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Agent orAnge: 
From FArm to 

tAble
A n n A   L A p p é

hile my sister-in-law put the finishing 
touches on Thanksgiving dinner, I listened 
to her friend recount the losing battle her 
husband, a Vietnam veteran, fought with 

lung cancer. She explained her husband’s illness was 
caused by his wartime exposure to the toxic defoliant 
Agent Orange, produced primarily by two companies, 
Dow Chemical and Monsanto. Named for the colored 
band on its transport tanks, Agent Orange was a cocktail 
of chemicals, including an herbicide called 2,4-D. Shortly 
after the spraying — con-
ducted to deprive guerrilla 
fighters of cover and a food 
supply — started in 1962, re-
ports began to emerge of seri-
ous health effects, from birth 
defects to other illnesses. To 
this day, the U.S. Department 
of Veteran Affairs offers an 
Agent Orange registry health 
exam for the possible long-
term problems caused by ex-
posure, and more than 40,000 
veterans have submitted dis-
ability claims. The Red Cross 
estimates that 1 million Viet-
namese were affected, in-
cluding third-generation chil-
dren born with severe birth 
defects. 
 In January the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture 
opened a public comment 
period on the environmental 
and health impacts of a new 
suite of crops engineered to 
be resistant to 2,4-D. These 
corn and soybean plants, pro-
duced by Dow AgroSciences, 
a subsidiary of Dow Chemical, would be the first devel-
oped to be resistant to the herbicide.
 According to experts, the introduction of these 
new crops could cause 2,4-D use to jump, big time. Chuck 
Benbrook, a pesticide policy expert with the Center for 
Sustaining Agriculture and Natural Resources at Washing-
ton State University, has estimated that if it’s approved, 
the engineered corn could cause applications of 2,4-D to 
jump 20-fold by 2019.
 That’s particularly concerning because experts 

have long shown that 2,4-D causes serious harm to hu-
mans, especially when used over vast swaths of farmland 
and lawns. Largely because of such concern, the Natural 
Resources Defense Council (NRDC) petitioned the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency to revoke the chemical’s ap-
proval, first granted in 1948.
 NRDC researchers and other critics of 2,4-D point 
to studies showing the chemical is a neurotoxin and that 
exposure to it can cause hormone disruption, certain forms 
of cancer and genetic mutations. The chemical has also 
been linked to lowered sperm counts, liver disease and 
Parkinson’s disease as well as adverse effects on repro-
ductive and immune systems. What’s further worrisome 
is that 2,4-D is known to drift, affecting areas near farms, 
including streams, rivers and wildlife.
 In April 2012 the EPA rejected the NRDC’s peti-
tion, stating that the group did not prove that the chemical 
was unsafe in the manner it is used. Despite the EPA’s ac-
tions, public health advocates have maintained that there 

are serious human health 
impacts, based on compel-
ling evidence from peer-
reviewed studies around the 
world. A University of Min-
nesota study found a greater 
frequency of genetic muta-
tions in pesticide applicators 
who had higher rates of 2,4-
D in their urine. A National 
Cancer Institute study found 
farmers exposed to 2,4-D 
upward of 20 days a year had 
a higher risk of developing 
non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma 
than nonfarmers did, by a 
factor of six. The EPA’s fact 
sheet notes that the chemical 
has shown toxic effects on 
the thyroid and gonads and 
expresses concern about po-
tential “endocrine-disrupt-
ing effects.” 
      With all these risks, 
why are chemical compa-
nies like Dow and Mon-
santo formulating seeds to 
be resistant to this decades-
old chemical with a terrible 

health track record? The USDA said these new crops are 
intended to “help address the problem of weeds that have 
developed resistance to other herbicides.” 
 The real motivation for introducing new herbi-
cide-resistant seeds is Monsanto’s and Dow’s bottom 
lines; it is one of the best ways to boost sales of chemicals. 
 But what’s driving the weed resistance in the first 
place? In part, the widespread use of another genetically 
engineered technology by the same chemical companies: 
Roundup Ready corn and soybeans developed by Mon-
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santo. Introduced in the 1990s, Roundup Ready corn and 
soybeans account for 70 and 90 percent of those crops, 
respectively. Since then, farmers have sprayed so much of 
the relatively inexpensive Roundup herbicide that weeds 
have been developing resistance. Roundup-resistant weeds 
now pose such a problem for farmers that the head of the 
Arkansas Association of Conservation Districts told The 
New York Times these superweeds are “the single largest 
threat to production agriculture that we have ever seen.” 
 But, 2,4-D-resistant genetically engineered corn 
and soybean seeds will lead to more weed resistance. In 
2012 the trade journal Weed Science reported on new, pre-
viously undocumented 2,4-D-resistant weeds. As the new 
plants encourage more spraying of 2,4-D, this weed resis-
tance will expand. This is particularly worrisome because 
2,4-D is much more toxic than Roundup; it is the seventh-
largest source of dioxins (PDF) in our environment, and it 
bioaccumulates, meaning it builds up in our bodies and in 
the environment over time. “If Dow Chemical’s 2,4-D-tol-
erant corn and soy crops are approved by the USDA, hun-
dreds of millions more pounds (PDF) of this toxic chemi-
cal will be used on crops, with ever-increasing residues on 
our food,” the Center for Food Safety’s Rebecca Spector 
told me. And because 2,4-D can drift, even organic crops, 
grown by farmers who by definition do not use herbicides, 
are at risk from neighbors using those genetically engi-
neered seeds.
 The real motivation behind the introduction of 
those products is Monsanto’s and Dow’s bottom lines. 

