismiss. 

Bonnie Castillo, a registered nurse and California 
legislative director for NNU, told me a story about one 
Capitol Hill lobby visit that would’ve made sassy “Hot 
Lips” Houlihan proud: “A member of Congress told 
our group to lower our expectations about the financial 
transactions tax. And one of our nurses replied, ‘Is that 
what you’d like to hear from us when we’re prepping 
you for surgery?’” y

Sarah Anderson directs the Global Economy Project at the Institute for 
Policy Studies in Washington, D.C.

A people’s history of Robin Hood (and why we still need him today)  
yesmagazine.org/robin-hood

Amy Gluckman
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TH E L A S T F E W Y E A R S  have seen a 
series of corporate catastrophes, for 
which the perpetrator companies have 
escaped any meaningful accountability. 
Big banks and giant Wall Street firms 
tricked and ripped off homeowners 
and investors, and crashed the national 
and global economy. BP’s reckless 
operations poisoned the Gulf of Mex-
ico in one of the worst oil disasters in 
history. Massey Energy’s cost-cutting 
led to the Upper Big Branch coal mine 
collapse that killed 29 workers. 

There have been virtually no criminal 
prosecutions for Wall Street wrongdo-
ing related to the crash, and precious 
few civil actions. Criminal charges are 
likely to be filed against BP, but the 
company already has been granted 
new permits to drill for oil in the Gulf. 
Massey Energy—now owned by Alpha 
Natural Resources—was forced to pay 
$200 million in penalties but avoided 
any criminal prosecution.

This history notwithstanding, We 
the People, and our government 

corporations that do not exhibit “good 
character.” Federal and state govern-
ments do frequently debar companies, 
but typically only smaller firms that 
engage in massive fraud or operate as 
criminal enterprises.

A second tool to discipline corpo-
rate wrongdoers is charter revoca-
tion. Establishing a new corporation 
requires that a state government grant 
a charter to operate. (This is typi-
cally a perfunctory requirement, as 
evidenced by the state of Virginia’s 
grant of a charter to Licensed to Kill, 
Inc., a company whose articles of 
incorporation state that it will engage 
in “manufactur[ing] and marketing of 
tobacco products in a way that each 
year kills over 400,000 Americans and 
4.5 million other persons worldwide.”) 
State governments have the right to 
revoke charters from companies that 
do not serve the public interest. Free 
Speech for People has petitioned Dela-
ware to revoke the charter of Massey 
Energy. Charter revocation effectively 

A Legal Arsenal For Ordinary People: Debarment,  
Charter Revocation, and Civil Litigation

Special Weapons  
For Fighting Giants

Robert Weissman

Hold corporations accountable 
to our laws.

   3

representatives, do have the power to 
hold companies accountable for the 
wrongs they commit. The challenge is 
to mobilize sufficient political pressure 
to demand that available tools be used 
and new mechanisms of accountability 
be created. 

One powerful way to hold companies 
accountable is through debarment—
denying corporate wrongdoers the 
right to obtain government contracts. 
Almost every major company does 
significant business with the govern-
ment, so debarment is a penalty with 
teeth. Similarly, federal, state, and local 
governments should deny other gov-
ernment benefits to corporate crimi-
nals and wrongdoers. Denying BP the 
right to drill in the Gulf is a penalty 
that would sting. Drug companies 
that can’t sell to Medicare, Medicaid, 
and the Veteran’s Administration are 
deprived of more than a third of their 
market. The Federal Communica-
tions Commission has the authority 
to deny broadcast licenses to media 
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that victims may recover, limiting puni-
tive damages, and forcing victims out 
of the civil justice system (real courts) 
and into arbitration tribunals biased to 
favor giant corporations. 

In recent years, organizations like 
EarthRights International and the Cen-
ter for Constitutional Rights have inno-
vated new ways to hold corporations 
accountable in U.S. courts for harms 
perpetrated overseas, relying especially 
on a law passed in 1789 called the 
Alien Tort Claims Act. The U.S. Cham-
ber of Commerce has responded with a 
campaign to foreclose such litigation.

In addition to using these and other 
corporate accountability tools already 
at our disposal, we need more. Among 
other things, we need to significantly 
strengthen the penalties for corporate 
endangerment of people’s lives and 
well-being. In many instances, there is 
no criminal penalty applicable for reck-
lessly putting consumers’ or workers’ 
lives at risk by knowingly selling dan-
gerous pharmaceuticals or defective 
cars or by exposing workers to deadly 
toxic chemicals or other hazards. A law 
that would make it a felony to reck-
lessly endanger consumers or workers, 

with stiff fines and sanctions for com-
panies and jail time for responsible 
corporate management, would make 
our world safer and restrain corporate 
misconduct.

We live in a time of massive disparity 
between penalties for street criminals 
and corporate wrongdoers. Corpora-
tions, which claim all the rights of 
“persons,” are subjected to much 
weaker punishments than real people. 
It doesn’t have to be. y

Robert Weissman is president of Public Citizen, a 
consumer advocacy and corporate accountability 
organization based in Washington, D.C.

Anti-coal photographer and activist Mark Schmerling brought his photo 
of Massey Energy’s destruction of Kayford Mountain to an EPA hearing in 
Philadelphia. Delaware Attorney General Joseph R. “Beau” Biden is being urged 
to decharter Massey because of the company’s reckless history.  

constitutes the death penalty for a cor-
poration. Even occasional use against 
large corporations would be a major 
deterrent to corporate wrongdoing.

A third form of control on corporate 
wrongdoing is civil litigation. Law-
suits against corporate wrongdoers 
not only afford victims an opportunity 
to receive some compensation for 
the harms they have suffered, they 
work to strip corporations of ill-gotten 
gains. The civil justice system is a vital 
deterrent to corporate misconduct, 
because it means corporations will at 
least sometimes be forced to pay for 

the harms they cause. And lawsuits 
provide direct justice to victims of 
corporate wrongdoing, without the 
need to persuade government officials 
to act. In many ways, the U.S. civil jus-
tice system is the most important form 
of corporate accountability we have.

It’s for exactly these reasons that 
corporations have worked for decades 
to undermine the functioning of the 
civil justice system, making it harder 
to file cases, interfering with the abil-
ity of victims to join together in class 
actions, making it harder for victims to 
obtain evidence, capping the damages 

RAINFOREST ACTION NETWORK PHOTO

CHARTER REVOCATION EFFECTIVELY CONSTITUTES THE DEATH PENALTY 
FOR A CORPORATION. EVEN OCCASIONAL USE WOULD BE A MAJOR 
DETERRENT TO CORPORATE WRONGDOING.
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Winston Churchill reportedly 
said, “A lie gets halfway 
around the world before 

the truth has a chance to put its pants 
on.” That was before corporations had 
perfected the art of public relations, 
investing millions of dollars in PR 
campaigns to advance their commer-
cial and political interests. 

The fact is, there are a number of 
things most people know are true—
except they’re not. That’s the result of 
well-planned, well-funded, long-term 
propaganda campaigns designed to 
make people believe things that are 

against their own best interests. 
One relatively new example is the 

climate denial industry, which is funded 
by some of the richest corporations and 
CEOs on the planet to protect their prof-
its from regulations that would address 
climate change. Although it’s one of 
the biggest threats we have ever faced, 
an increasing number of Americans 
believe there is widespread disagree-
ment in the scientific community about 
climate change.

But that’s not true—there is actu-
ally widespread scientific agreement 
on climate, and a few dissenters, most 

paid in some way by the oil industry. 
Millions of dollars have been spent to 
create the appearance of disagreement, 
including deployment of so-called 
experts and even TV meteorologists to 
repeat talking points favored by big oil.

In the past year, the Internet and 
social media have brought together 
social movements across the globe, 
and there are signs that, in this new 
information age, people are breaking 
through the fog of corporate disinfor-
mation. But some of the “facts” have 
been repeated for so many years that a 
lot of people still think they are true. 

Lisa Graves
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A demonstrator at Occupy Wall Street shows how 
corporations talk. Their “speech,” Lisa Graves says, has 

left us believing a lot of things that aren’t true.

PHOTO BY STEPHEN O’BYRNE

3 Things Everybody Knows,
        and Why They’re Wrong

“SOCIAL SECURITY

IS BROKE” AND OTHER 

SCARE TACTICS
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“Social Security Is Broke” 
—The Cass City Chronicle 
(Jan. 22, 1976)

For more than 30 years, opponents 
of Social Security have peddled 

this lie. 
The roots of the efforts to attack 

Social Security run deep in the far 
right. They include CEOs such as Fred 
Koch, who promoted the John Birch 
Society’s red-scare-era smears that 
such New Deal reforms were “socialist” 
or “communist.” In the 1970s, Fred’s 
sons, Charles and David, inherited his 
billions—and his ideas. Charles began 
funding think tanks to develop argu-
ments for dismantling Social Security. 

David ran for vice president on the 
1980 Libertarian ticket with a platform 
that included privatizing Social Secu-
rity. Since then he’s spent millions on 
groups to push disinformation about 
Social Security and promote an array 
of sophisticated corporate propaganda. 
The donations of Koch Industries and 
others to groups like the American 
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) 
that promote claims that Social Security 
is going broke have paid off. Also, as 
detailed in SourceWatch, billionaire 
Peter Peterson has pledged a billion 
dollars to attacking Social Security. And, 
guess what? Almost all the current crop 
of GOP presidential candidates have 
called Social Security a scam. 

The truth is that Social Security 
wasn’t broke in 1976, and it’s not broke 
today. According to trusted actuaries, 
in about 25 years Social Security could 
face a shortfall—a gap that would allow 
it to pay most but not all of the earned 
benefits—unless it’s fixed. 

One easy solution is to apply Social 
Security taxes to all earned income. 
Under the current system, any wages 
over the first $106,800 are exempt 
from Social Security withholding. If we 
close this loophole soon, the potential 
shortfall would be solved. Only about 
6 percent of Americans earn that much 

jobs. In Wisconsin, for example, 
Walker claimed his tort reforms and 
other changes would create 250,000 
new private-sector jobs, but the state 
ended last year with five months in a 
row of job losses. 

The reality is that surveys of local 
businesses about what would lead 
them to hire more people reveal that 
the answer is more sales, not less liti-
gation. In Wisconsin, for example, in a 
survey of state businesses about what 
would improve business, tort reform 
was dead last. 

Tort reform is just more of the race 
to the bottom, pitting state against 
state to protect their citizens the least. 
The reality is that ALEC and the U.S. 
Chamber are bankrolled by global 
corporations trying to pay American 
workers the least, provide workers 
the fewest rights and benefits, and 
compensate as little as possible for 
consumers who are injured. 

Lives and livelihoods are the real 
costs of tort reform, which is being 
sold through calculated corporate 
disinformation. 

We Need the Keystone XL 
Pipeline for Our “Jobs and 
National Security”—Jack 
Gerard, CEO of the American 
Petroleum Institute

The richest industry on the planet is 
putting money behind claims that 

controversial energy projects, from 
natural gas fracking to the Keystone 
XL pipeline, are essential to our 
national security. Americans are vul-
nerable to such claims as gas prices 
rise in response to another round of 
saber-rattling in the Middle East.

People have been bombarded 
with corporate-backed claims that 
national security demands immediate 
approval of the controversial Keystone 
XL pipeline connecting the Alberta, 
Canada, tar sands to the Gulf Coast in 
Texas. But the claims are misleading.

Get past the propaganda.   4

and removing this exemption would 
help ensure that the other 94 percent 
have the protection of this basic social 
safety net for decades to come. 

Tort Reform “Creates Jobs” 
—Wisconsin Gov. Scott 
Walker, ALEC alum

The first controversial bill Gov. 
Walker signed into law last year 

wasn’t his union-busting effort but 
a “tort reform” package he claimed 
would “create jobs.” This omnibus bill, 
which included numerous items that 
echo “model” bills from the ALEC bill 
factory, was rushed through so fast 
most folks barely had time to read it. 
But the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 
immediately applauded the bill and 
so did ALEC. Such legislation is on 
the wish list of the global corpora-
tions funding these groups and many 
politicians. 

Tort reform is a made-up phrase that 
really means changing the rules for 
Americans killed or injured by corpo-
rations or other defendants. It’s been 
making its way through states across 
the country based on claims that it will 
create jobs, protect access to medical 
care, and bring down insurance rates.

But legal changes like those in Wis-
consin make it harder for Americans 
to hold a company or careless physi-
cian responsible for all the damages 
caused by their negligence. Such 
changes make it harder for juries to 
punish companies to help deter egre-
gious and deadly corporate acts. 

Such bills are often pushed based on 
claims that corporations fear getting 
“unfairly” sued. But changes like those 
in Wisconsin have nothing to do with 
frivolous lawsuits. Caps on damages, 
for example, apply only after a jury of 
American citizens has heard the facts 
and found the company was respon-
sible for the harm. 

Plus, there is no conclusive evidence 
that these changes to the law create »
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First, the crude oil from the dirty tar 
sands extraction process comes from 
Canada, not the United States, so the 
oil does not belong to the American 
people. The oil is not Canada’s either. 
Rights to it have been sold to multina-
tional companies whose interest is the 
highest price.

Second, take a look at the map of 
the proposed pipeline. Its target is the 
refinery world of Port Arthur, Texas, 
which is focused on exporting oil via 
the Gulf of Mexico. Refiners in Texas 
on board to process tar sands crude 
include Royal Dutch Shell, the Saudi 
government, and the French oil com-
pany Total. A Texas company, Valero, 
which operates in a “Foreign Trade 
Zone” in Port Arthur, which limits 
customs duties, has pitched investors 
on exporting the diesel from tar sands 
crude while importing gas to America. 

Don’t believe the corporate propa-
ganda on jobs either. In an earlier 

phase of the pipeline in South Dakota, 
almost 90 percent of the 2,500 jobs 
were filled by workers not from that 
state, and most of the jobs were 
low-wage and temporary, according 
to testimony from TransCanada, the 
pipeline’s developer. 

To Tell the Truth …
These are just a few examples. If 

you want to find out more on these 
issues and corporate PR techniques, 
check out our research and resources 
at PRWatch.org, SourceWatch.org, and 
ALECexposed.org.

Despite the gloomy picture of the 
success of some of these propaganda 
campaigns, there is hope. The Key-
stone XL pipeline looked like a done 
deal. But demonstrations at the White 
House led by 350.org that resulted in 
1,253 arrests, combined with citizen 
outcry in the heartland states the pipe-
line would cross, resulted in denial of 

the permit to build. The day after the 
Obama administration announced that 
decision, a group of politicians held a 
press conference. You guessed it: They 
said that stopping the pipeline threat-
ened jobs and national security.

And, as economist Dean Baker 
points out, for all the hostile rheto-
ric over the years, Social Security 
is undamaged so far, although this 
guaranteed pension is difficult to live 
on alone, since it has not been fully 
funded by including all wages in with-
holding over the years.

We’re up against big, rich oppo-
nents. But at least if you know the 
truth, the next time you hear someone 
say, “Social Security is broke,” you can 
say, “No it’s not.” And even explain 
why. y

Lisa Graves is executive director of the 
Center for Media and Democracy and publisher  
of PRWatch, SourceWatch, BanksterUSA,  
and ALECexposed.org.
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A long-running propaganda campaign has con-

vinced a large segment of the U.S. population that 

“tort reform”—limiting damage awards, making it 

harder to sue, and limiting access to courts—is good 

for all of us.

It’s been a simple, two-part attack: Threaten 

access to health care (“Doctors are quitting, 

because of the cost of malpractice lawsuits”) and 

play on moral outrage (“Undeserving people get 

millions through frivolous lawsuits”).

We’ve heard that we have to clamp down on 

the runaway results produced by ambulance-

chasing attorneys.

The movie Hot Coffee looks at the reality. 

The title refers to the infamous Stella 

Liebeck case. You know the one: A lady spills McDon-

ald’s coffee in her lap, then cashes in for millions. Crazy, right?

Once you’ve watched the movie, you may not think so. Her 

burns were third-degree and required skin grafts. McDonald’s 

had faced 700 claims for similar burns before Liebeck’s claim. 

All she originally asked for was the cost of medical treatment. 

And the jury’s award of $2.7 million? The judge reduced it to 

$480,000, even though he found the company’s behavior willful 

and reckless. 

The movie also reveals the real-world effects of tort reform. 

A family in Nebraska discovers that caps on damages mean 

that their son, brain-damaged at birth, will not have his care 

paid for by the person who caused the injury (or her insurer). 

Instead, once they’ve run through the amount provided under 

the state’s cap on damages and through the family’s own 

resources, his care will be provided by taxpayers.

A young woman finds that she can’t sue her employer—Hal-

liburton—even after she was raped when the company failed 

to provide her with safe housing while she worked in Iraq. The 

company forced her to sign a mandatory arbitration clause—

another variety of tort reform—when she was hired. And the 

company got to pick the arbitrator who would hear her claim. 

Her case was so shocking that it led to a federal law restoring 

the right to sue for her and others like her.

The line is that there’s an epidemic of frivolous lawsuits. If 

that’s the case, then why are we still talking about Stella Liebeck 

20 years later? If we’re living in a world of foolish tort claims, 

why can’t they come up with a case—many cases—every year?

The truth is, tort reform isn’t about protecting ordinary 

people. It’s about protecting the profits of the people and cor-

porations who cause injuries—and saving their insurers some 

money, to boot.—Doug Pibel

Who Really Gets Burned With Tort Reform?

Watch the film trailer for Hot Coffee  yesmagazine.org/hot-coffee
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Public interest groups have waged a spirited campaign  
to prevent a corporate takeover of the Internet

The People’s Media

Joseph Torres

»

Support independent media and 
keep the Internet free.

 5

AT&T S P A R E D N O E X P E N S E  in 2011 
when it sought government approval of 
its $39 billion deal to acquire T-Mobile. 
The merger would have created a 
duopoly, leaving AT&T and Verizon 
in control of nearly 80 percent of the 
wireless market. 

AT&T would then have been able to 
set higher prices, at a cost to people on 
modest incomes who depend on their 
cell phones to connect with work, fam-
ily, and the details of modern life. 

The poor and people of color would 
have been hard-hit. The National 
Hispanic Media Coalition, for example, 
said the merger would increase the 
cost of wireless services for Latinos. 
And the Center for Media Justice noted 
that the merger would have resulted 
in “fewer options and higher prices” 
for people of color, who disproportion-
ately depend on access to the Internet 
through mobile devices.

Knowing there would be opposition 

Independent media:  
With a laptop and a 
webcam, protesters 
at Occupy Seattle 
broadcast a live feed to 
the Internet.
PHOTO BY MIK NEI
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to this deal, AT&T began doling out 
money in Washington, D.C. The com-
pany spent $16 million on lobbying 
during the first nine months of 2011 
in its drive to pass the merger, dished 
out $2 million in campaign contribu-
tions to both Democratic and Repub-
lican members of Congress, and 
spent $40 million on advertisements 
promoting the deal. 

So it wasn’t surprising to see many 
Wall Street analysts predict that the 
merger would sail to approval. 

But the establishment was wrong. 
Despite AT&T’s massive political 
influence, the Department of Justice 
filed an antitrust lawsuit in August to 
block the merger. Days before Thanks-
giving, the FCC announced its opposi-
tion. By Christmas, the deal was dead. 

Amplifying the People’s Voices
How did a giant corporation like 

AT&T fail to win approval of its 
merger?

Much of it had to do with nonprofit 
organizations like Free Press, the 
largest media reform group in the 
country (and my employer). Despite 
having only a fraction of AT&T’s 
vast resources, these groups effec-
tively mobilized public opposition to 
the merger. They took advantage of 
mistakes AT&T made, and tapped 
into growing concern about corporate 
wrongdoing.

“Fortunately, there were public advo-
cates out there who refused to accept 
that this was a done deal just because 
AT&T was involved,” said Free Press 
President and CEO Craig Aaron. 

A coalition of public interest groups 
and wireless companies—including 
Public Knowledge, the New America 
Foundation’s Open Technology Initia-
tive, the Future of Music Coalition, 
the Media Access Project, Sprint and 
Cricket—worked to block the merger.

Several groups pored over confiden-
tial filings that AT&T submitted to the 
FCC and found that AT&T misrepre-
sented the merger’s benefits, includ-
ing the statement that it would create 
96,000 new jobs. 

AT&T also boasted about its support 
from well-established nonprofit and 
civil rights organizations.

But gay journalists and bloggers like 
John Aravosis and Dan Savage played 
a key role in exposing AT&T’s corpo-
rate influence over nonprofit groups 
supporting the merger, like the Gay & 
Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation 
(GLAAD), which received $50,000 in 
donations from AT&T.

The GLAAD controversy prompted 
other journalists to take a closer 
look at the merger. Editorials in The 

Boston Globe and The New York Times 
questioned whether other civil rights 
groups and nonprofits supported the 
merger because of their close financial 
ties to AT&T. 

“The embarrassment for AT&T, 
already seeing its merger beginning to 
teeter for various other reasons, only 
helped to escalate the problems, bring-
ing attention to how the company was 
buying off civil rights groups,” wrote 
journalist Michelangelo Signorile.

AT&T’s true motives for pursu-
ing the merger were revealed in 
August, when the company mistak-
enly released unredacted confidential 
documents it filed with the FCC. The 
information revealed the company 
had rejected a plan to build out its 4G 
network to serve 97 percent of the 
population at a cost of $3.8 billion. It 
wasn’t profitable enough to make that 
investment. Instead, AT&T decided it 
was better business to spend $39 bil-
lion—10 times as much—to take out a 
competitor. 

This undermined AT&T’s main pub-

lic argument for seeking approval of 
the merger—that it needed to acquire 
T-Mobile to build out its 4G network. 

These blunders, as well as a growing 
national dissatisfaction with corporate 
influence over politics, magnified pub-
lic support for groups working against 
the merger. Free Press submitted 
more than 100,000 signatures from 
its members, joined by more than 
50,000 members of ColorOfChange.
org, all calling on the FCC to block the 
takeover.  

Protecting Media Diversity
The government’s rejection of the 

AT&T/T-Mobile deal is an important 
reminder that the little guy can win in 
Washington. And the fight for a just 
cause is possible only with a broad 
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base of public support. 
That kind of support, for example, 

has been critical in pushing back 
attempts to loosen media ownership 
rules. Indeed, there are few media 
policy issues that galvanize as much 
widespread public opposition as media 
consolidation.

People understand that greater cor-
porate control over our media system 
means that big media companies will 
place maximizing profit over making 
sure the news and informational needs 
of local communities are met. It means 
the public can expect more infotain-
ment in their daily paper or on their 
local newscast rather than news that 
informs them about their community 
and the world they live in.

In 2003, the Bush administration’s 
FCC proposed massive deregulation 
that would have allowed big media 
companies to get even bigger. Nearly 
3 million people contacted the FCC 
and Congress with 99 percent of them 
opposed. The FCC approved relaxing 
ownership rules anyway, but in 2004 
a federal appeals court overturned that 
decision.

In 2007, the Bush FCC attempted, 
once again, to relax ownership rules. 
But last July, the same court that 
rejected the 2003 rules threw the new 
ones out, too. 

Despite the struggle to prevent 
further consolidation, the commis-
sion still hasn’t learned its lesson. Just 
before Christmas, the Obama FCC 
introduced essentially the same rule 
to lift the cross-ownership ban that 
Democrats—including then-Senator 
Obama—rejected in 2007 during the 
Bush Administration. Free Press and 
other organizations are mobilizing 
activists to protect—and strengthen—
existing ownership limits.

PASSAGE OF NET NEUTRALITY RULES PROTECTING WIRED INTERNET 
USERS REPRESENTS A VICTORY THAT LIKELY WOULD NOT HAVE 
OCCURRED IF THE PUBLIC HAD NOT DEMANDED INTERNET FREEDOM.

Protecting Net Neutrality
Public interest groups and media 

justice organizations have also waged a 
spirited campaign to prevent a cor-
porate takeover of the Internet. Free 
Press’ SavetheInternet.com coalition 
has more than 2 million net neutral-
ity supporters who have called on the 
government to protect our right to 
communicate freely online. 

Companies like AT&T and Comcast 
want the power to interfere with Web 
traffic so they can decide which sites 
and applications go fast and which go 
slow. And the cable and phone compa-
nies, along with their trade association, 
spend about $70 million annually on 
lobbying to achieve their ambition.

During his 2008 presidential cam-
paign, Obama said he would take a 
back seat to no one in his support of 
net neutrality. But his FCC chairman, 
Julius Genachowski, took a back seat to 
AT&T in December 2010, when he bro-
kered a compromise with the telecom 
giant to strip most network neutrality 
protections for wireless users. 

The agency’s net neutrality rules, 
which went into effect in November 
2011, created two Internets, by pro-
viding protection for wired users but 
omitting most protections for people 
connecting via wireless devices like 
smartphones. The rules open the door 
to discriminatory behavior from inter-
net service providers. 

While this compromise was a set-
back, the passage of net neutrality rules 
protecting wired Internet users still 
represents a victory that likely would 
not have occurred if the public had not 
demanded Internet freedom.

Yet this partial victory is still under 
attack. Verizon and MetroPCS are 
suing the FCC to have the new rules 
thrown out. Last year, Republican 

lawmakers passed a measure in the 
House to overturn the net neutrality 
rules, but public outcry helped defeat 
the measure in the Senate. 

Better Media, Better Democracy
The public interest community and 

media justice organizations continue 
to fight for policies that will create a 
more democratic media system. We 
need policies that decentralize control 
of our media system and allow the 
voices of ordinary people to be heard 
rather than giving greater power to 
corporate gatekeepers. 

This is critically important for 
people of color. We have seen the dam-
age caused to our communities when 
other people tell our stories—they 
often get it wrong.

Our victories on AT&T and net 
neutrality come at a time when the 
Occupy movement is challenging the 
conventional wisdom that we can’t 
stand up to corporations. For too long, 
many people have felt hopeless about 
the prospect of holding politicians and 
lawmakers accountable and making 
them serve the interests of everyday 
people. 

But the structural issues that 
allowed corporations to run rough-
shod over our economy and media 
system won’t change unless people 
organize and work together to fight 
back and be heard. 

Their voices can make a difference.
Just ask AT&T. y

Joseph Torres,  senior external affairs director at 
Free Press, is co-author, with Juan Gonzalez, of 
News for All the People: The Epic Story of Race and  
the American Media.

How we can win the worldwide struggle 
for Internet freedom 

yesmagazine.org/net-freedom  
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The city of Boulder, Colo., has won the 
right to take its power supply—and 
carbon emissions—away from corpo-
rate control. The change for Boulder 
came in November when voters passed 
two ballot measures that allow the city 
to begin the process of forming its own 
municipal power utility.

The city’s current electricity sup-
plier, Xcel Energy, is a large corporation 
that sources more than 60 percent of 
its power from coal. Colorado climate 
activists tried for years to persuade Xcel 
to transition from coal to renewables, 
arguing that the state’s plains, moun-
tains, and 300 days of annual sunshine 

“Municipalization”—the legal pro-
cess whereby the city would form its 
own utility company—has been on the 
table since 2004. When Xcel coun-
tered with the offer of an ambitious 
city-wide smart grid in 2008, Boulder 
accepted. But Xcel and its partners 
didn’t do a cost-benefit analysis prior 
to starting the project, and the portion 
of the costs consumers would pay rose 
from a projected $15.3 million to (at 
last count) $44.8 million. 

Meanwhile, the corporation’s reli-
ance on coal affected its use of wind 
power. Coal plants can’t be switched 
on and off as the wind blows. So when 

give it abundant potential for the devel-
opment of wind and solar power. But 
they found Xcel’s take-up of renewables 
was frustratingly slow. Xcel is invest-
ing $400 million in its coal-powered 
plants, and its plans for renewables 
stops at just 30 percent in 2020, with 
no further increase until 2028. 

Boulder has long cherished the 
goal of becoming a leader in tackling 
climate change. In 2002, the city 
council passed the Kyoto Resolution on 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. In 
2006, residents voted for the nation’s 
first city carbon tax to achieve those 
targets. 

Boulder’s Local Power
Running Their Own Utility Means Sun and Wind Energy Instead of Coal
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work, while prioritizing climate change 
action over profits to shareholders. In 
2011, the city drafted two ballots for 
voter approval: Ballot Issue 2B would 
increase the utility occupation tax to 
fund the planning process. Ballot Issue 
2C would authorize the city to form 
the utility and issue bonds to buy the 
distribution system—providing that 
the new municipal utility’s rates would 
be equal to or less than Xcel’s.

Thus began a closely fought battle 
between corporate money and grass-
roots activism. Xcel financed a “vote 
no” campaign to the tune of nearly 
$1 million, buying extensive (and some 
said, misleading) advertising and hir-
ing door-to-door canvassers. 

One development that climate activ-
ists found particularly galling was when 
Leslie Glustrom, research director for 
climate group Clean Energy Action, was 
banned from carrying out her watch-
dog role at the Public Utility Commis-
sion—which regulates Xcel. 

But the “yes” campaign for 2B and 
2C drew on Boulder’s strengths—it’s 
a college town populated with progres-
sives and technical experts, a hub for 
clean energy start-ups and atmospheric 
research. The campaign support group, 
RenewablesYes, was able to assemble 
an impressive and all-volunteer “Citi-
zen Technical Team” who worked out 
a model that used solar, wind, and 
electricity use data to analyze Boulder’s 
electricity mix. Then they publicized 
their analysis—that a local energy 
utility could reduce the city’s carbon 
emissions by 66 percent, increase its 
use of renewables to 40 percent, and 
keep rates the same as, or lower than, 
those charged by Xcel. 

The list of endorsements for 2B 
and 2C grew, and eventually included 
dozens of elected officials, a roster of 
businesses, three local newspapers, 
and over 1,000 residents. Political 

action organization New Era Colorado 
put additional vitality into the effort by 
mobilizing young people, who worked 
phone banks and pounded the pave-
ment to counter Xcel’s advertising. 

The ballot measures passed by a 
whisker—a major victory given that 
the corporation outspent the grass-
roots campaign 10 to 1. Ken Regelson, 
a leader in the campaign, thinks that 
community organizing tipped the 
balance. Personal contacts with voters, 
he says, “are worth more than a utility 
can spend.”

Municipal utilities aren’t the 
untested experiments Xcel’s “vote no” 
campaign made them out to be—there 
are more than 2,000 public utilities 
serving 46 million customers in the 
United States. While some of these 
utilities are in small or rural markets, 
Boulder is a big, growing market—it 
generates at least $100 million in 
annual revenue for Xcel. The revolu-
tionary potential of Boulder’s ballots is 
that producing renewable energy for a 
municipal utility could keep millions 
of dollars in the local economy instead 
of exporting them to the headquarters 
of an investor-held company.

Boulder officials estimate it will 
take three to five years to create the 
power and light utility. Climate change 
activists working on the plan hope it 
will be a successful model for other 
cities. “Everything we are doing,” says 
Ken Regelson, “we plan on sharing 
as widely as possible … there are lots 
of lessons to learn and share.” As 
Boulder works out the details, other 
cities are watching. They may already 
be planning to “go Boulder,” ditch the 
corporation, and take control of their 
own local power. y

Valerie Schloredt is associate editor at YES! 

John Farrell, Institute for Local Self-Reliance, 
contributed to this story.

Protect the commons from 
private interests.

   6

there was more electricity gener-
ated than needed to meet consumer 
demand, Xcel would curtail its wind 
power purchases in favor of selling 
power from its own coal plants. 