Simply put, producing new herbicide-resistant seeds is 
one of the best ways to boost sales of chemicals. “[Geneti-
cally engineered] seeds are the growth engine of pesticide 
companies,” said Marcia Ishii-Eiteman, a senior scientist 
at the Pesticide Action Network, a coalition that seeks to 
replace harmful pesticides with ecologically sound alter-
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natives. “This is the primary reason that pesticide com-
panies began buying up seed companies in the 1980s and 
then engineering seeds to be used with proprietary pesti-
cides. The profitable trend for chemical companies contin-
ues today and has kept American farmers on this pesticide 
treadmill.”
 Decades after Agent Orange was sprayed over 
South Vietnam, we have borne witness to the human toll 
of exposure to its cocktail of chemicals, including 2,4-D. 
It would be wise to approach with extreme caution any 
regulatory action that would encourage more — not less 
— use of 2,4-D. What’s more, herbicide use on Ameri-
can farmland simply perpetuates a vicious cycle: Spraying 
leads to weed resistance, which leads to more spraying. 
The solution is to break the cycle by investing in a differ-
ent kind of innovation, one that promotes ecological solu-
tions to weed control.
 On March 11, the USDA’s Animal and Plant 
Health Inspection Service closed its public comment 
period on the question of regulating these new crops. If 
the USDA approves the seeds, the EPA still has to assess 
whether and how 2,4-D should be sprayed. Until then, en-
vironmental and health advocates, such as the Center for 
Food Safety, are urging Americans to air their concerns 
about this new use of genetic engineering. It’s time we 
pivot from a corrosive cycle and support the kind of in-
novations that get decades-old, toxic chemicals off our 
farms, fields and lawns. 

Anna Lappé is the author of Diet for a Hot Planet: The Climate 
Crisis at the End of Your Fork and What You Can Do About It, 

and the co-founder of the Small Planet Institute and Real Food 
Media Project. 
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WInnIng the 
green energy 

reVolutIon
h A r v e y  W A s s e r M A n

High above the Bowling Green town dump, 
a green energy revolution is being won. It’s 
being helped along by the legalization of 
marijuana and its bio-fueled cousin, indus-

trial hemp. But it’s under extreme attack from the billion-
aire Koch Brothers, utilities like First Energy and a fossil/
nuke industry that threatens our existence on this planet. 
Robber Baron resistance to renewable energy has never 
been more fierce. The prime reason is that the Solartopian 
Revolution embodies the 
ultimate threat to the cor-
porate utility industry and 
the hundreds of billions of 
dollars it has invested in the 
obsolete monopolies that 
define King CONG (Coal, 
Oil, Nukes & Gas). 
 Four very large 
wind turbines in this small 
Ohio town are producing 
clean, cheap electricity that 
can help save our planet. 
A prime reason they exist 
is that Bowling Green has 
a municipal-owned utility. 
When it came time to go 
green, the city didn’t have 
to beg some corporate-
owned electric monopoly to 
do it for them.
 In fact, most of 
northern Ohio is now domi-
nated by FirstEnergy, one of 
the most reactionary, anti-
green private utilities in the 
entire US. As owner of the 
infamous Davis-Besse reac-
tor near Toledo, FE continu-
ally resists the conversion 
of our energy economy to 
renewable sources. Except 
for the occasional green window-dressing, First Energy 
has fought fiercely for decades to preserve its unsafe reac-
tors while fighting off the steady progression of renewable 
generators.  
 FE’s obstinance has been particularly dangerous 
at Davis-Besse, one of the world’s most profoundly un-
safe nukes. To the dismay even of the Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission and other notoriously docile agencies, unde-

tected boric acid ate nearly all the way through a reac-
tor pressure vessel and threatened a massive melt-down/
explosion that could have irradiated the entire north coast 
and the Great Lakes. FE’s nuke at Perry, east of Cleveland, 
was the first in the US to be substantially damaged by an 
earthquake. 
 Both Perry and David-Besse are in the stages of 
advanced decay. Each of them is being held together by 
the atomic equivalent of duct tape and bailing twine. A 
major accident grows more likely with each hour of opera-
tion. Small wonder the nuclear industry has been shielded 
since 1957 by the Price-Anderson Act, which limits cor-
porate liability in any reactor disaster to less than $15 bil-
lion, a drop in the bucket compared to what has already 
happened at Chernobyl and Fukushima, and could happen 
here. Should either of those reactors blow, FE and other 
investors will simply not have to pay for the loss of your 
home, family, personal health. Should that federal insur-
ance be removed, the reactors would shut soon thereafter 