As Xcel’s 20-year franchise with 
Boulder came due for renewal, city 
officials were increasingly skeptical 
about the corporation’s willingness to 
meet their clean energy goals. Analy-
sis showed a municipal utility could 

PHOTOS BY ZANE SELVANS

The Boulder-Denver “Power Past Fossil 
Fuels” bike ride in September served also 

as a rally for the local utility initiative.  
At right, Boulder residents plant 

sunflowers at the gates of the Valmont coal 
plant, which is scheduled to close.
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DISCLOSURE 

Citizens United effectively 
removed the limits that 
state and federal laws had 
placed on how much money 
corporations and other 
groups can spend to influ-
ence elections—but it didn’t 
dispute the constitutional-
ity of laws that mandate 
disclosing how that money 
is spent. In the six months 
immediately after Citizens 
United was handed down, 10 
states responded by passing 
laws requiring more trans-
parency—disclosure of how 
much money outside groups 
are spending, what they’re 
spending it on, and so forth. 
The California Legislature 
is currently debating the 
strongest disclosure law to 
date: It would require that all 
political ads show the logos 
of their three largest funders 
(not PACs, but the originat-
ing corporations) on the ads 
themselves.

CLEAN ELECTIONS

In Maine, only 20 percent of 
candidates accept private 
campaign contributions. 
Instead, qualifying can-
didates (candidates who 
receive a certain number of 
$5 contributions from vot-
ers) finance their campaigns 
through the state’s Clean 
Elections Fund. The results? 
Lack of wealth doesn’t keep 
people from running for 
office; candidates are insu-
lated from the influence of 
corporate special interests; 
they spend more time talk-
ing to voters and less time 
fundraising than in other 
states. The cost? Less than $2 
per taxpayer.

Similar systems are in use 
in Arizona, Connecticut, and 
a number of other states. 
A federal system has been 
repeatedly introduced in 
Congress, including a 2007 
bill  co-sponsored by then- 
Senator Barack Obama.

CITIZEN JURIES

Since the Progressive Era, 
citizens’ initiatives have 
been a way for regular 
people to propose laws, 
bypassing elected officials 
by putting proposals directly 
to the electorate. But first, 
deep-pocketed corporate 
entities with a stake in the 
outcome have their chance 
to sway voters; ordinary citi-
zens rarely have the money 
to counter. To make sure vot-
ers have access to unbiased 
information about what 
they’re voting on, a new 
Oregon law creates juries of 
randomly selected citizens 
whose job is to learn the 
issues, study the proposed 
legislation, and separate 
fact from fiction. Their find-
ings are then mailed to the 
homes of registered voters.

Citizen juries have also 
been used, though unof-
ficially, to help voters sift 
through information in 
gubernatorial and senate 
races in Pennsylvania and 
Minnesota.

4 Ways to Flex Our Electoral Muscles

Vote. Build a strong democracy and  
put progressive leaders in office.
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The Supreme Court’s decision in Citizens United revealed just how thoroughly the American 
people (people, I should clarify, in the traditional sense) have lost control over our own democracy. 
But it’s far from the only way that corporations now circumvent true democratic decision-making. 

There are lots of other problems that need fixing—and that can be fixed now, at the state and local level, 
without waiting for a constitutional amendment. —Brooke Jarvis

RECALLS

What can citizens do when 
elected officials stand up 
for corporations at their 
expense? In a number of 
states, they’ve recently 
turned to recall elections. In 
the last year, citizens have 
engineered the recall of Wis-
consin officials who passed 
the anti-union Budget 
Repair Bill (a recall against 
Gov. Scott Walker and Lt. 
Gov. Rebecca Kleefisch is 
pending); a Michigan state 
representative who sup-
ported a similar bill; and the 
Arizona state senator who 
sponsored the draconian 
anti-immigrant bill SB 1070 
(which was written with the 
help of the private prison 
industry). 

Nineteen states currently 
allow citizen recalls of state 
officials (Illinois became 
the latest, in 2010); at least 
26 allow recalls of local 
officials. 

Inside Maine’s fight for clean 
elections  yesmagazine.org/maine
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SI N C E T H E B I G C O R P O R AT E B A N K S 
crashed the economy in 2008, they’ve 
been rewarded with bailouts, tax 
breaks, and bonuses, while American 
workers lose jobs and homes. Little 
wonder that many Americans—and 
now, institutions and local govern-
ments—have been closing their 
accounts at big corporate banks and 
transferring their money to com-
munity banks and credit unions. The 
idea is to send a strong message about 
responsibility to government and 
Wall Street, while supporting institu-
tions that genuinely stimulate local 
economies. 

Bank Transfer Day was publicized 
over five weeks, largely through social 
networks. In that period, credit unions 
received an estimated $4.5 billion in 
new deposits transferred from banks, 

according to the Credit Union National 
Association.

Encouraged by the popularity of 
the “Move Your Money” campaign, citi-
zens are calling for institutions to be 
accountable and “Move Our Money.” 
A number of schools, churches, and 
local governments across the country 
are transferring large sums, or at least 
considering it, in what looks like the 
beginning of a broad movement to 
invest in local economies instead of 
Wall Street.

Last year the city of San Jose moved 
nearly $1 billion from Bank of America 
because of the bank’s high record 
of home foreclosures. City Council 
members linked foreclosures to lost 
tax revenues and cuts to jobs and 
services, and urged other U.S. cities 
to follow San Jose’s example. More 
recently, in November 2011, the Seattle 
City Council responded to the Occupy 
movement by unanimously passing a 
resolution to review its banking and 
investment practices “to ensure that 
public funds are invested in respon-
sible financial institutions that support 
our community.” Officials in Portland, 
Ore., Los Angeles, and New York City 
are discussing proposals that address 
how and where city funds are invested. 
Massachusetts launched the Small 
Business Banking Partnership initia-
tive last year to leverage small busi-
ness loans and has already deposited 
$106 million in state reserve funds 
into community banks. 

Student activists and the Respon-
sible Endowments Coalition are urging 
colleges and universities—some of 
which have assets comparable to those 
of a town or city—to move at least 

a portion of their endowments from 
Wall Street. The Peralta Community 
Colleges District in California, with 
an annual budget of $140 million, has 
done just that. The district’s board of 
trustees voted unanimously in Novem-
ber to move its assets into community 
banks and credit unions. 

Churches and faith organizations are 
moving their money too. Congregations 
in the California interfaith coalition LA 
Voice vowed to divest $2 million from 
Wells Fargo and Bank of America, end-
ing a 200-year relationship with the big 
banks. The Most Holy Trinity Catholic 
Church in East San Jose, Calif., pulled 
$3 million out of Bank of America and 
reinvested the funds into Micro Branch, 
a division of Self-Help Federal Credit 
Union designed to assist underserved 
communities. 

Moving money is most effective 
where banking practices and invest-
ments are transparent. Oregon Banks 
Local represents small business, 
family farms, and community banks. 
It offers a website tool that ranks local 
banks and credit unions on criteria like 
headquarters location, jobs created, 
and extent of local investment to show 
which financial institutions truly serve 
local communities.

“People from all walks of life are 
angry at the banks,” says Ilana Berger, 
co-director of The New Bottom Line, a 
national campaign that promotes mov-
ing money from Wall Street. But the 
broad appeal of this grassroots move-
ment toward financial reform is based 
on more than anger or strategy. “It’s a 
way to move our money to follow our 
values,” says Berger. “It’s an opportu-
nity to really protest against the banks, 
but also a way to show what we want 
them to be.” y

Rebecca Leisher is a freelance writer and former 
YES! intern.

One San Jose church left Bank of America—and took 
$3 million with them  yesmagazine.org/most

Now For 
the Big Money

Rebecca Leisher

Make your dollars matter.   8

Cities, Churches, 
and Colleges Take Steps 

to Move Their 
Millions Home

PHOTO BY JONATHAN CLARK
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Truth in Advertising
Corporations may try to influence our perceptions 

through advertising, but who’s to say activists can’t give 
their messages a little editing? San Francisco’s Billboard 
Liberation Front has been “improving” ads for clients rang-
ing from Wachovia Bank to McDonald’s for more than 30 
years. One recent campaign helped telecommunications 
giant AT&T refine its message from an obtuse “AT&T 
works in more places, like Chilondoscow” (Chicago, Lon-
don, Moscow, get it?) to the more discerning “AT&T works 
in more places, like NSA Headquarters.” 
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SI N C E L O N G B E F O R E AB B I E  HO F F M A N  dropped dollar bills over the New York Stock Exchange—

unleashing hilarity as Wall Street traders scurried to gather up cash—humor has been a potent 

political weapon. It can expose the absurdities and inequities of consumer society. It doesn’t need 

big bucks to be effective or contagious—Occupy has shown that creativity and imagination can be 

powerful enough to build a national movement. And the Internet and social networking can allow 

a well-orchestrated prank to reach millions in minutes. Want to use your wit to confront corporate 

power? Here are creative and inspiring examples.—Sven Eberlein

The Importance 
of Being Sassy

Get creative to raise awareness.   9

“Not only were we helping NSA cut through the cumber-
some red tape of the FISA system, we were also helping 
our customers by handing over their emails and phone 
records to the government,” read a statement to press from 
James Croppy, designated by the Billboard Liberation Front 
as the “AT&T vice president of homeland security.”  

Other activists have fought back by getting their own ad 
space. Canadian artist Franke James launched a crowd-
funded ad campaign on bus shelters throughout Ottawa, 
using her visual essays to call out the Harper administra-
tion’s coddling of dirty oil industries. “It’s a great way to 
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change the conversation from consuming stuff to making 
positive social change happen,” says James.

Mobbing the Lobby
The mall, the bank lobby, the retail store—the spaces 

where ordinary people interact with corporations—are 
ideal locations for political theater that raises awareness. 

Reverend Billy and his “Church of Stop Shopping” are a 
band of activists on a mission to draw attention to the prob-
lems of consumerism. Two years ago, they decided to hold 
their Easter Sunday service at JPMorgan Chase’s Astor Place 
branch in Manhattan. 

“This is a call to bring the earth back to the bank that 
has financed 80 percent of the mountaintop removal strip- 
mining in Appalachia,” announced Reverend Billy. 

Armed with soil sent by activists from West Virginia’s Coal 

River Valley, they built a little mountain sculpture in front 
of the ATMs, singing, “There’s a mountain in my lobby!” 

Two months later, Chase announced that it would sub-
ject all mountaintop removal financing to more extensive 
review and revealed that it was no longer serving coal com-
pany Massey Energy. The Reverend doesn’t claim credit, 
but he believes the church’s 18-branch campaign may have 
been “the mosquito in [Chase’s] tent.” 

Similarly, in August 2010, a progressive group called the 
Backbone Campaign used the floor of a Target retail store 
to stage a flash mob—and draw attention to the Citizens 
United Supreme Court ruling that lets corporations give 
unlimited campaign contributions. (Target gave $150,000 
to the anti-gay, anti-worker candidate for governor of Min-
nesota.) On a quiet day inside a Seattle Target branch, 
a group of ordinary-looking people standing beside »

➢ Reverend Billy delivers mountaintop mud—and entertaining political theater—
to Chase Bank lobbies. Chase has “financed 80 percent of the mountaintop removal strip 

mining in Appalachia,” Reverend Billy said.

➢ Artist Franke James designs art and ads addressed to Canada’s prime minister.

PHOTOS FROM REVEREND BILLY
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shopping carts broke into song and dance as a brass band 
played the 1980s hit “People are People”—with new words 
and the catchy chorus line, “Target ain’t people, so why 
should it be / allowed to play around with our democracy?” 

The 5-minute, GLEE-style dance party got some of the 
other shoppers visibly animated and shaking their booties. 
The YouTube video of the event, created by Agit-Pop Com-
munications, went viral, with over 1.5 million hits.   

Running for Office as a “Corporate Person”
The absurdity of the legal precedent that says corpora-

tions are people is hard to ignore. Eric Hensal decided 
to mock corporate personhood by testing out whether a 
corporation could run for office. The Murray Hill Inc. for 
Congress campaign began with a proposal written on a 
napkin at a Tastee Diner. “I’m driving to meet someone for 
breakfast one morning, the Citizens United decision comes 
on, and I’m like, the hell with it, I’m running my corpora-
tion for Congress,” says Hensal, owner of the small, Silver 
Spring, Md., public relations company. 

“Murray Hill Inc. for Congress puts a boring subject like 
campaign finance on a human scale,” says Hensal. “People 
laugh, but they appreciate the underlying truth behind it.”  

Impersonating a Corporation 
Enbridge, an oil company with a long record of spills, 

planning a pipeline more than 700 miles long through 
pristine British Columbia wilderness—what could possi-
bly go wrong? Enter the Yes Men’s “MyHairCares” cam-
paign, a flurry of fake press releases under the Enbridge 
name asking more than 1,000 salons across Canada to col-
lect hair to mop up the oil giant’s future spills. 

For years, Andy Bichlbaum and Mike Bonanno, a.k.a. 
The Yes Men, have been drawing attention to corporate 
abuses by pretending to be corporate spokesmen. The Yes 
Lab for Creative Activism’s new “project wizard” allows 

»

anyone to cook up the next prank. “Nothing we do is rocket 
science,” says Bichlbaum. “After coming up with a funny 
project idea, it’s just a matter of applying elbow grease and 
connecting with the right people.”

Mic Check
“Mic check?” someone shouts. “MIC CHECK!” the 

crowd echoes, almost in unison. After the New York police 
banned the use of electronic amplification in Zuccotti Park, 
necessity compelled the first Occupiers to prove that the 
power of a crowd was enough to amplify the messages of 
the 99 percent. The simple human microphone has come 
to signify the Occupy movement’s resilience and adapt-
ability. Now, this cheeky “technology” has become a tool 
for disrupting business as usual with righteous rants. A 
crowd begins an almost unstoppable call and repeat. They 
overpower a luncheon at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce 

➢ Occupy Our Homes helps homeowners stand 
up to banks and sends protesters to camp out at the 

homes of people facing eviction or foreclosure. 

“I’M DRIVING TO MEET SOMEONE FOR BREAKFAST … AND I’M LIKE,  
THE HELL WITH IT, I’M RUNNING MY CORPORATION FOR CONGRESS.”

PHOTO BY JOHNNY NGUYEN
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or interrupt Black Friday sales at Walmart to announce to 
shoppers that “Walmart could fire its employees for the 
mere mention of forming a workers’ union.” 

Disorder in the Court
What can match the legal power of corporations? At 

a courthouse in Brooklyn, a simple song was enough to 
drown out the proceedings. In October 2011, members of 
Organizing for Occupation (O4O), a group of New York City 
residents formed to respond to the housing crisis, disrupted 

a foreclosure auction with a song written specially for the 
arbiter of (in)justice. “Mrs. Auctioneer,” they sang, sadly and 
beautifully, “all the people here are asking you to hold all 
the sales right now. We’re hoping to survive, but we don’t 
know how.” While the singers got escorted out of the court-
room in plastic handcuffs after half an hour, their heroic 
anthem apparently reached the hearts of potential buyers, 
and according to reports in Village Voice, only one of the 
three buildings set to be auctioned that day was sold. y

Sven Eberlein is a freelance writer living in San Francisco, with roots in 
Germany. He blogs at svenworld.com.

➢ Money talks. Occupy George’s graphic artists highlight who has the wealth in the 
United States—and who doesn’t—then send those dollars back into circulation.

➢ University of Michigan Board of Regents meeting is interrupted by 
students’ “human mic”: “You value funding start-ups instead of students. 

We are here to reclaim the university. We reject your vision.”

PHOTO BY SASHA KIMEL

PHOTOS FROM OCCUPY GEORGE
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CEO OF SORTS: George Siemon of Organic Valley

   ISSUE 61        9 Strategies to End Corporate Rule

Workers Leading an Ownership Revolution

THEGOODCORPORATION 

George Siemon calls himself Organic Valley’s “C-E-I-E-I-O.” An organic farmer 
himself, he leads the $700 million cooperative of small dairy and egg farmers 
with a commitment to sustainability.
ORGANIC VALLEY PHOTO
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Marjorie Kelly

»

Our economic system is 
profoundly broken. To 
anyone paying attention, 
that much is clear. But 
what’s less clear is this: 

Our approach to fixing the economy 
is broken as well. The whole notion of 
“fighting corporate power” arises from 
an underlying belief that there is no 
alternative to capitalism as we know it. 
Starting from the insight that capital-
ism has become virtually a universal 
economy, we conclude that our best 
hope is to regulate corporations and 
work for countervailing powers like 
unions. But then we’ve lost before 
we begin. We’ve defined ourselves as 
marginal and powerless.

There is another approach. It’s 
bubbling up all around us in the form 
of economic alternatives like coopera-
tives, employee-owned firms, social 
enterprises, and community land 
trusts. We don’t recognize that these 
represent a coherent, workable alterna-
tive to capitalism, for two reasons. 

First, we haven’t acknowledged what 
unites them. Second, we don’t have 
a name for this seemingly disparate 
batch of alternatives. 

Ownership unites them. That’s the 
reason that these different models 
represent change that goes deep. It’s 
the reason this change is fundamental, 
enduring, and real. This transforma-
tion doesn’t depend on the legislative 
or presidential whims of a particular 
hour, but is instead a permanent shift 
in the underlying architecture of eco-
nomic power. 

The alternatives emerging in our 
time represent an unsung ownership 

revolution. This revolution is about 
broadening economic power from the 
few to the many and redefining the 
purpose of economic activity. The aim 
isn’t to endlessly grow gross domestic 
product or to create wealth for a finan-
cial elite, but to generate the condi-
tions for the flourishing of life. 

Here we confront the second consid-
eration—the need for a name. We can 
call this new economy the generative 
economy. The word generative is from 
the Greek ge; it’s the same root form 
found in the word Gaia and means 
“the carrying on of life.” The generative 
economy is one whose fundamental 
architecture tends to create beneficial 
rather than harmful outcomes. It has a 
built-in tendency to be socially fair and 
ecologically sustainable. 

Options like worker ownership and 
cooperatives not only spread wealth 
but ensure that owners are local, hence 
more likely to care about local ecological 
impacts. And they allow enterprises to 
reject the growth imperative endanger-
ing the biosphere. Generative enterprise 
does not answer to the demands of the 
finance system, which locks publicly 
traded companies into a growth path in 
order to keep stock prices inflated. 

In writing the book, Owning Our 
Future: The Emerging Ownership 
Revolution, I’ve been traveling around 
and visiting places where this new 
economy is bubbling up. Here’s some 
of the good news I have to share: 
Generative ownership isn’t just about 
small, local, founder-run companies. 
It’s possible to keep the soul of these 
companies alive even at large scale, 
and long after the founder is gone.

Workers Leading an Ownership Revolution

THEGOODCORPORATION 
Founded on Fairness

Consider, for example, the John 
Lewis Partnership (JLP) in England. 
It’s the largest department store chain 
in the country, with 35 department 
stores and 272 Waitrose grocery stores. 
Revenues of this company are more 
than $11.5 billion. If placed into the 
Fortune 500 list of the largest U.S. cor-
porations, JLP would settle in around 
212—a little higher than Starbucks. It’s 
100 percent owned by its employees. 

The John Lewis Partnership is built 
around the value of fairness. The 
founder, John Spedan Lewis, who cre-
ated its democratic structure about a 
century ago, believed that traditional 
ownership was unfair because dividends 
paid to shareholders for doing noth-
ing were obscene when workers barely 
earned subsistence wages. The stated 
purpose of the company he created is to 
serve the happiness of its employees, or, 
as the company calls them, partners. 

To see if this firm was real, I flew 
to London and visited a few of its 
stores—including a Waitrose grocery 
store. I met a butcher at the meat 
counter wearing a white linen fedora, 
a crisp white shirt beneath a green-
striped apron, and a bow tie. The 
hats were required, he explained. But 
wearing a tie every day was his choice. 
“I just feel more dressed,” he told me. 
People notice touches like that at Wait-
rose, where pay raises are given for 
performance, including such things 
as “being a tidy person,” John said. He 
told me about his sister, Carol, who 
also worked at Waitrose and had just 
been diagnosed with cancer. “They’ve 
been really good,” he said, referring 
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to the company. “There’s a budget set 
aside for people like this. She’s been 
off for three months, and they’re hold-
ing her job.” 

When employees at Waitrose and 
other JLP stores face a family emer-
gency, they can seek a grant or loan 
from the Committee for Financial 
Assistance. That committee, composed 
of and elected by employees, controls 
the special budget John referred to and 
makes decisions outside the chain of 
management. Help from that fund—
plus the commitment to hold Carol’s 
job—took “the money side of worries 
away,” John said. 

I also visited the company’s Peter 
Jones department store, entering 
through an arched doorway with 
the legend inscribed in stone, “Here 
is Partnership on the scale of mod-
ern industry.” There I encountered 
a mid-level manager named Harry 
Goonewardene, who served on the 
Partnership Council, an elected body 
of employees that works alongside the 
board of directors. 

“How did you get on the council?” I 

asked him. “Did you campaign?” 
“Very much so,” he said. “I stood 

at the door and grabbed people, told 
them, ‘Hi, this is who I am.’” He car-
ried himself as a city councilmember 
might, calmly, with an air of dignity 
that was almost arresting. He was 
impeccably dressed in a dark suit 
and had dark olive skin—he is from 
Sri Lanka, I was later told. He lacked 
that harried, pinched sense one often 
sees among floor managers at other 
retailers. A meeting of the Partner-
ship Council would be held soon, he 
told me, during which an adjustment 
to the pension scheme would be 
discussed. 

Each year, the company contributes to 
pension accounts a sum not far below 
employees’ annual pay; employees 
aren’t required to contribute anything. 
However, they are not eligible until they 
have completed three years of work, 
and people were concerned about that. 
“A committee has been looking at this, 
and we’ll take it back to constituents and 
present a plan,” he said. By “constitu-
ents,” he meant the workers. 

John and Harry are among the 
76,500 employee-owners of the John 
Lewis Partnership. If the ultimate per-
quisite of being an owner is the right 
to pocket some of the profit left after 
the bills are paid, then these employees 
are genuine owners. Each year, after 
the firm sets aside a portion of profits 
for reinvestment in the business, the 
remainder—generally between 40 and 
60 percent of profit—is distributed to 
employees. One clerk named Emma 
told me her recent bonus was 2,000 
pounds [U.S. $3,264]. “I spent some 
on a holiday in the Canary Islands,” 
she told me. “It was my first holiday in 
four years.” 

Every employee at JLP, from shop 
clerk to the chairman, gets a bonus 
representing the same percentage of 
individual pay. As one manager told 
me, “In the worst year, it’s 8 percent, 
in the best year, 24 percent” of sal-
ary. Last year, the annual figure was 
announced with fanfare on the floor of 
the company’s store on Oxford Street, 
where a partner held up a poster read-
ing “18%,” and employees clapped 
and cheered. That bonus amounted to 
about nine weeks pay. 

Here we begin to see what is revolu-
tionary about the John Lewis Partner-
ship. Employees in this firm are not 
a countervailing power. They’re not 
legally outside the firm, negotiating 
with it. They are the firm. 

From shareholders to stakeholders
This concept represents a kind of 

revolution akin to the shift from mon-
archy to democracy. In the American 
Revolution, the founding generation 
didn’t attempt to regulate or restrain 
monarchy. They created a new source 
of political power and sovereignty that 
they controlled themselves. The revolu-
tion they began is one that we are in a 
position to finish today. That previous 
generation democratized the political 
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EMPLOYEES IN THIS FIRM ARE NOT A COUNTERVAILING POWER. 
THEY’RE NOT LEGALLY OUTSIDE THE FIRM, NEGOTIATING WITH IT. 
THEY ARE THE FIRM. 

»

Each year, the John Lewis Partnerhip distributes a portion of its profits 
to employees. Last year, employees got a bonus of 18 percent of their 
regular salaries, about nine weeks pay.

PHOTO FROM JLP



WWW.YESMAGAZINE.ORG  : :   YES! SPRING 2012 49

chemical-free food. Investors in the 
firm’s preferred stock benefit from 
dependable rates of return. Farming 
communities benefit from the return 
of vitality that flows from farmers’ 
prosperity. 

Through enterprises like these, we 
can begin to grasp the principles that 
we could use to create a generative 
economy: 

1. There is an alternative to capital-
ism. This is the heresy that the keepers 
of the temple do not wish us to utter. It 
is possible to organize a large, sophis-
ticated, modern economy that tends 
toward fair and just outcomes, benefits 
the many rather than the few, and 
enables an enduring human presence 

on a flourishing Earth.
2. Getting there is not only about 

regulation but about emergence. As 
organizational change theorist Mar-
garet Wheatley writes, “emergence” 
refers to what happens when local 
actions spring up and connect through 
networks. Without warning, emergent 
phenomena can occur, such as the rise 
of the organic food movement. Such 
movements rely not on central leader-
ship but on shared vision. 

3. The generative economy is not 
a legal exercise but the embodiment 
of an emerging value system. Com-
panies in the generative economy are 
built around values; the John Lewis 
Partnership’s core value is fairness, 
while Organic Valley’s core values are 
sustainability and community. 

4. Generative values become endur-
ing through the social architecture of 
ownership. The generative economy 
is built on a foundation of stakeholder 
ownership designed to generate and 
preserve real wealth—resources held 
and shared by our communities and 
the ecosystems we live in. These enter-
prises don’t have absentee ownership 
shares trading in a casino economy, 
but ownership held in human hands. 

Today’s major corporations may 

seem eternal. But as economist Joseph 
Schumpeter observed, creative destruc-
tion is ever present in capitalism. In 
industrialized nations, an estimated 
15 percent of jobs are destroyed every 
year, and new jobs replace them. It’s the 
same with companies. Hypothetically, 
a new economy comes into existence 
every seven years. In the long run, bat-
tling the dinosaurs of today may be less 
important than getting the next econ-
omy into the right kinds of ownership.

We can’t get where we need to go by 
starting with corporations and asking 
how to restrain them, regulate them, 
or rein them in. We need to start with 
life, with human life and the life of the 
planet, and ask: How do we generate 

the conditions for life’s flourishing? 
Will we continue to rely on ownership 
architectures organized around growth 
and maximum income for the few? Or 
can we shift to new ownership models 
organized around keeping this planet 
and all its inhabitants thriving? 

Our greatest challenge lies in the 
realm of imagination and ideas. Imag-
ine, for example, if the energy aroused 
by Occupy Wall Street were channeled 
into achievable strategies that sup-
ported ownership alternatives. Such 
strategies could include the Move Your 
Money campaign to shift bank deposits 
to cooperative and community banks or 
a push for major legislation to advance 
employee ownership (an alternative 
favored by both left and right). Imagine 
if campaigns like these were unified 
as a single movement for a generative 
economy. We might create an unstop-
pable force—a movement less about 
regulating corporations as they are and 
more about building living enterprises 
as we want them to be. y

Marjorie Kelly is a fellow with the Tellus Institute 
in Boston and director of ownership strategy with 
Cutting Edge Capital. Her new book, Owning Our 
Future: The Emerging Ownership Revolution, will be 
published in June 2012 by Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Photo Essay: California welcomes a new kind of 
corporation  yesmagazine.org/b-corps

aspect of sovereignty. But our politics 
and economy are so intertwined that 
imbalances in wealth and ownership 
have eroded our political democracy. 
To fix this, we need to democratize the 
economic aspect of sovereignty. 

Today the ruling oligarch in our 
economy is capital. Only capital has the 
right to vote inside most companies, 
and only capital has a claim on profits. 
Serving capital—maximizing returns 
for absentee shareholders—is the goal 
of publicly traded companies. 

In the generative economy, owner-
ship is rooted instead in the hands of 
stakeholders connected to the life of 
the enterprise. In some cases, these 
are employees. They can also be com-

munity members, as with municipally 
owned electric plants and wind installa-
tions. In the case of credit unions, the 
depositors are the owners. 

With a farmer-owned cooperative 
like Organic Valley—a Wisconsin 
firm with more than $700 million in 
revenue—the owners are the sup-
pliers, the people who produce the 
organic milk, cheese, and eggs that 
the company distributes. While the 
purpose of JLP is to serve employee 
happiness, the purpose of Organic 
Valley is to save the family farm. Both 
JLP and Organic Valley share certain 
ownership design patterns: a combina-
tion of rooted ownership and a mission 
that is not about maximizing profits 
but serving the needs of life. Protect-
ing and enhancing the biosphere is 
integral to Organic Valley’s operations, 
since it deals only in organic products. 
The company helps its new farmers 
through the rigorous process of going 
organic, which means company growth 
translates into wider restoration of 
soils and watersheds.

There are many other benefits the 
company produces. Farmers benefit 
from healthy income. Employees 
benefit from stable jobs and reward-
ing work. Customers benefit from 

THERE IS AN ALTERNATIVE TO CAPITALISM. THIS IS THE HERESY THAT 
THE KEEPERS OF THE TEMPLE DO NOT WISH US TO UTTER.
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Just the Facts
Doug Pibel

280 “Fortune 400” companies showed profits 
every year from 2008 to 2010. Of those:
About one-quarter paid more than 30%
About one-quarter paid less than 10%

General Electric was the cham-
pion. It made a $10.5 billion profit. 

At the statutory 35% rate, it would have 
paid about $3.7 billion in taxes. Instead, it 
got refunds of $4.7 billion. That’s a total tax 
subsidy of $8.4 billion dollars.

More than ever, 
people pay more in taxes 

than corporations do. 

But we tax corporate 
income at 35%, the highest 

in the world, right?
 Not really.

And some of the 
wealthiest corporations 

pay no taxes at all. 
They even get money back.

Corporate taxes as 
a percentage 

of federal revenue:

27.3
8.9

1955             2010

Individual income 
and payroll taxes as a percentage 

of federal revenue:

1955   2010

81.5

58

Average tax rate? 

(That’s what a human being pays on 
$60,000 in taxable income.)

18.5

29

0
in taxes

and received refunds totaling

corporations 
from 2008 to 2010 paid 

$10.6 billion

Also paying no taxes, 2008–2010:
Verizon made $32.8 billion in profit and got
$951 million in refunds.
Wells Fargo made $49.4 billion and got
$681 million in refunds.
Boeing made $9.7 billion and got 
$177.6 million in refunds.

Lobbying. The best investment around.

For its tax subsidy of $8.4 billion, General Electric spent $84.4 million 
 on lobbying: a 100-to-1 return on investment.

In 2004, Congress was considering a one-time-only “repatriation 
holiday” law. 93 companies spent a total of $282.7 million  

lobbying for the bill, which allowed corporations to bring billions of dollars home 
 from overseas accounts, but to pay income tax on only 15 percent of the money.  
The law passed, and the corporations that lobbied saved $88.6 billion.  
That’s a  220-to-1 return on investment.

 And the “one time only”? They’re now lobbying to do it again.

10,000%

22,000%

1

2

3

4
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Sources: U.S. PIRG, Citizens for Tax Justice,  
ourfiscalsecurity.org, Raquel Alexander, et al.