since for the last 57 years, 
no private insurers have 
stepped forward to write a 
policy on these reactors. 
      As for the wind tur-
bines in Bowling Green, 
there are no such problems. 
With zero federal insurance 
restrictions, they initially 
came in ahead of schedule 
and under budget. They have 
boosted the local economy, 
created jobs and produced 
power that is far cheaper, 
safer, cleaner and more re-
liable than anything com-
ing out of the many nearby 
trouble-plagued burners of 
fossil and nuclear fuels.  
       Throughout the world 
similar “miracles” are in 
progress. According to the 
Federal Energy Regula-
tory Commission, 92% of 
the new electrical generat-
ing capacity installed in the 
US in the first two months 
of 2014 was renewable 
That includes six new wind 
farms, three geothermal fa-
cilities, and 25 new solar 
plants. One of those wind 

installations is a 75 megawatt plant in Huron County, Wis-
consin.
 Four solar arrays will produce 73 megawatts for 
Southern California Edison, which was just forced by a 
grassroots upsurge to shut its two huge reactors at San On-
ofre, between Los Angeles and San Diego. SoCalEd and 
the people of southern California are now in the process of 
filling that void with a wide range of renewable installa-
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tions. Many home owners will be doing it by installing so-
lar panels on their rooftops, a rapidly advancing technolo-
gy that is proving extremely cost-effective while avoiding 
production of millions of tons of greenhouse gases and 
radioactive waste.  
 By comparison, according to one report, new de-
velopment in “fossil fuel-based infrastructure was almost 
non-existent for January and February, with only one natu-
ral gas facility brought on line.” Across the nation, public 
opinion polls show an accelerating embrace of renew-
ables. According to a Gallup Poll taken last year, more 
than 70% of Americans want more emphasis put on solar 
and wind power, well over twice as many as embrace coal 
(31%) and nearly twice as many as those who support new 
nukes (37%).  
 And here Wall Street agrees with Main Street. De-
spite gargantuan federal subsidies and its status as a legal 
fiefdom unto itself, major investors have shunned atomic 
energy. The smart money is pouring toward Solartopia, to 
the tune of billions each year in new invested capital.
 There have been the inevitable failures, such as 
the infamous Solyndra which left the feds holding more 
than a half-billion in bad paper. But such pitfalls have 
been common throughout the history of energy start-ups, 
including all aspects of the fossil/nuke industry. And in so-
lar’s case, Solyndra has been dwarfed by billions in profits 
from other green investments.
 Ironically, one of the biggest new fields---ad-
vanced bio-fuels---is being opened by the legalization of 
marijuana and its industrial cousin, hemp. Hemp was the 
number two cash crop (behind tobacco) grown in the early 

American colonies. Both George Washington and Thomas 
Jefferson were enthusiastic cultivators. Jefferson wrote 
passionately about it in his farm journal, and Washington 
took pains to import special seed from India. 
 As a crop with many uses, hemp has been an es-
sential player in human agriculture for 50 centuries. In 
early America, hemp’s primary early service was as feed-
stock for rope and sails for ships. But it was also used to 
make clothing and other textiles. Ben Franklin processed 
it in his first paper mill. And it has wide applications as a 
food crop, especially thanks to the high protein content of 
its seeds, which are also a core of the bird feed business. 
Some of the early colonies actually required farmers to 
grow hemp. During World War 2 the military comman-
deered virtually the entire state of Kansas for it, using it 
primarily for rope in the Navy. But since then it has been 
almost everywhere illegal.   
 There are many theories behind why, including a 
belief that the tree-based paper industry does not want to 
compete with hemp feedstock, which---as Franklin knew-
-- makes a stronger paper, and can be grown far more 
cheaply and sustainably. China, Japan, Germany, Ruma-
nia and other nations have long been growing hemp with 
great profit. Canada’s annual crop has been valued at near-
ly $500,000,000. Estimates of its domestic consumption 
here in the US run around $550,000,000, all of it imported. 
 The US hemp industry is widely regarded as an 
innocent by-stander in the insane war against marijuana 
(Some believe that because it threatens so many industrial 
interests, hemp is actually a CAUSE of marijuana prohi-
bition). But because marijuana prohibition seems finally 

g r e e N  e N e r g y
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to be on the fade, the laws against hemp cultivation are 
falling away. The national farm community is in strong 
support, for obvious reasons. Hemp is extremely easy 
to grow, does not require pesticides or herbicides (it’s a 
weed!) and has centuries of profitability to back it up.
 When Colorado recently legalized recreational 
pot it also opened the door for industrial hemp, with the 
first full-on crop now on its way in. Washington state is 
following suit. In Kentucky, right-wing Republican Sena-
tors Rand Paul and Mitch McConnell both strongly sup-
port legalization. The federal law against its cultivation in 
states where it’s being legalized has now eased.  
 Hemp’s role in the Solartopian revolution is cer-
tain to be huge. The oil content in its seeds makes it a 
prime player in the booming bio-fuels industry. The high 
cellulosic content of its stems and leaves mean it might 
also be fermented into ethanol (The stalks and stems are 
also highly prized as building materials and insulation). 
There has been strong resistance to bio-fuels now derived 
from corn and soy, for good reason. Those are food crops, 
and their use for industrial fuel has pitted hungry people 
against automobiles and other combustion technologies, 
bringing on rising prices for those who can least afford 
them.  
 Corn and soy are also extremely inefficient as fuel 
stocks (corn is far worse). In a world dominated by corpo-
rate agri-business, they are generally raised unsustainably, 
with huge quantities of pesticides, herbicides and petro-
based fertilizers. None of those are required for hemp, 
which is prolific, sustainable and can be raised in large 