Illustration by Brad Kayal
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Alain Desouches • Anne DesRoberts • Mary Dessein • 
Radha Devi • Julia DeVlieg • Scott Devonshire • Laile Di 
Silvestro • Emily G. Diamond • Paul H. Dibos • Leah Dick • 
Kathleen Diepenbrock • Rosh Doan • Craig Dockter • 
Mannin Dodd • Constance Dodge • Leigh Anne Dodge • 
Nona Donahue • Peter Donaldson & Cynthia Yost • 
Kimberly Donovan • Margie Doolan • Mary Ann Dow • 
John Draper • Linda Drozdyk • Janet Duecy • Deborah 
Dukes • Timothy Duncan • Breanne Durham • Edith & 
Dale Duttlinger • Jonathan Dykema • Rich Dykstra • 
Margaret Dyson-Cobb • Carolyn Eastman • Donna 
Ebersold • Sunni Eckhardt • Henry Edmonds • Michael 
Eells • Kathy Ehmann • Kenneth A. Elias & Sarah Shena • 
Peter Elliston • Holly Elmore • Leigh Emerson-Smith • 
Mary J. Emmett • Rick Englert • Howard Ennes • Preston 
Enright • Carl & Bonnieclare Erling • Wes Ernsberger • 
Lethea Erz • Margie Esola • Janice Etchison • Cindy Etter • 
Ellen Evancheck • Ann Evans • Pat Evans • Bill Ewens • 
Margaret Eyheralde • Vonny Fast • Andrea Faste • Joanne 
Z. Feldman • Laurie Fenstermacher • Cathy Ferbraché-
Garrand • Alicia & David Ferguson • Susan Ferrel • 
Kathryn Fiandt • Chuck Fisher • Andrew Fisher • Jane 
Fistere • Dave & Ruth Fitz • Brendan J. Fitzgerald • Robin 
Fladebo • Jan L. Flora • Mary Anne Flournoy • Michael 
Foley • Joriel Foltz & Ben Haley • Andrea Fontenot • James 
& Margaia Forcier-Call • Judy & Thomas Ford • Liana 
Forest • Louise Fortmann • Robert & Nancy Fortner • 
Dorothy Foster • John Foster • Sam Foushee • Juby Fouts • 
Tanis Frame • Raul Franco • Wade Fransson • Alan 
Freeman & Juliyen Bouknight • Douglas Frick • Howard & 
Betsy Friend • Robert Friese • Jen-Beth Fulton • David 
Funkhouser • Jami Gaither • Nora Gallaher • Wes 
Gallaugher • Paige Garberding • Takla Gardey • Katherine 
Gardiner • Jared Gardner • Sanjiv & Meena Garg • Romola 
& Mark Georgia • Bruce Gerber • Jean Giedt • Carol 
Giesecke • Vicki Gill Finley • Rhoda Gilman • Barbara 
Gilmore • Kat Gjovik • John Glass • James Godshalk • Joy A. 
Goldstein • Alison K. Gomez • Sean Grady • Ileana 
Grams-Moog • Liz Green & Edward Kuharski • Leah Green 
• Sheryl Greenberg • Taylor Greene • Michel Gregory • Gail 
Griffith • Barbara Grigsby • Phyllis M. Grimes • Glenn & 
Dorothy Grimm • Karen Grissom • Laura Grow • Jared 
Gruhl • Carol Gunby • David Gurney • Nancy Gutierrez • 
Teresa Guyton • Bruce Haedt • Mike & Cara Hagar • 
William A. Lochstet & Dorothyanne Haigh • Kendall Hale 
& Steve Norris • Christina Haley • David C. Hall, M.D. • 

Marjorie D. Hamlin • Beth Hanisch • Eileen & Phil Hanna • 
Lloyd Hansen • Polly Hanson • Michael A. Hanson • 
Richard & Ruthann Harris • Francis Harrison • Katharine 
Harrison • Dorothy Harrison • Genevieve Hathaway • 
Nancy Cybilla Hawk • Sharon Hawley • Richard Hayes • 
Gerald Haynes • Ananda Hazzard • Katherine Hegemann • 
David M. Heinze • Deirdre Helfferich • Tom Heller • Janet 
Heller • Sarala Helmer • Cynthia Henderson • Nancy 
Hendricks • Lynn Herold • Nathan Hetrick • Virginia Hiber 
• Kenneth W. Hill • Mary Hill • Ingrid Hirtz • Jack & Joann 
Hoadley • Karl & Rebecca Hochradel • Diana Raye 
Hodgson • Victor Hodler • John S. Hoff • Harry Hofmeister 
• Buell Hollister • Jack Hollon • Mary Holm • Angela 
Holman • Gail Holmes • Kris Holstrom • Maggie Kinsella 
Hopper • Joseph Horgan & Diane Cameron • Serin 
Houston • Beatrice Howard • Erica Howard • Les Howard • 
Susan Howlett • Richard Hubacek • Ron Hubert • Sandra 
Hucher • Andrew Hudson • Sheldon Hughes & Halina Bak 
• Joe & Bea Hunstiger • Cynthia & John Hust • Kathy 
Husted • Phyllis Huster • Amy Hyatt • Philip Incao & 
Jennifer Thomson • Leanne Ingle • Ann Iverson • Judi Ivy • 
Joseph H. Jackson Jr. • Nancy Jackson • Rick & Marcy 
Jackson • Gloy Jacobson • Shilpa Jain • Marisa S. James • 
Cynthia Jayne • Jinx Jenkins • Stacia Jenkins • Raphael 
Jenks • Robert W. Jensen • Rita T. Jesulaitis • Daniel R. 
Johns • Chris Johnson • Ebba Johnson • Eric Johnson • Julie 
Johnson • Kaaren Johnson • Karen Johnson • Marty 
Johnson • Ron Johnson • Tyron Johnson • Michael Jonak • 
Artemis Jones • Mitzi Jones • Richard W. Jones • Ruth H. 
Jones • Curtis Jopling • Jim Jordal • Callie Jordan • Jean 
Jorgensen • Carlye June • Dan Kaemmerer & Pat Holland • 
Mark & Jennifer Kalenscher • Wendi Kallins • Annie Kane • 
Sarah Karnes • Miki Kashtan • Richard Kauffman • Laura 
Keeth-Rowledge • Mark Kelley & Josie Carothers • Kim 
Kendall • Keith Kendrick • Patricia Kennedy • Carolien 
Kernkamp • Kim Kerrigan • June Kerseg-Hinson • Keval 
Kaur Khalsa • Jaswant Khalsa • Ashok Khushalani • Anne 
Kilgannon • Ted King • Linea King • Freddie Kirchner • 
Charles Knight • Patricia L. Knox • Cynthia Koan • Dottie 
Koontz • D'vorah Kost • Eugene Kovalenko • Kathleen & 
Tedd Kraft • Rita Kranidis • Diane Krell • Sandy Krell-Andre 
• Reimar & Christina Kroecher • Melissa Kucbel-Saumier • 
Edith Kusnic • Sharon LaCrosse • Marcia & Gary Lagerloef 
• Crista Landback • Janell Landis • Sandra Lane • Deborah 
Lang • Charlie Lang • Danielle Lang • Rik Langendoen • 
Jacquie LaPlante • Ronald & Louise Larcheveque • Dennis 
Larsen • Peter Larson • Trudy Laurenson • Mary Layman • 
Judith Leaf • Allen R. Lecours • Jim Lee • Arnold & Marilea 
Lee • Melissa Leidich • Annette Leonard • Kathy Leotta • 
Mary Leue • Donna Levan • Helaine Levitt • Gary Lewis • 
Reese Leyva • Yehudit Lieberman • Philip Lightstone • Jim 
& Linda Lilly • Heidi Lindberg • Jessica Lind-Diamond • 

Robin Lindsley • Kathy Lique • Karen Litfin • Nancy Lloyde 
• Kim Loftness • Carmelita Logerwell • Bonnie Lohman • 
Richard & Susan Lohmuller • Kathy Lombardi • Jonne 
Long • Gladys Loo • Bert Loosmore • Nancy & Kurt Lorenz 
• Baris Lostuvali • Charles & Linda Loubert • Siri Louie • 
Chris, Roger & Mary Loving • Lorene Ludy & Jean Eden • 
B. Luetke • Judie Hilke Lundborg • Chuck Lynd • Ellen M. 
Lyon • Anne MacArthur • Brian Machida • Simonne 
Macklem • Joanna Macy • Judith K. Magann • Jim 
Mahanna • Luke Malski • Elizabeth Marcus • Sawitri 
Mardyani • Shannon Maris • Allen Markowski • Vincent 
Marra • Leslie Marshall • Frances C. Martin • Sarah Martin 
• Jenna Martin • Mary Alice Martines • Kathy Martinez • 
Jose Mas • Ann Masai • Kathleen Masis, M.D. • Mark 
Masteller • Martha Matsuda • Vince Matulionis • Mary 
Mayer • Irene Mazer • Dawn Mazzone • Lynn & Larry 
McAllister • Verne McArthur • Susan McBride • Nancy 
McCollum • Marilyn McCord • JoAnne McElroy • Diana E. 
McFadden • Joyce McKnight • Jason F. McLennan • Lisa 
McManigal-Delaney • Pat McVeigh • Catherine Menninger 
• Karin Meyer • Jule Meyer • Marcia Meyer • Joseph 
Micketti • Mike Mielke • Barbara Miller • Carolyn Miller • 
Frances L. Miller • Anne Miller • Deborah J. Milton, Ph.D. • 
Ruth Mintline • Gloria Mog • Karuvannur P. Mohanan • 
Ruth Molloy • Karen L. Monroe, LCSW • Prudence Moore • 
Mary Moore • Rhoda Moore • Heather More • Edith 
Morgan • Chris Morris • Debra J. Morrison • Don Morrison 
• Geoff Morrison • Jim & Pamela Mosley • Linda Moulder • 
Nate Moxley • John Munson • Michele Murphy-Smith • 
Margaret M. Nagel • Michael Nagler • Andrea Nandoskar • 
Tanya Narath • Mary Narey • Judith Neal • Beverley Neff • 
Kerby & Mary E. Neill • Asha Nelson • Floyd Nelson • 
Joshua Nelson • Pastor Linda Nelson • Gail E. Neumann • 
Anne Newhart • Aaron Ney • Sandy Niemiec • Mayra 
Nieves-Rosa • Megan Kay Nightingale • Victor Nolet • 
Astrid Nordness & Jon Coghill • Rebecca Nyamidie • Janice 
O'Brien • Sandy & Richard O'Dell • Elizabeth Ogilvie • 
Patty O'Hara • Casey O'Leary • Scott Olson & Leslie 
Shawver • Tim Ontko • Ms. Toni M. Orr • Lisa Ottman • 
Kimarie Overall • Chris Oxford • Biannca Pace • Carol J. 
Painter • Ward Pallotta • Paul Palmquist • Betty Palsa • 
James Paquin • Bonney Parker • Nancy J. Parker • Elaine 
Parrish • Aimee Patrick • Rosalie Paul • Steven & Carolyn 
Paulding • Robert Paulson & Edee Gail • Len Pavelka • Liz 
Peckham • Donna Pedroza • William Pelsue • Susan 
Pennington • John & Winifred Perkins • Sherry Perkins • 
Channie & Barry Peters • Diana A. Peters • Brian Peterson 
• Carla Peterson • Jeff Pettiross • Reggie Pettitt • Jackie 
Phillips • April Pickrel • Una Marie Pierce • Bonnie L. 
Pilcher • Heather Pinney • Ray Piper • Sue Poe • Blake 
Poland • Paul Post • Grace Potts • Lorraine Pozzi • Herman 
S. Preiser • Rebecca Price-Hall • Lynne Prossick • Anne »

YES! Magazine is published by the Positive Futures Network,  
an independent, nonprofit organization supporting people’s active 
engagement in creating a just, sustainable, and compassionate world.  
The work of the Positive Futures Network is to give visibility and  
momentum to signs of an emerging society in which life, not money, 
is what counts; in which everyone matters; and in which vibrant, 
inclusive communities offer prosperity, security, and meaningful 
ways of life.
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Purcell • Tomas Qubeck & Alia Chandler • Jonathan 
Queally • Nancy Quinn • Jamie Racine • Renay Radniecki • 
Steve & Mishelle Radtke • Laura Raedeke • Marcia Railer • 
Michael & Donna Ramos • Eric & Demi Rasmussen • 
Amelie Ratliff • Dr. Judith Rausch • James E. Ray • Dawn 
Raymond & Loren Haralson • Samuel Ready • Deborah 
Regal Coller • Catherine Regan • David Regenhardt • 
Cindy Reinhardt • Phil Reitz • Jeanne Rewa • J. Carl 
Reynolds • Dusty & Annie Rhodes • Deb & Mike Richer • 
Betsy Riddell • Stephen V. Riley • Robert Riley • Sally Rings 
• Marilyn Risnes • Cheryl Ritenbaugh • Sidney Rittenberg 
• Kelly Rivas • Muriel Roberts • Patricia Robertson • Raye 
Robertson • Robena Robinett • Phil Rockey • Christine 
Rodgers • Julie Rodwell • Ruth Rogers • Kathleen Rolinson 
• Gregg Rooten • Paula Rosdatter • Gideon Rosenblatt • 
Katie Rosenthal • Robert J. Rowe • Gayle Ruedi • Merrilee 
Runyan • Michael J. Russ • Kathleen Ruzicka • Kyla Ryman 
• Avram Sacks • Bert Sacks • Lisa Sadleir-Hart • Armin 
Saeger Jr. • Shereen Saiki • Josh Salans • Abdi Sami • Carol 
Sanford • Deborah Sarvis-McNeil • Kim Sather • Kristi 
Sather-Smith • Sarah Saul • Jamie & Karen Scharff • 
Richard & Rosalie Schoeller • Mark W. Schonbeck • Gary 
Schreiber • Dan Schubart • Jon R. Schulz • John 
Schumacher • Nathanael Schwarz • Val Scott • Linda & 
Mark Secord • Kate & Charles Segerstrom • Scott Selby • 
Priscilla Selden • Bob Seltzer • Brynn Shader • Suzanne 
Shafer • Don & Carol Shank • Sue Shealy • Lyn Sheats • 
Elizabeth Sheppard • Misa Shimono • Bob Shipman • 
Charlotte Shnaider • Clarence & Julie Shubert • Ray 
Siderius • Alda Siebrands • Harvey Siederbaum • William 
Simpson • Elpidio Siruno • Jim Sitzman • Margaret G. 
Skinner • Kathleen Giese Skoller • Cheryl Slechta • Sandra 
Smiley • Andy Smith • Ann Warren Smith • Don Smith • 
Edward Smith • Jennifer Smith • Luther Smith • Marcia & 
David Smith • Marjorie Smith • Nancy Smith • Sidney 
Smith • Dawn Snyder • David Socha • Judy Sommariva • 
Scott Sommerfeld • Joanna Soren • Terry Sorenson • 
Scarlet Soriano • Patti Southard • Rob Spears & Brenda 
Michaels • Joan Specht • Cheryl A. Spector • Edward 
Spence • Douglass St. Christian • Barbara Stafford • 
Candida Stamp • Willy Stark • Jane & Ronald Stavoe • 
Christie Stewart Stein • Sarah Steinberg • Robert 
Stephens • Aaron Stern • Nancy Stetter • Donald A. 
Stevens • Don Stewart • Matthew & Susan Stillman • 
M. Jane Stoffer • Dani Stolley • Marilyn Stoner • Sheila 

Stratton • Rebecca Streng • Bonnie Stretch • Jim 
Strickland • Kelley Studholme • Katherine Subramanian • 
Jill Sughrue • William F. Sultzer • Natasha B. Suter • Julie R. 
Sutter • Dale W. Swinney • Mikki Symonds • Gigi Szabo • 
Lee Takagi • Gail Talbot • Jo Tampas • Bob Tancig • Kathryn 
Tang • Susan A. Tannehill • Christine Tarr • David Taylor & 
Lana Holstein • Katherine Taylor • Sarah Taylor • G. June 
Taylor-Spear • Willow L. Teegarden • Roger Telschow • 
Betsy Terrell • Diane C. Tessari • Clara Thompson • Isobel 
Thompson • Martin E. Thompson • Lee Tillotson • Rev. 
Pamela J. Tinnin • Fiona Tito-Wheatland • Joan C. Tornow, 
Ph.D. • Marya Torrez • Nancy Towell • Julia Helen Tracy • 
Clark Trowell • Tom Tudor • Sue M. Turner • John C. 
Twombly • Jason Ubay • Elizabeth Uding • Janis Ullin • 
Kent Underwood • Brian Unger • Patti Valentine • Anna 
Vamvakias • Sarah Ruth van Gelder • Jessie L. Van Sant • 
Gwen Villa • Dr. Alice Vlietstra • Thomas F. Voelker • Carlo 
Voli • Bob Vreeland • Larry Waite • Felicia Wallace • Ginger 
Wallis • Beth Walukas • Sean Ward • Jill K. Warner • 
Maribeth Sevigny Warner • Mobi Warren • Anna Watkins • 
Rev. Richard A. Watson • Audrey Watson • Marjan Wazeka 
• Veronica Weadock • Hugh Webster • Lucy Weinberg • 
Kaye Werner • Rande White • Emilee Whitehurst • Carl 
Whitman • Andrea Whitmore • Laurie Wick • Deborah J. 
Wiese • William M. Wiest • Judith Wiger-Grohs • Ian Wight 
• D'Arlyn Wilde • Jennifer Wilkins • Joeve & Pete Wilkinson 
• Connie Williams • Elizabeth Williams • Kyenne M. 
Williams • Suzanne H. Williams • Marlan Willis • June E. 
Wilson • Leslie Wilson • Meena Wilson • Sally & Richard 
Wilson • Doretta Winkelman • Ann R. Witherspoon • 
Wayne Witzel • Gretchen Wolf • Jane S. Wood • Loreta 
Wood • Brian Woodruff & Jane Everham • Dave & Jeanette 
Woodruff • Judith Wright & James Conca • Mary Wright • 
Vivian WuWong • Mary Yelenick • Gary Yngve • Judy 
Young • Steve Young • Danae Yurgel • Donna Zajonc & 
David Womeldorff • Sarah Zale & Michael Hindes • 
Theresa Zeman • Anonymous (60)

2011 Friends ($100-$499)

Anne Adams • Donna & Thomas Ambrogi • Marta Ames 
• Cecile Andrews • Navid Ardakani • Melissa Aronson • 
Paul & Susan Ballinger • Peter Barnes • Jane Barthelemy 
• Shari Basom • Carlos Beca • Andrew & Shirley Beélik • 
Mary Jo Berner • Eric Bischoff • Peter Block • Dianne Boals 

• Barbara Bogard • Margaret Booth • Doris Bouwensch • 
Helen Brink • Peter Broner • Dave Brown & Jane Covey • 
Ben & Liz Brzeski • Katherine Bucciantini • Verna Burden • 
Ray Burton • Milt Carlson • John Cavanagh & Robin Broad 
• Marguerite Chandler • Michele Chavez-Pardini • Chris-
tensen Family Foundation • Sherryl Christie-Bierschenk 
• Mary E. Clark • Michael Closson • David Cosman • Susan 
& Richard De Wyngaert • Bradford Diehl • Gordon K. Dou-
glass • Andrea Drury • Maj-Britt L. Eagle • Marcy Edwards 
• Donalee Ehrhard • J. Rex Enoch • Stephen Ernst • Robert 
S. Erny • Joan Ewing & Wilton Duckworth • Dr. Harvey 
Fernbach • Duane Fickeisen & Judy Welles • Frank Fisher 
• Nancy Fisse Davis • Ruth Flucke • Kevin Fong • Christine 
Fowler • Glory Fraser • Eiji Furuyama • David Garden • 
Mae Gautier • Steven G. Gilbert • Merilee Gordon • Sean 
Gosiewski • David Greene & Jane David • Brian Gregg • 
Ann M. T. Guthals • Debra Haase • Nancy Hanawi • Mark 
Hazell • James Herndon • Francesca & Lawrence Hill • 
Thomas Hopkins • Diane Horn • Ginny Horning • Kenneth 
Howe Jones • Linda Judge • Bill Karl • Deborah Keehn 
• Sarah Keenan • Peter Kilkus • Lorenzo Kristov • Carol 
Lamm • Emily Lardner • Lynn Lazar • Claudia Lehnherr • 
Michelle LeSourd • Ben Levi • Gayle Lieban • James Linton 
• Frances Littin • Lesley Mahaffey • Philip Marinelli • 
Danile Martens • Chuck McDougal & Denise Hudson • 
Pat & Minori McMillan • Csaba Mera • Alicia Merinoff • 
Melissa Mertz • Wayne Metsker • Microsoft Matching 
Gift Program • Joseph Miller • John Miller • John Moore 
• Michelle Moran • Makanah Morriss • Carla Moschetti 
• Werner & Helen Muller • Prashant Nema • Tyler Norris 
& Juliana Forbes • Anne Ogonowski • Edward O'Neill • 
Vincent & Elinor Ostrom • Ivars Ozolins • Harsha Paulraj 
• Nancy J. Peters • Florence Peterschmidt & Eve McClure 
• Nicholas Pierre • Jim Polk • Sandra Postel • Marlee 
Powell • Marta Presti • Freden & Glenn Price • Peter & 
Julia Putnam • Carl S. Rehnborg • Rich Renner • Richard 
Roberts • Vicki Robin • Sara & Evan Robinson • Pamela 
Roby • Steven & Barbara Rockefeller • Cheryl Rogers • Carl 
Rosenberg & Romany Wood • Sandra Sabersky • Harriett 
Cody & Harvey Sadis • Robert Salisbury • Sigrid Salo • 
Gordon Schiff & Mardge Cohen • Dick & Marcie Sclove 
• Jo-Ann Seiquist • Carol Silverman • Mary Page Sims • 
Jerold Sinnamon • Stan & Marjorie Smigel • Monty Smith 
• Peter P. Smith • Laurence Smith • Gus Speth • William 
Stevens • Sarah Stott • Virginia F. Stout • Faye M. Straus 

»

16 years ago,

we started with 

5,000 subscribers. 

Many of your names 

are on this list ...

The Story of YES!

In general, only 2 out 

of every 10 magazines 

make it to their fourth  

anniversaries. But we 

are still here, and it’s 

because of you.

YES! subscriptions 

have grown 54% 

in the past 5 years, 

despite a sagging 

economy and shrinking 

magazine industry.

2007
26,000 
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• Ronna Stuller • Steve Sweaney & Judy Withee • Anne R. 
Taylor • Davis & Stephanie TeSelle • Stephen Thoemmes 
• Maureen A. Thompson • Jon & Susie Throop • Kristin 
Tombers • Nadia Tornieporth • Tricia Trainer • Valerie 
Trueblood • Jane Turner • Dyke & Diane Turner • Lynne W. 
Twist • Barbara Valocore • Marty Vaughan • Elvis Viskovic 
• Suzanne Walden-Wells • Tamara Walker • Charlotte 
Walsh • Connie Walton • Valory Wangler • Nancy Ward • 
Pat Waterston • Galen & Carolyn Weaver • EP Wealth Advi-
sors • Jan & Rob Wenzel • Cynthia B. Whitaker • Virginia 
White • Ruth White • Stephen Whitney • White Dog Cafe 
Foundation • John Wiik • Richard C. Williams • Mary Woltz 
• Anonymous (54) 

2011 Sustainers ($50 to $99)

Nancy Abbey • Anne Ackerman & Robert Wernick • 
Paul Amieux • Patricia L. Anderson • Marcia Anderson • 
Mark Anderson • Thomas W. Armer • Sheila Armstead • 
Kathleen Atwood • David Bachman-Williams • Dorothy 
Bailey • Rebecca Bailey • Patricia Baker • James Baldwin 
• Juanita Ball • Sue Barbuto • Roberta Beisel • Mary L. 
Benner • Les Berenson, M.D. • Darlene Berger • Robert 
J. Berman • Carol Berry • Jennifer Biehn • Nancy Bishop 
• Walt Blackford • Jacqueline Blix & David Heitmiller • 
Nancy Blood • Elisabeth Bondy • Gary Bornzin • Jon & 
Lisa Bouknight • Maggie Bowes • Steve Boyd & Sheryl 
Harmer • Robert F. Branche • Patrick Brantlinger • James J. 
Braun • Kathleen Brophy • Robert Brown • Sheila Brown • 
Robert Bryer • Van M. Brzycki • Richard Burg • Megan Cain 
• Louisa Campagna • Chris Carter • Julia & Mike Cechvala 
• Lillian Chambers • Laura M. Chaney • Tim Chapman 
• Caroline Chechen • Margot Cheel • Sherry Chilcutt • 
Rachel Chodorow-Reich • Diana Martha Clark • Tom Clark 
• My Cleary • John Cleveland • Kenneth Clifton • Greg 
Collins • Cathy Comstock • Marijke Conklin • Susan Cook 
• Cathleen Cooney • Elaine Cornick • Tara & Dane Correll 
• Susan Corson-Finnerty • Vera Costello • Gerald Cound • 
Katy Cronin • Marian Crossman • Carolyn Crump • Edna 
Dam • Walter Daring • Suzanne Degnats • J. Dejohnette 
• Sylvia Demarest • Kenn Denney • Betsy Densmore • 
Dharma Merchant Services • Morris & Shirley Diamond • 
Frederick Dick • Leada Dietz • Valerie Dixon • Janet Doner 
• Mary Alice Dooley • Beth Dreyer-DeGoede • Perri Druen 
• Margaret Duncan • Erin Dunleavy • Eugene Dykema • 

Ann Edwards • Claudia Enos • Suzan Erem • Dana Ericson 
• Gary & Paula Evershed • Peter Felsenthal & Jennifer 
Litchfield • Manoj Fenelon • Leon Ferguson • Lynne Fes-
senden • Louisa Finn • Curry First • Roger Katz & Karolynn 
Flynn • Karen Fouad • Ricci Franks • Frederick Fratiello • 
Johanna Freuler • Maradel Gale • John & Nancy Gallini • 
Judy Gamble • Betsy Geist • Robert Gelder • Amy Gerety • 
Sonya Girard • Suzanne Giraud • Terri Glaberson • Frank 
Goetz • Robert Goldberg • Jeff Goodrich • GoodSearch 
• Alice Goodwin • Jacqueline Gooskens • Mary Graf • 
Ireta Sitts Graube • Richard Greenberg • Kathleen & Stu 
Greenberg • Suzanne Gregory • Joel Griska, M.D. • Petrina 
Grube • Stephen & Carolee Grumm • Stephanie Gubelin • 
Rosalinda Guillen • Josephine Hamilton • Roberta Hamil-
ton • Michael L. Hampton • Charlotte Hanes • Dr. Yvonne 
M. Hansen • Becky Hardey • Victoria Harkovitch • Mary 
Harrell • Philip Harrison • William Harrison • Bob & Phyllis 
Hastings • Joe Hastings • Amelia Hefferlin • Richard Heine 
• Gregory Heller & Hope Rippeon • Jeanette Henderson 
• Stephanie Hibdon • Brian Hicks • Joel Hildebrandt • 
Virginia Hilker • Patricia S. Hine • Pat Hinkley • Richard 
Hitchingham • Jessica Hoagland • Richard Hoch • Lyn 
Hoge • George Hoguet • Scarlett Hopkins • Patricia Huey 
• Megan Hull • Ann Hulsing • Cheryl Hunter • Daniel 
Hunter • Gary Itzkowitz • Jun Iwata • Susanna Jackson • 
Margaret Jacobson • Edward Janosik • Jonathan Jensen 
• Robert Jenusaitis • T.J. Johnson • Jeannine Johnson • 
Rebecca Joitke • Kate Jolin • Gifford Jones • Glenn Jones 
• Aryay Kalaki • Bruce & Barbara Kantner • Rich Kato • 
Stacey Kennealy • Nancy Kennedy • Elton Kessel • Janet 
Kester • Heather King • Virginia Kirsch • Maria Kirsch • 
Paul Kivel • Michael Knappman • Kris Knight • Dave & 
Kim Kobersmith • Constance Kolpitcke • Susan Kovalik 
• Richard Kozak • Rebecca Kreag • Marjorie Kundiger • 
Kristoffer Kuusakoski • Kathryn E. Lafond • Mark Lake-
man • Matt Lamartina • Frederick Lancaster • Alli Langley 
• Witt Langstaff Jr. • Raymond G. Larson • Charles Leiden 
• Ann Lev • E. & M. Levin • Michael Lilja • Wendy Lindmark 
• Dario Longhi • Ann A. Lopez • Cynthia J. Lorch • Dennis 
Lund & Martha Taylor • Kathleen Lynch • Ted & Barbara 
Lynch • Jean MacGregor & Rob Cole • Stanley Mack • Paul 
Mackenzie • Sally Madore • Patches Magarro • Greg Ma-
her • Christopher Maiuri • Pete Maltese • Patrick Marbes 
• Drew G. Markham • Doris Marlin • Dana Marlow Terry • 
Donald Marshall • Shasta Martinuk • Wesley N. Mathews • 

Darlene Mathias • Emily Matthews • Barbara Matthiessen 
• Margaret Maxwell • Mary Maxwell • Shahoma McAlister 
• Bill McCaugherty • Lauren McCauley • Joy McConnell • 
Janet McIntosh • Mary Margaret McKenzie • Stan Merrell 
• Betty & Peter Michelozzi • Philip Miller • Andrea Miller 
• Janet Minella-Didier • Tom Moench • Judith Montoya 
• Carl Morris • Gregory Moschetti • Suzanne Moynihan, 
SSND • Kris Muller • Mildred Murphy • Patricia Murrell 
• Nancy L. Navarra • Barbara Neal • Dana Nelson • Earl 
Newman • Linda Nishioka • Donald Nitz • Ann Duecy 
Norman • Alfred Nyer Jr. • Curtis Ogden • John O'Loughlin 
• Ellen O'Neill • Helen Ortmann • Linda Otness • John Ott 
• Parker J. Palmer • Jeannine Palms • Toni Pastore • Raj 
Patel • Nancy Pavkovic • Lucy Pearce • Kristina Peterson 
• Charles & Shirley Philips • Mary & Gary Phillips • Mari-
beth Pierce & Remi Wingo • Michael Pinchera • Pamela 
Plowman-Weston • Joy Preece • Sandra Priebe • Rebecca 
Randall • Linda Ray • Karen Ray • Beth Reese • Karuna Re-
iff • Brian L. Rich • Jeanette Richoux • Shirley Riga • Jerry 
Riley • George Robertson • Nancy J. Robinson • Marjorie 
Rodgers • Juan Rodriguez • Pam Rogerson • Cathy Roth 
• Claire Rowland • Sarah Safford • Rick Sanborn • Louise 
Sandercock • Maya Sandoval • Penny Sarvis & Mickey 
Williamson • Alan Scheinine • Marcia Schekel • Erich 
Franz Schimps • Paula L. Schlusberg • Patricia Schrieber • 
Martha Schut • Zachary Sempers • Suzanne Sharpe • Eric 
Sieverling • Stephen Silha • Roy Simmons & Sally Branch • 
Norma Jean Sims • Jo Sippie-Gora • Katie Skean • Virginia 
Smith • Wolfgang Spendel • Todd Spendley • Daniel 
Spethmann • Norm Stamper • Bill Stanley • Carol Stocks 
• Gene Storm • Julie-Ann Tathem • Stephanie Taylor • 
Thomson Reuters Matching Gift Program • Diane Tilstra • 
Karl Tolgu • Rachel Tolmachoff • William Treacy • Carolyn 
Trefts • Eden Trenor • Alex Truesdell • Mary Evelyn Tucker 
& John Grim • Kathleen Tucker • Anna Unkovich • Robert 
Vacca • Nancy & Gardner Van Scoyoc • Dick & Jane Vodra 
• Jeff Wade • Valerie Wagner • Medoh Walker • Elizabeth 
Walker • Linda Wan • Joan Ware • Francis Weller • Marylyn 
Wentworth • Bryan West • Richard Westlake • Cherie 
Westmoreland • Adrienne White • Katrin Wilde • Jennifer 
Wiley • Linda Williams • LaVerne Williams • Dar Williams • 
Thomas D. Williams • Barbara Williams-Sheng • Margaret 
Willits • Aletta Wilson • Eileen Wittewaall • Susan C. 
Wyatt • Brenda Young • Ann Zavitkovsky & Parker Lindner 
• Tatiana Zybin • Anonymous (31)

The number of people 

who support our work 

through donations  

has grown  530%.