g r e e N  e N e r g y
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quantities by independent non-corporate growers.  
 Along with on-going breakthroughs in other feed-
stocks (especially algae) hemp will be a major player in 
the Solartopian future. As pot inches its way toward full 
legalization, we can reasonably expect to see a revolution 
in bio-fuels within a very few years.
 Likewise with wind and solar. Windmills have 
been with us for at least five centuries. Coming from the 
plains of Asia, they covered our own Great Plains in the 
Great Depression and have rapidly advanced in power and 
efficiency. Newly installed turbine capacity is far cheaper 
than nukes and has recently surpassed all but the dirtiest of 
fossil fuels. As at Bowling Green, installation can be quick 
and efficient. Actual output often exceeds expectation, as 
do profits and job-creation.  
 But the real revolution is coming in photo-voltaics 
(PV). These technologies---and there’s a very wide range 
of them---convert sunlight to electricity. Within the next 
few decades, they will comprise the largest industry in hu-
man history. Every home, office, factory, window, park-
ing lot, highway, vehicle, machine, device and much more 
will be covered and/or embedded with them.  There are 
trillions of dollars to be made. The speed of their advance 
is now on par with that of computing capability. Moore’s 
Law---which posited (correctly) that computing capacity 
would double every two years---is now a reality in the 
world of PV. Capacity is soaring while cost plummets.  
 It’s a complex, demanding and increasingly com-
petitive industry. It can also be hugely profitable. So there’s 
every technological reason to believe that in tandem with 
wind, bio-fuels, geo-thermal, ocean thermal, wave energy, 
increased efficiency, conservation and more, the Solarto-
pian revolution in clean green PV power could completely 
transform the global energy industry within the next few 
years.
 “Only flat-earthers and climate-deniers can con-
tinue to question the fact that the age of renewable energy 
is here now,” says Ken Bossong, executive director of the 
Sun Day Campaign. But there’s a barrier---King CONG, 
the Robber Baron energy corporations. In fact, the Koch 
Brothers and their fossil/nuke cohorts are conducting a vi-
cious nationwide campaign against renewables. It puts out 
all sorts of reasons for the bloviators to blurt. Their real 
motive is to protect their huge corporate investments.  

 What’s really at stake here is the question of who 
will control the future of energy---King CONG, or the hu-
man community. Though it would seem it could also be 
monopolized, Solartopian energy is by nature community-
based. Photovoltaic cells could be owned by corporations, 
and in many cases they are. But in the long run PV inclines 
toward DG (distributed generation). The nature of roof-
top collectors is to allow homeowners to own their own 
supply.  The market might incline them at various stages 
to buy or lease the solar cells from a monopoly. But in real 
terms, the price of PV is dropping so fast that monopoli-
zation may well become moot. As futurist Jeremy Rifkin 
puts it more generally in “Rise of Anti-Capitalism,” 
 “The inherent dynamism of competitive markets 
is bringing costs so far down that many goods and services 
are becoming nearly free, abundant, and no longer sub-
ject to market forces. While economists have always wel-
comed a reduction in marginal cost, they never anticipated 
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the possibility of a technological revolution that might 
bring those costs to near zero” (New York Times, 3/15/14). 
 But that’s what’s starting to happen with photo-
voltaic cells, where fuel is free and capital costs are drop-
ping low enough that the utility industry and its fossil/nuke 
allies can’t quite grab control. When individual building 
owners can generate their own PV power, when commu-
nities like Bowling Green can own their own windmills, 
when small farmers can grow their own hemp-based fuel, 
who needs King CONG?
 We know this powerful beast will fight against the 
renewable revolution right down to its last billion, espe-
cially now that American elections are so easily bought 
and stolen. Defending the green-powered turf will not be 
easy. But sooner or later, if we can survive fracking, the 
next few Fukushimas and the oil spills after that, Solarto-
pia must come. Our economic and our biological survival 
both depend on it!!

Harvey Wasserman is senior editor of the Columbus Free Press 
and freepress.org. He edits www.nukefree.org and wrote SO-
LARTOPIA! OUR GREEN-POWERED EARTH (www.solarto-
pia.org).
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In DeFense oF 
‘mIllennIAl’ 

J o r d A n  F r A A d e 
ate last year, web developer Zeke Weeks creat-
ed a browser application that promised to block 
all references to “millennials” and replace them 
with “pesky whipper-snappers.” It hit enough of 

a nerve that Salon’s Prachi Gupta reported on it and wrote: 
“Regardless of what you think about millennials…we 
can probably all agree 
that the term ‘millennial’ 
is an annoying and over-
used buzzword that needs to 
go away forever.” 
 We can all agree? 
Demographers Neil Howe 
and William Strauss coined 
the term “millennial” in 
1991 as part of a larger study 
on generational cycles. 
But in the last few years, 
its academic origins have 
been obscured by thinkpiec-
es, meta-thinkpieces and 
asinine marketing advice. I 
recently watched a conver-
sation on “millennial” un-
fold on a friend’s Facebook 
page; the term encountered 
significant resistance from 
people who saw it as cloying 
and insincere. If you twitch 
uncontrollably when you 
hear buzzwords like “in-
novative,” “disruptive” and 
“results-oriented,” there’s a 
good chance you’ve sworn 
off “millennial” too.
 But to use a quintes-
sentially millennial phrase, 
this strategy is an epic fail. 
Rather than scorn the term, 
it’s time to take back “mil-
lennial” and use it to our political advantage — as an or-
ganizing tool, not just a descriptive one. Doing this will 
require young people to make their peace with a term that 
many feel has been thrust upon them from above. (It’s 
easy to be skeptical when your elders’ attempts to sell you 
on their political agenda are so clumsy and condescend-
ing.) I’ve heard many of my peers question the usefulness 
of a generational frame in the first place. We’re the larg-
est, most diverse generation in American history, and 20 
years passed between the birth of the oldest and youngest 
among us; what could we all have in common with one 

another? The answer, it turns out, is quite a lot. 
 the fail decade

 Millennials, defined by Strauss and Howe as the 
generation born roughly from 1981 to 2000, came of age 
during what MSNBC’s Chris Hayes called “the Fail De-
cade” — a 10-year span filled with disasters in almost ev-
ery major facet of American life. Two in particular shaped 
our generation’s consciousness. The first was a horrific 
terrorist attack, followed by a decade of poorly planned, 
nakedly deceitful wars. The second was the Great Reces-
sion, which has caused young people to enter the worst 
job market in decades and will almost certainly lead to de-

pressed wages and personal 
financial instability for our 
entire adult lives. Wars and 
recessions certainly took 
place before, but they didn’t 
last as long as the ones un-
folding as millennials came 
of age. In other words, mil-
lenials grew up surrounded 
by failing institutions on all 
sides.   
      This shared trauma 
resulted in a clear political 
realignment. A new report 
from the Pew Research Cen-
ter, “Millennials in Adult-
hood,” bears this out. Nine-
teen percent of millennials 
say that most people can be 
trusted, a full 12 percentage 
points below Generation 
X, the next-least-trusting 
generation. Millennials are 
isolated from institutions, 
with 29 percent religiously 
unaffiliated and 50 percent 
identifying as political inde-
pendents — higher numbers 
than for any other genera-
tion. Mike Hais and Morley 
Winograd, demographers 
who study millennials and 
their voting behavior, point-
ed out that “once people 

have voted for one or the other of the parties a couple of 
times during their politically formative years, they usually 
vote for that party for the rest of their lives.”
 If this pattern holds, on the basis of their voting 
data from 2008, 2010, and 2012, millennials are likely to 
remain relatively liberal throughout their adult lives. But 
kinship with an ideology is not the same as membership in 
a party, and it seems fair to predict that millennials’ wide-
spread distrust of political institutions will lead many of 
them to refrain from registering with either major party.
 Now that nearly every form of institutional author-
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ity — religion, government, the financial sector, higher ed-
ucation — has been discredited along with the two major 
political parties, millennials are left with few resources to 
form ties of identity and solidarity. What remains, in short, 
is our fellow millennials. Former Sen. Alan Simpson once 
suggested that nothing would change until someone could 
walk into his office and say, “I’m from the American As-
sociation of Young People. We have 30 million members, 
and we’re watching you, Simpson.” But “youth” is a slip-
pery thing to organize around, because at a certain point 
everybody stops being young. It doesn’t help that the av-
erage is 57 in the House of Representatives and 63 in the 
Senate. We have the uniqueness of our historical and eco-
nomic experience, and we’d be crazy not to use it.