2009
30,000 

2010
31,000 

2007
786 

 Thank you.

2009
1,543 

2010
3,749 

2011

40,000
2011

4,952

y
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ISSUE 61

Decades ago, the legendary journey of the  
open-ocean canoe Hokule‘a revealed secrets of 
Hawai‘i’s past and sparked pride in native culture. 
Now, a voyage around the world offers a new 
generation lessons about Earth’s uncertain future.

PHOTO BY TAYLOR BOGER

Rising Sea Levels
The View From a Canoe

Kids play under the 62-foot double 
hull of Hokule‘a off Kailua.
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Haunani Kane rises from the 
hulls of Hokule‘a, the legend-
ary double-hulled Hawaiian 

canoe. She stretches her back, stiff 
from squatting in the tight space 
where she’s been sanding fiberglass. 
She removes her protective gear 
and scrunches up her face. “It gets 
so sticky,” says the 24-year-old. The 
old Hawaiian proverb komo mai kau 
mapuna hoe means “dip your paddle 
in” or join the effort, and Kane is one 
of a dozen volunteers gathered on this 
warm August evening at the Marine 
Education Training Center outside 
downtown Honolulu to restore a boat 
that rewrote history.

In 1976, Hokule‘a’s voyage to Tahiti 
helped prove that ancient Polynesians 
were not drifters who accidentally 
discovered the Hawaiian Islands, but 
expert navigators. The boat launched 
a cultural revival in Hawai‘i. But when 
she was dry-docked last year on O‘ahu 
and stripped down to her shell, she 
was rotten from sailing 140,000 nauti-
cal miles.

Kane is part of a group called Kapu Na 
Keiki—meaning “to hold the children 
sacred”—young voyagers who are now 
helping repair and restore Hokule‘a 
with the hope of taking her on a four-
year worldwide journey beginning in 
2013. 

A handsome middle-aged man in 
mismatched flip-flop sandals, a torn 
polo shirt, and cuffed jeans surveys 
the volunteers’ work. This is Nainoa 
Thompson, who was part of Hokule‘a’s 
first crew and, in 1980, became the first 
Hawaiian on record in hundreds of 
years to navigate a voyaging canoe using 
traditional wayfaring, relying on the 
ocean swells, waves, sun, moon, stars, 
and seabirds to cross the open seas. 
Thompson’s lifelong work has been to 
demonstrate to Hawaiians how vital, 
resilient, and strong their traditions are. 

Now as the generation originally 
shaped by Hokule‘a grows older, 
Thompson sees the 2013 journey as an 
important step to help Hawai‘i’s youth 
define their identity and face threats 
to Hawaiian culture and economy, 

Hokule‘a and dozens of children 
swam out to board the vessel on its 
arrival. The canoe’s return to Hawai‘i 
prompted celebrations and major 
media coverage.

The 1976 voyage touched off a 
movement to revive Hawaiian culture 
and played a key role in the Hawaiian 
Renaissance as people learned about 
their ancestors’ accomplishments. Over 
the next several years, public schools 
began requiring the teaching of Hawai-
ian art, hula, lifestyle, and geography. 
Native communities founded language 
immersion schools to revive the Hawai-
ian language.

Meanwhile, Hokule‘a’s first journey 
stirred renewed interest in sailing 
and wayfaring. Mau Piailug returned 
to Micronesia, and the Polynesian 
Voyaging Society attempted to learn 
wayfaring on their own by reading and 
experimenting. But in 1978, trag-
edy forced them to re-examine their 
methods. A big-wave surfer named 
Eddie Aikau joined Hokule‘a’s crew, »

Sena Christian

such as climate change. Thompson 
believes Hawai‘i can become a model 
for sustainability and the canoe can 
serve as a classroom for examining 
climate change. He says his organiza-
tion, the Polynesian Voyaging Society, 
has mandated that 40 percent of the 
worldwide crew be under the age of 
30.

Thompson is both exacting and 
ambitious with his young crew 
because he knows what a powerful 
force wayfaring has been in his life 
and for Hawaiian culture.

Hokule‘a’s Lessons
In 1973, artist Herb Kane, anthropol-

ogist Dr. Ben Finney, and researcher 
Tommy Holmes set out to show that 
ancient Polynesians were skilled 
sailors and knowledgeable navigators 
who purposefully explored and settled 
small bodies of land, including the 
most isolated archipelago on Earth, 
the Hawaiian Islands. 

They designed Hokule‘a and named 
her after the “Star of Gladness”—Arc-
turus in Western astronomy—a guid-
ing zenith star that helps sailors find 
Hawai‘i. They formed the Polynesian 
Voyaging Society and developed a 
training program to test the abilities 
of hundreds of people who hoped 
to be part of Hokule‘a’s 2,400-mile 
inaugural voyage from Maui to Tahiti. 
Mau Piailug, a master navigator from 
the tiny Micronesian atoll of Satawal, 
would be at the helm. They selected 24 
additional men and women, including 
Thompson, who would join the return 
crew, which would fly to Tahiti and sail 
the canoe back to Hawai‘i.

Thompson had spent all his life on 
the ocean, fishing as a child in east 
Honolulu and paddling outrigger 
canoes in Waikiki after graduating 
high school. Hokule‘a merged the 
fractured elements of Thompson’s life: 
his love of the ocean, his heritage, his 
culture. He sensed this voyage would 
be deeply important.

The crew set off from Maui on May 
1, 1976, and arrived in Tahiti 34 days 
later. Thousands of Tahitians greeted 

Kapu Na Keiki members Haunani 
Kane and Jason Patterson prepare one 
of the Polynesian Voyaging Society’s 
canoes for a short sail with high 
school students in August.  

PHOTO BY SENA CHRISTIAN
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and in March of that year, the voyagers 
attempted another sail to Tahiti. But 
Hokule‘a capsized.

Aikau insisted on paddling for help. 
He strung some oranges around his 
neck, grabbed a portable strobe light, 
tied a life jacket around his waist, and 
set off. By midnight, the U.S. Coast 
Guard had rescued his friends after 
a pilot saw flares and requested aid. 
Aikau was never found.

The death of a beloved crewmember 
taught the Polynesian Voyaging Society 
something: They needed skills that 
could not merely be reconstructed from 
books. Thompson traveled to Microne-
sia to ask Piailug to teach him tradi-
tional wayfaring. Piailug agreed but 
not without a fight. At the age of 1, he 
had been chosen by his grandfather to 
become a sailor and he was sailing by 
age 5. He told the crew—who were in 
their 20s—they were too old and if they 
wanted someone to learn they should 
send their sons.

Eventually, Piailug relented. The 
crew spent two years studying under 
Piailug, learning how the navigator 
looks for the position of the sun and 
stars and observes wind directions and 
swell patterns, which have different 
heights, lengths, shapes, and speeds 

Hokule‘a: The View From a CanoeISSUE 61

» that alter the course of a canoe. 
Since their studies with Piailug, not 

one member of Hokule‘a’s crew has 
been lost at sea. In 1980, Piailug’s 
training allowed Thompson to lead 
Hokule‘a on a successful voyage to 
Tahiti and back—and the crew became 
the first Hawaiians in generations 
to regain the traditional knowledge 
of navigating the oceans over long 
distances. In speeches since then, 
Thompson has credited wayfaring with 
renewing native Hawaiian pride. 

The deep sense of cultural dignity, 
the capacity to envision what lies 
ahead, the connection with the natural 
world—these will be essential skills as 
Hawai‘i faces an uncertain economic 
and ecological future. That’s why 
Thompson feels it is so important to 
pass on navigation skills to the young 
members of Kapu Na Keiki.

Thompson came up with the idea 
for the 2013 worldwide voyage after 
Hokule‘a’s 1992 trip to the Cook 
Islands. As he journeyed home, he 
spoke by satellite phone with NASA 
astronaut and Hawaiian native Lacy 
Veach, who was orbiting Earth on a 
space shuttle. Thompson invited the 
astronaut to join the crew on a sail. The 
astronaut told Thompson of looking 

out of the space shuttle over Hawai‘i.
 “He saw the islands and the planet 

in one vision—that planet Earth was 
just an island like Hawai‘i, in an ocean 
of space, and that we needed to take 
care of them both if the planet was to 
remain a life-giving home for human-
ity,” Thompson says in a statement for 
the Polynesian Voyaging Society.

Thompson and his father later 
discussed how native Hawaiian 
 knowledge and values had enabled 
islanders to care for their land and seas 
for nearly 2,000 years. Through care-
ful management of natural resources, 
Hawai‘i sustained a large, thriving, 
self-sufficient population until the 
arrival of Western explorers. The men 
felt they should share those values 
with the world. 

For Thompson, getting to the deep-
est levels of navigation means looking 
inside himself and visualizing his 
own journey. He trusts his ancestors 
to show him the way in the hardest of 
times. He knows that sometimes when 
out at sea he will understand how to 
respond to a situation without know-
ing why. These are the intangible les-
sons he must pass on to future naviga-
tors and the lessons he hopes all young 
Hawaiians learn. Hokule‘a shaped 
and defined the lives of its older crew 
members, and Thompson believes it 
can do the same for their children. 

“We want to give them the canoe 
and help them with their dreams, not 
ours,” Thompson says.

Making Connections
Kaina Holomalia dropped out 

of high school to “screw around,” 
influenced by the drugs and alcohol 
around him—until he met Nainoa 
Thompson a decade ago and enrolled 
in the Myron B. Thompson Academy, 
a charter school where students learn 
math and science while sailing canoes. 
He soon joined Hokule‘a’s crew.

In 2009, Holomalia went on one of 
Hokule‘a’s roughest sails. Rain poured 
down. Clouds covered the sun and 
stars. Eighteen-foot swells lashed the 
canoe. 

“It was a big lesson of how deep are 

Volunteers work on refurbishing Hokule‘a while the canoe is dry-docked 
at the Marine Education Training Center in Honolulu. 

PHOTO BY COLE ALLEN
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you connected?” Holomalia, now 27, 
says. “When you cannot see the stars, 
you go into a different way of naviga-
tion from feeling, from heart.”

In a brief clearing, navigator Bruce 
Blankenfeld spotted the position of two 
stars and visualized the whole astro-
nomical map in his head. They arrived 
at their destination safely.

“We broke everything we could’ve 
broken and repaired it. We got hurt 
and mended each other,” says Holo-
malia, a robust man who wears his 
hair in a ponytail and is now a captain. 
“I’ve had a hard life. These canoes got 
me out of it. The values and love we 
share, our bond on the canoe is what 
makes these canoes voyaging canoes. 
On these canoes, you find fate, hope, 
and love.”

Fate because they’re living out what 

their ancestors taught them, hope for 
Hawai‘i’s future, and love for those 
onboard. When you are surrounded by 
nothing but water, Holomalia says, you 
take care of each other no matter what.

“We are always trying to figure out 
how to live forever,” he says. “A way to 
live forever is when you pass away and 
what you’ve taught lives on through 
your students. We had great leaders; 
now we’re losing a lot of them. It’s 
time for us to step up.”

Although Holomalia is only a few 
years older than the youth of Kapu Na 
Keiki, they see him as a mentor who 
can teach them about navigating what-
ever challenges lie ahead. The youth 
seek his guidance, although their own 
challenges may differ.

Kapu Na Keiki also works together 
to confront more than personal 
struggles. Member Haunani Kane, 
for instance, directs her focus to the 
threat of rising sea-level, which she 
considers the biggest threat facing her 
island home. She attends the Uni-
versity of Hawai‘i and is writing her 

master’s thesis on this topic.
“This is very important because 

most of Hawai‘i’s coastal areas are 
characterized not only by large, flat, 
coastal plains but also by high popula-
tions,” Kane says. “Many of the coastal 
areas also hold high cultural and 
ecological significance.” 

Scientists predict global sea level will 
rise a meter or more by the end of this 
century, drowning coastal communities 
such as Waikiki, displacing residents, 
and threatening the tourism industry. 
As fossil fuels become increasingly 
more expensive and difficult to extract, 
and as unpredictable weather disrupts 
global food and agriculture production, 
Hawai‘i will need to become more self-
reliant. Hawai‘i currently imports 90 
percent of its food, according to several 
recent reports. 

As part of Kapu Na Keiki, Kane 
encourages people to change their 
behaviors for the sake of the islands’ 
future. She helps lead schoolchildren 
on short sails, teaching them about 
trade winds and how to make a star 
compass. 

“We have been looking at how we 
can use the canoe to address the issues 
of sustainability and climate change,” 
she says. “Sailing on a canoe with 
limited supplies and provisions forces 
everyone to be sustainable and con-
serve food, water, and other resources. 
You really get a better appreciation for 
those things.”

Kane hopes to be part of the crew 
that sails around the world. 

The Journey Ahead
As the handful of young voyagers 

work in the dry dock and the sun sets 
over the Pacific Ocean, Lehua Kamalu 
of Kapu Na Keiki works on her laptop 
computer, using Google Earth to plan 
statewide sails in 2012. The group is 
using these trips to prepare for the 

worldwide voyage and to identify the 
culturally, educationally, and environ-
mentally important sites they’ll visit 
in 2013. Thompson used to handwrite 
the sail plans. Now, the crew relies on 
a hybrid of traditional and modern 
methods.

“This is our young influence,” 
Kamalu says, pointing to her computer. 

Like the other members of Kapu Na 
Keiki, Kamalu is committed to sustain-
able energy. The 25-year-old college 
student studies mechanical engineer-
ing and is considering a career in 
renewable energy. For now she often 
expresses her passion for sustainability 
by clearing trash from the beach or 
swimming a mile out into the water to 
snag a floating piece of garbage.

During the worldwide voyage, 
Hokule‘a’s crew will share curriculum 

about conservation, coral reef ecology, 
and native plants with educators they 
meet in places like Australia, the Gala-
pagos Islands, and Rapa Nui. They are 
discussing how to make the journey 
itself more sustainable—for instance, 
using an escort vessel that has the 
capability to sail or run on solar-pow-
ered engines.

Volunteers, including those from 
Kapu Na Keiki, have logged some 
15,000 hours refurbishing Hokule‘a 
since September 2010. Kane returns 
weekly to sand fiberglass.

“I am not too sure if it is because 
of voyaging or if it’s just who we are, 
but I know that we all really value our 
culture, our family, our land, and our 
ocean,” Kane says as Hokule‘a’s repairs 
near completion. “I hope our genera-
tion is able to give our children a better 
Hawai‘i than what we have today.”

Sena Christian is a writer and 
newspaper reporter. A Sacramento 
native, she writes about social 
justice, feminism, green living, and 
youth.

“I’VE HAD A HARD LIFE. THESE CANOES GOT ME OUT OF IT. THE VALUES 
AND LOVE WE SHARE, OUR BOND ON THE CANOE IS WHAT MAKES 
THESE CANOES VOYAGING CANOES.”
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 YES! But How?
  DO-IT-YOURSELF WAYS TO LIVE SUSTAINABLY

Green Pet Care
1

THE PERFECTLY SUSTAINABLE PET

Whether kept on a farm or a city rooftop, chickens are the most sustain-
able pets. They love hunting for garden slugs, and they’re walking com-
posters that will transform kitchen scraps into glorious fertilizer—and a 
bounty of eggs. If you buy young chicks, make sure they’re hens—unless 
you want roosters crowing at dawn and irate neighbors. To raise a tame 
chicken, get it used to human contact by keeping your hand near the 
feed while it eats, and holding it regularly. You might end up with a 
friendly lap chicken rather than a lap dog. 