starting point

 One starting point for organization — an issue 
that’s conducive to both raising awareness and demand-
ing real policy changes — is debt. Millennials are the 
best-educated generation in U.S. history, partially because 
getting a bachelor’s degree has become a requirement for 
many jobs that don’t actually require college-level skills. 
Having to pay for all this has reduced millennials to a state 
of permanent indebtedness, totaling over $1 trillion as of 
late 2011. Imaginative solutions to this problem include 
Strike Debt’s Rolling Jubilee, a project that buys debt for 
pennies on the dollar and then eliminates it. Those on the 
right, who often express concern about the national debt, 
have started organizations such as The Can Kicks Back,  
which is linked to the pro-austerity Fix the Debt campaign 
and treats the debt and deficit as explicitly millennial is-
sues — in their own words, as instruments of generational 
warfare. 
 In addition to organizations focused on debt, we 
are seeing the beginning of concerted efforts to improve 
young people’s job security and wage situations. Groups 
like Intern Labor Rights devote their energy to fighting 
the intern economy, which many millennials are expected 
to spend years in before they can get paid to work. (This 
is to say nothing of those who suffer the most from un-
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paid internships: people who are never interns because 
they can’t afford to work for free.) Writers such as Sarah 
Jaffe have done persuasive work on the so-called end of 
jobs, in which stable, long-term work has given way to an 
economy driven by cheap, precarious and often contracted 
labor. This trend has affected Americans of all age groups, 
and in fact there’s a good case to be made that the sudden 
loss of wages and pensions makes it even more acute for 
older Americans. But millennials are the first generation 
since the Depression that has entered the adult world only 
to be immediately greeted with the prospect of depressed 
wages and limited opportunity for as far as the eye can see.
 With all that’s stacked against us, it seems petty 
to take issue with the word “millennial” just because it’s 
become the New York Times’ go-to topic for thinkpieces. 
It’s a useful moniker because of what it references: the 
new millennium, specifically the first 10 years of it. Sure, 
we could call ourselves “Generation Y,” as if we were the 
natural progression from Generation X. The Youngist, an 
online magazine that recently relaunched, has adopted the 
term “Generation Screwed.” I’ve heard “the Digital Gen-
eration” thrown around. But really, every generation from 
now on will be a digital generation. There won’t be an-
other decade like the Fail Decade.
 I can understand why young people might be 
hesitant to embrace “millennial” fully. It’s not one of our 
choosing. It’s been used in a few too many hackneyed PR 
campaigns and clueless lifestyle articles. Those writers who 
have tried to deploy it seriously have often done so in an 
attempt to portray millions of young people as narcissistic, 
selfie-snapping dilettantes. But if Joel Stein and Jennifer 
Graham choose to use “millennial” in this way, that is their 
problem, not ours. The word, for better worse, is here, and 
it’s not going anywhere. If we don’t use it, the people who 
do will almost certainly end up using us.

Jordan Fraade is a writer and editor living in Brooklyn. His work 
on urban planning, the millennial generation and U.S. politics 
has been featured in many publications. 
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she’s stuck
in this glass house

like a showcase for everyone to see
people from the outside are looking in

she’s screaming loudly but they just walk by
no one hears a word she’s saying
shaking her head back and forth

holding on to the past 
but trying to escape

everyone is moving so fast
while she’s banging on the glass so slow

no one bothers to take a second look
the neglect returns 

and courses through her bloodless veins 
her tears protect her toes

hair tangled in a web of lies
blackness surrounds her brown eyes

stains of blood cover her white ripped shirt

her bones visible through her paleness 
she’s got nothing but the scars of her mistakes

embeded on her skin
they took it from her
but she gave it away

piece by piece
they wanted nothing to do with her

inside alone, on her own
trapped and confined to her thoughts 
she does not know of anything else

each grain of sand melted into the glass
represents the memories of her dismal past

to the outside the glass looks so strong
but they can’t see the cracks

they see what they want
perfection

a perfect misconception

 – Alexis Garcia 
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PostcArD 
From the enD 
oF AmerIcA: 
mAnhAttAn

L i n h  d i n h
etting off the Greyhound bus at the Port Au-
thority Terminal, I immediately saw a man in 
his mid 50′s digging through a garbage can. 
With his right hand, he held a plastic tray on 

which were placed whatever edible scraps he could find. 
Lickable flecks clung to his ample 
brown beard. Chewing while scav-
enging, he was quite leisurely with 
his task and no one among the many 
people sitting or standing nearby 
paid him any attention. Done with 
one trash can, he moved to the next, 
and since there were so many in this 
huge building, I imagined his daily 
buffet to be quite ample and varied.
 Like central libraries, bus 
stations are daytime havens for 
America’s homeless, but the man 
described above is a throwback of 
sorts, for his number has dwindled 
considerably ever since Giuliani 
decided to hose most of them away. 
Los Angeles has its Skid Row, San 
Francisco the Tenderloin, and you 
can find hundreds of roofless Amer-
icans sprawling all over Northwest 
DC, the showcase quarter, but much 
of Manhattan has become quite san-
itized, purged of not just the home-
less but any other kind of poorer 
Americans, as well as the artsy, 
Bohemian types, who have mostly 
migrated to Brooklyn. Pumped up 
by Wall Street, much of Manhattan 
has become off limits to all but the 
super affluent. You can work there, 
sure, after taking two trains and a 
bus, but don’t think of moving in, 
not even into a closet, or curtained 
off corner of a roach motel-sized, 
shared apartment. 
 As the rest of the coun-
try sinks, this island is buoyed by 
bailouts and quantitative easing di-
rectly deposited into its too-big-to-fail swindling houses, 
but hey, the Bangladeshi cab drivers and CUNY-graduated 
waiters and bellhops also get their short stacks of nickels 

and dimes, so don’t bitch, OK? Dwelling in this Green 
Zone, it would be easy to think that this country’s near 
collapse is but a ridiculous rumor.
 Speaking of Gotham cabbies, only 8% are native-
born these days, and pointing to this fact, Pat Buchanan 
blames the liberal welfare state for the decline of the 
American work ethic. What he ignores is that the terms for 
driving a cab in New York are so bad, even many Pakistani 
immigrants have stopped driving. Instead of pocketing a 
share of each fare, most drivers must rent their vehicle at 
a fixed rate, so that they may even lose money at the end 
of a 12-hour shift. Thanks to an increasingly superfluous 
supply of labor, however, you can always get someone to 
do anything, and this is the direct result of having a porous 
border in a sinking economy. Globalism is not just about 
exporting decent jobs, but also importing cheap labor until 
everyone everywhere makes just about nothing. That’s the 

master plan, dude, so although 
ningún ser humano es ilegal is 
self-evidently true, it’s also a 
smoke screen to make slaves out 
of us all.
 In Taxi Driver, a Mar-
tin Scorsese film from 1976, 
the Robert De Niro character of 
Travis complained: “All the ani-
mals come out at night–whores, 
skunk pussies, buggers, queens, 
fairies, dopers, junkies, sick, 
venal. Someday a real rain will 
come and wash all this scum off 
the streets.” Well, 42nd Street is 
certainly spic and span now, with 
Travis’ beloved Lyric Theater, 
where he took Betsy to see some 
starkly instructive coupling, long 
gone, as is the pen with half a 
dozen naked women. Standing in 
an individual booth, you depos-
ited quarters to lift up a window, 
then after tucking dollars into 
the G-string of your chosen date, 
you’re allowed to knead her for 
a bit. Many greasy spoons and 
mom and pops have also been 
shooed from Manhattan, to be 
replaced by chain stores and 
restaurants. In Manhattan alone, 
there are now 200 Subways, 74 
McDonald’s, many of them open 
24/7, and 194 Starbucks. Dunkin’ 
Donuts has 500 locations city-
wide. The biggest corporations 
shall roll over all!
 The lamer Manhattan 
becomes, the more popular it is 

with the tourists who come to ride a double-decker bus 
and gorge at a Midtown’s Applebee’s, TGI Friday, Olive 
Garden, Outback Steakhouse or Red Lobster. They travel 
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to Babylon to experience all the comforts of Annandale, 
Virginia. Not long ago on 42nd Street, however, I did find 
another throwback, a guy who French kissed a mouse for 
tips, but before I could deconstruct his amorous technique, 
stratagem, fudged aims and secret meanings, six cops, no 
less, appeared to tell our ratty Casanova to beat it. Hey, 
there are still enough weirdos here. 
 Leaving Port Authority, I trekked north, and just 
past Lincoln Center, I encountered a young male beggar in 
a New Jersey Devils cap and dirty jeans. With his small, 
beat up backpack and nearly empty cup, he sat in front of 
the cheery window of a clothing boutique. Head down, 
his face was obscured by this sign, “HOMELESS. Too 
honest to steal… Humble enough to Beg. JUST Trying 
to SURVIVE. ANYTHING HELPS! GOD BLESS.” Two 
blocks from him, I then spotted a young, blonde woman 
in a bouffant pony tail, also begging. It was brisk, so her 
legs were wrapped in a thin, gray blanket, of the austere 
kind not found in any normal home, but to be handed out 
after an earthquake, hurricane, false flag terrorist attack or 
Second Coming of Jesus. At least it’s not the packing stuff 
I’ve seen wrapped around the street pariahs of our nation’s 
capital. On her bulky, hooded jacket, there was a small 
patch of the American flag. Reading a large book, she was 
also looking down, and so I couldn’t immediately tell that 
I had met her before, in Philadelphia.
 Born in Russia, Liza is 22-years-old. When she 
was seven, Liza was adopted, along with a younger sister, 
and brought to Cambridge, MA, but she never got along 
with her new mom, and so was put on lithium at 11, then 
sent to a boarding school at 14. Liza’s drinking problem 
began around this time, and she was stuck in 9th grade for 
three years. Liza quit school, drifted around the country 
and drained half a gallon of whiskey a day, to the point of 
passing out, but she has pretty much cut out this suicidal 
habit. With her, um, All-American good looks, Liza can 
always count on making more than enough to survive, just 
by sitting behind a sign that says, “A LITTLE KINDNESS 
GOES A LONG WAY. GOD BLESS.” For Liza’s 21st 
birthday, her adoptive mother, a very rich woman, sent her 
$20.
 In 2011, Liza met her boyfriend, Harvey at a 
Rainbow camp in Washington State. The Rainbow Family 
holds one large gathering each year in a national forest. 
While there, they shun money and alcohol while saying 
yes to universal love, world peace, hallucinatory drugs, 
food sharing, bartering, cotton, skin, mud, strumming, 
drumming and singing, as well as shitting in the woods in 
a green, hygienic and inoffensive manner. Jerks, though, 
do show up and sometimes ruin the good vibes, but that’s 
just life on this sick and unmoored planet. To the Rainbow 
Family, the world at large is considered Babylon. Done 
with ummmming while standing in a circle, Liza and Har-
vey went down to San Francisco and chilled at the Occupy 
Camp for a while, and for cash, they begged in nearby 
Daly City, making over $200 a day. It was mostly her 
bringing in the dough, for Harvey is no retinal lollipop.
 Born in small town South Carolina, Harvey inher-
ited a dilapidated house and crappy car when his parents 