Exotic pets that escape or are released into a foreign habitat can wreak havoc on native species. For example, efforts to restore the 
Florida Everglades are undermined by a population of 150,000 Burmese pythons—the result of owners releasing pet snakes into the 
wild. Florida wildlife officials hold amnesty days where owners can drop off exotic creatures, no questions asked.

Jennifer Kaye and Lindsay Kucera

2

LOW-COST VET CARE

The Humane Society recommends a pet 
insurance plan to help meet the cost of 
unexpected veterinary treatment. The web-
site also lists organizations in all 50 states 
that offer free or low-cost animal health 
services, including spay/neuter clinics. Local 
vet schools may also offer low-cost clinics. 
Go to humanesociety.org, avma.org. 
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WASTE NOT 

Leaving dog or cat waste 
where pets drop it might seem 
like a natural alternative to 
putting it in a plastic bag and 
dumping it in a landfill, but 
harmful bacteria from pet 
waste may seep into local 
groundwater, be swept away in 
rainwater runoff or, if flushed, 
survive sewage treatment 
and eventually contaminate 
streams, lakes, or bays. Some 
pet owners compost pet waste 
in a miniature outdoor septic 
tank. For cats, make sure you’re 
using  litter made from materi-
als that can be easily compos-
ted—such as corn, wheat, or 
recycled newspaper, rather 
than unsustainable clay. 

In Alaska, where dog sledding 
is the official state sport, 
owners are advised to compost 
dog waste from their kennels 
for the least environmental 
impact. An excellent guide 
published by the USDA gives 
clear instructions on building 
simple pet waste compost 
bins, and the conditions to 
create high temperatures for 
efficient composting—even in 
the cold Alaskan climate. Find 
it at ak.nrcs.usda.gov/compost.
html.

5

3

6

ADOPT A MUTT

Puppy farms aren’t green, and neither is the fact that 
4  million stray cats and dogs are put down each year. Why 
not adopt a lovable mutt instead of buying a purebred? 

TOYS AND TREATS

Give small wildlife a break—keep your cat 
indoors at dusk and dawn, when cats are 
most likely to hunt, and channel some of 
that hunting instinct into active play. The 
recycling bin can be a source of cat amuse-
ment. Twisted paper bags are good for a 
game of pounce, and a cardboard box can 
be an alluring hiding place. Recycle when 
your cat becomes bored. 

FLEA-FREE HOME

A flea infestation is misery, but com-
mercial “bug bombs” fill your home with 
potentially hazardous organophosphates. 
Try controlling the local flea population by 
using a combination of non-toxic methods. 
Grooming your dog, cat, or rabbit regularly 
with a flea comb is a good start. As the 
fleas are caught in the comb, deposit them 
in soapy water to prevent them jumping 
back onto your pet. 

Fleas lay their eggs in the environment 
rather than on the animal, so cleaning up 

4

dust, debris, and pet hair will also help. 
Wash pet bedding and vacuum every five 
days, and get the vacuum bag out of the 
house before those tiny flea eggs hatch. 
You can freeze or burn the bag contents 
to destroy the eggs. Using a wet vac with 
slightly soapy water is an efficient way 
to capture both stray fleas and eggs. 
“Natural” or “food grade” diatomaceous 
earth (not the kind used in swimming pool 
filters) is safe to use in areas that can’t be 
reached by a mop or vacuum—the fine 
powder dehydrates fleas.



YES! SPRING 2012  : :   WWW.YESMAGAZINE.ORG  60

IN REVIEW

There are few human beings who have the 
cultural depth, breadth, and perspective of 
96-year-old Grace Lee Boggs. Born during 

World War I to Chinese immigrant parents, she has 
lived through the Great Depression, World War II, 
and the Civil Rights, anti-war, women’s, gay rights, 
and disability dignity movements, then 9/11 and the 
Afghanistan and Iraq wars. She effectively trans-
formed herself into an African American through 
her marriage to black autoworker Jimmy Boggs 
and her immersion in the Detroit community over 
the past 60 years. Much of her new book, The Next 
American Revolution, reads as her philosophical 
autobiography, charting how experience shaped her 
political ideas, using the first person and the collec-
tive “we” grounded in her community activism. 

Co-author Scott Kurashige, the award-winning 
author of The Shifting Grounds of Race: Black and 
Japanese Americans in the Making of Multiethnic Los 
Angeles, collaborated as an editor, shaping the book 

reviewed by Larry Gabriel

ARevolutionWithin
GRACE BOGGS GIVES US 

A HANDBOOK FOR TRANSFORMATION, 

FROM VICTIMS TO 

EMPOWERED CITIZENS

PHOTO BY ERIC SEALS FOR YES!  MAGAZINE

At her home in Detroit, Grace Boggs is surrounded 
by reminders of her days fighting for social justice 

alongside her husband Jimmy Boggs. 
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 The Next American 
Revolution: Sustainable 

Activism for the Twenty-First 
Century

Grace Lee Boggs and Scott 
Kurashige 

University of California Press, 

2011, 224 pages, $24.95

by combing through an archive of 
Boggs-written articles, pamphlets, 
speeches, and correspondence. His 
introduction gives perspective for the 
ensuing narrative.

Nearly a century ago, Detroit was 
the high-technology capital of the 
world. In the 1930s and 1940s it was 
the vanguard of organized labor. By 
the 1960s the Motor City exported 
Motown music, and 20 years later 
pulled off the same trick with techno. 
Today, Detroit is arguably the most 
devastated post-industrial community 
in America. If you pay attention to the 
mainstream media, pretty much all 
that is left of Detroit is crime-ridden, 
Rust Belt woe—with a big helping of 
divisive racial posturing. 

Boggs and Kurashige agree that 
Detroit’s days as the world’s industrial 
giant are over. That’s pretty much the 
end of their concord with conventional 
perspectives. They describe a transfor-
mation of vision and perspective going 
on in Detroit that is much more than a 
matter of rhetorical jiu jitsu. And they 
put it in historical perspective:

“We are in the midst of a cultural 
transition as far-reaching as that from 
hunting and gathering to agriculture 

Peace Love Ukulele

“If everyone played the ukulele, 
the world would be a better place,” 
says Jake Shimabukuro. He gives 
a surprising dignity to “Bohemian 
Rhapsody.” And the world really needs 
this one last version of “Hallelujah.”

Monsters of Folk

Quartet of standout singer-
songwriters Jim James, Conor Oberst, 
Mike Moggis, and M. Ward. This is a 
rich blend, and they all take turns at 
lead vocals. Oberst’s distinctive voice 
is the album’s North Star (“Ahead of 
the Curve”). He shines better here than 
with Bright Eyes.

Chimes of Freedom

Eighty (!) artists interpret Bob Dylan 
to benefit Amnesty International. 
Favorites: a bouncy “You Ain’t Goin’ 
Nowhere” from Brett Dennen and 
Diana Krall’s elegant version of 
“Simple Twist of Fate” on piano.

YES!  PICKS :: 
Musical inspiration while  
putting out this issue

Have a listen at  
yesmagazine.org/music

11,000 years ago and from agriculture 
to industry 3,000 years ago.”

Their view is that the struggle now 
is about what direction the world will 
take from here. To make that direc-
tion positive for the majority of people, 
nothing less than revolution is nec-
essary. Not a violent takeover of the 
political-economic state, but rather a 
revolution in our ways of thinking and 
acting on a personal and community 
level, a transformation from victims to 
empowered citizens.

TNAR is partly a celebration of the 
sort of democratic community move-
ments the authors see emerging as 
a critical force for creating the new 
Detroit, a new United States, and indeed 
a new world. They cite a number of 
organizations as evidence, like the 
Detroit Coalition Against Police Bru-
tality. Led by a former Black Panther, 
it pushes for police accountability and 
works to reduce policing by resolving 
neighborhood conflicts. The Beloved 
Communities Center in Greensboro, 
N.C., is another. It uses truth and recon-
ciliation to heal the community, where 
five racial-justice marchers were killed 
in 1979. An international example is 
Mexico’s Zapatistas, who defied NAFTA 
in favor of development grounded in 
their own culture and needs.

There are points where TNAR strays 
toward cataloguing what might be con-
sidered modest community achieve-
ments. But part of the “Why?” of the 
book is to show how these compo-
nents weave together into a nontradi-
tional, nonhierarchical force that defies 
efforts to control the stumbling world 
economy through political and military 
domination.

There are lessons here for activists 
that make this slim volume a hand-
book for personal, and therefore social, 
transformation. That, more than any-
thing, is the revolution that Boggs 
seeks. y

Larry Gabriel, a Detroit-based writer, musician and 
activist, has edited and written for the Metro Times, 
UAW Solidarity, and the Detroit Free Press. 

Excerpt: “How Sustainable Activism Saved Detroit” 
yesmagazine/seeds-of-hope
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Beloved Child  
Diane Wilson 

MHS Press, 2011, 224 pages, $24.95

reviewed by Kris Kolb

Here are some cold facts facing 
American Indians today: Native teens 
have the highest dropout rate in pub-
lic schools—and the highest suicide 
rate in the nation. Native  Americans 
die from alcoholism at a rate six 
times greater than average, and dia-
betes kills natives at a rate three times 
higher. In Minnesota—part of the 
traditional lands of the Dakota peo-
ple—35 percent of natives live below 
the poverty line.

Dakota author Diane Wilson traces 
what she calls the “soul wound” of 
her people back through 150 years of 
genocide—the government policies 
that tore families apart and people 
away from their land, and silenced 
their language and culture. The vio-
lence, addiction, depression, and 
despair so pervasive in Dakota com-
munities today are forms of the 
disease of historical trauma. In the 
midst of this, she asks, how do you 
raise beloved children and break the 
cycle of self-destruction in native 
communities? 

Wilson interviews several Dakota 
leaders who bring resilience and 
fierce hope to healing their commu-
nities, beginning with the children. 
These different leaders—an artist, a 
spiritual leader, home-schooling par-
ents, a boarding school survivor, an 
impoverished elderly woman raising 

her grandson—teach by reclaiming 
Dakota traditions and language. But 
Wilson finds a common foundation 
to this transformative work: First, 
you must heal yourself. 

The book is at its best when Wil-
son narrates how the healing hap-
pens. It begins with taking care of 
yourself—finding compassion for 
yourself, respecting yourself, valuing 
yourself. 

“As parents, we all struggle with 
the legacies within our families 
that we have inherited, and in that 
struggle we pass on some portion 
of those legacies to our children,” 
Wilson says. “But if we do transfor-
mative work in our lifetime, then we 
may have the opportunity to give our 
grandchildren the benefit of what we 
have learned and to make amends 
with our children.” 

Beloved Child is history and mani-
festo, but even more, it’s a guide 
and inspiration for all of us working 
every day to heal ourselves—and to 
raise our own beloved children. 
Kris Kolb is a freelance writer living in Seattle.

The Empowerment Manual 
Starhawk

New Society Publishers, 2011, 288 pages, $24.95

reviewed by Olivia Rosane 

One of the original Occupy Wall 
Street organizers, Marina Sitrin, 
told me she hopes the movement 
will expand by going local, as people 
organize general assemblies in their 
schools and workplaces. She may be 
onto something: In the past month, 
my coworkers have begun meeting 

at a local bar under the banner of 
Workers for a Democratic Workplace, 
and my church has relaunched its 
social justice committee. So veteran 
activist and writer Starhawk has her 
finger on the pulse with the publica-
tion of The Empowerment Manual, a 
warm-hearted, straightforward guide 
for creating and sustaining collabora-
tive groups. 

Starhawk defines a collaborative 
group as one “based on shared power 
and the inherent worth and value of 
each member.” She’s something of 
an expert on the topic. Since joining 
the blockade of the Diablo Canyon 
nuclear power plant in 1981, she has 
participated in many decentralized 
groups, including the 1999 WTO 
protests in Seattle and Reclaiming, 
a Pagan communities network. Her 
experienced voice is a major strength 
of The Empowerment Manual, assur-
ing new activists that the problems 
they face have been worked through 
before.  

Each chapter takes an element of 
group work (creating a shared vision, 
distributing power, communication, 
dealing with conflict) and breaks it 
down with the help of exercises such 
as brainstorming sessions, role-
plays, and discussion guides. Woven 
throughout is the story of Rootbound 
Ecovillage, a fictional collaborative 
housing experiment in the Bay Area 
with group dynamics that will be 
familiar to most readers, despite the 
California New Age cultural trap-
pings. Starhawk’s basic recommen-
dations—that groups eschewing a 
formal power structure find ways 
to attach influence to responsibil-
ity instead of unearned privilege and 
that conflicts be addressed directly, 
respectfully, and in person—are clear 
and wise. Whether you’re starting a 
new group or strengthening an exist-
ing one, The Empowerment Manual is 
a valuable tool. 
Olivia Rosane is a writer living in New York.

Excerpt: “6 Ways to Empower Others”  
yesmagazine.org/starhawk
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FILM :: 

Bill Cunningham New York 

Zeitgeist Films, 2010, 84 minutes.

Bicycling around the city with his camera, 
80-something Bill Cunningham balances 
between worlds—snapping street style 
by day, elite soirees by night, producing 
photos that celebrate street kids, drag 
queens, and heiresses equally. 

 “Those who seek beauty will find it,” he 
says. Touching and exhilarating. 

The Edge of Dreaming 

Amy Hardie, 2009, 72 minutes.

Filmmaker Amy Hardie’s perfect life with 
her family in the Scottish countryside is dis-
turbed by dreams that seem prophetic—or 
are they? She investigates, through psycho-
therapy, art, neuroscience, and shamanism. 
A gorgeous autobiographical meditation 
on life, death, love, and dreams.

Watch film trailers at 
yesmagazine.org/61films
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“The Kochtopus” is what some call Charles and David Koch’s 
widespread, many-tentacled funding effort to shrink the fed-
eral government. Their efforts to suppress voters, dismantle 

public schools, and get rid of the Environmental Protection Agency and 
Social Security are systematically revealed in The Koch Brothers Exposed, 
a low-budget but sharply focused series by new media company Brave 
New Films.

The 13 short films illustrate how the lives of struggling Americans 
are worsened by the Kochs’ drive for profit and political power. One 
film, for example, connects an epidemic of cancer in a neighborhood of 
Crosset, Ark., to the channel of steaming, black goo floating into town 
from the Koch Industries-owned Georgia Pacific plant. 

The Kochs lobby by giving millions to nonprofits that use the 
money—frequently via pseudo-grassroots organizations with innocu-
ous names—to benefit the overarching Koch political agenda. Here’s 
how it works: According to one film in the series, Koch Industries gave 
$28.4 million to think tanks that advocated raising the Social Secu-
rity retirement age. That’s not a popular policy with older voters, but 
the Kochs also gave more than $1 million to the American Legislative 
Exchange Council (ALEC), a group working to pass laws that require 
voters to have state-issued photo identification. Critics say that would 
make voting more difficult for the elderly, students, and minorities. 

Although the Kochs have doled out millions to politicians, think 
tanks, and anyone else who could help them undo American democ-
racy over the past 10 years, they were relatively unknown until recently. 
Jane Mayer clarified their role as funders of the Tea Party in an August 
2010 New Yorker article. They got more coverage during the Wisconsin 
protests when it became clear that Gov. Scott Walker was enacting the 
Koch/ALEC agenda. 

Koch Brothers Exposed takes this reporting to a new level, bridging 
the gaps between investigative journalism, documentary, and activ-
ism. These short (two to 12 minute) films, designed for viral circulation 
through Facebook  and other social media, are in an open-ended format 
that the filmmakers can update as necessary. Judging from the series 
so far, ongoing reports like these are an effective way of showing just 
how much influence the super-rich can have on our democracy. 
Oliver Lazenby is a freelance journalist and farm laborer living in Washington state.

The Koch Brothers Exposed
Brave New Films, Robert Greenwald, 2011.
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