suddenly died in an accident. A year later, he sold this 
house to a friend for $70,000, or $500 a month, then hit 
the road. There is an army of young, jobless Americans 
drifting from city to city. To survive, they beg, dumpster 
dive and use soup kitchens. Many sing or play music for 
change. In Berkeley they swarm all over the university 
area, their scruffy presence contrasting sharply with the 
yuppyish or Gap-fashioned students, though I have been 
told that some of the homeless neo-primitives are actually 
alumnus of UC Berkeley. In this economy, it’s all too easy 
to move from an overpriced dormitory to totally free off-
campus accommodations that include sidewalks, church 
verandas, condemned homes, store entrances and land-
scaped knolls off freeway exit ramps. In Berkeley, you can 
also sleep unmolested at People’s Park, where you will 
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have plenty of company.
 Universities have colluded with banks and gov-
ernment to fleece students and shackle them to a lifetime 
of debt servitude, but as long as you’re still enrolled, and 
your payments deferred, life will seem good and promis-
ing, for the university’s primary job is no longer to teach, 
but to maintain this rosy illusion. In these United States of 
universal debt bondage, universities have become a mar-
keting branch of the criminal banks. It’s all good, children, 
so just sign here to get your very own academic(ish) cas-
ket!
 So Liza and Harvey are basically professional 
beggars, but before you scream, “Get a job, losers,” con-
sider that less than 59% of working age Americans are 
actually employed, and 47% of the population are on 
some forms of government assistance, a record high, so 
nearly half of us are already de facto beggars, although 
most are not sitting on concrete in heat or cold, looking 
sorry, at least not yet. Simply put, many Americans have 
become redundant in an economy rigged to serve the big-
gest banks and corporations. With no one hiring us and 
our small businesses bankrupted by the behemoths, many 
of us are forced to beg, peddle, push or steal, though on a 
scale that’s miniscule compared to what’s practiced by our 
rulers. As we shove dented cans of irradiated sardine into 
our Dollar Store underwear, they rob us of our past, pres-
ent and future.
 Past Columbia University, I crossed into Harlem, 
then Washington Heights. In the upper reaches of Man-
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hattan, there are signs of the black market everywhere, 
for people must do what they can to get by, and since the 
residents here are mostly non-white, City Hall has pretty 
much left them alone. Like Jews a century ago, Latinos 
and blacks are selling just about everything on sidewalks. 
One guy was offering four old pairs of sneakers, which he 
left in a heap. Another had four pressure cookers displayed 
on a cloth-covered ironing board. At 168th and Broadway, 
a man was selling tamales from a shopping cart. They 
were only $1.25 each, and you could choose from chicken, 
pork, cheese, beans, Oaxaca styled or sweet. Like most 
conversations on the street, his sign was strictly in Span-
ish. Within sight of this, however, there was a huge Mc-
Donald’s that was packed with locals, including a grimy 
man with his head on a table, soundly sleeping. A guy in 
his mid 20s asked one customer after another if he could 
have some change “for something to eat.” He even ap-
proached people at the counter as they were paying. With 
his palm out and eyes like a basset hound’s, he leaned to-
wards a pretty young lady and muttered at her platinum-
plated hoop earring. She gave him nothing.
 To be fair, the panhandlers hounding this Mickey 
D’s are a direct result of having two homeless shelters half 
a block away, and they don’t usually come inside. In any 
case, step outside this corporate fortress and Washington 
Heights is still a wonderful mess of small stores and eater-
ies. Isn’t it telling that the most lively streets and neighbor-
hoods in America are filled with recent immigrants? They 
haven’t been here long enough to become zombies, and 
don’t think I’m talking racially now for European cities 
are also much more exuberant and life-affirming than their 
American sisters, many of which have become desolate 
and menacing. Strapped to automobiles and conditioned 
to stare at one screen after another, bona fide Americans 
dread eye contact and the human breath. Alienated from 
all those nearest to us, we expect to be saved and led by 
our distant brainwashers and slave masters…

Linh Dinh is the author of two books of stories, five of poems, 
and a novel, Love Like Hate. He’s tracking our deteriorating so-
cialscape through his frequently updated photo blog, Postcards 
from the End of America. 
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erotIcon 
J o h n  o ’ K A n e

yatt wakes from the rumblings of the waste 
recycling truck passing along Speedway, shiv-
ering. He stares at the ceiling and inspects the 
space for clues as to where he is. There are 

only two shaded bay windows at the far end of the room 
separated by a door. The light of the mid-morning barely 
streams through the edges, not enough to sufficiently il-
luminate the room. Still sleep-logged, he shakes his head 
back and forth like he’s trying to 
free his locks of dust, and real-
izes he’s at Desiree’s place. He 
now remembers that she let him 
in after he’d escaped from the 
beach strip and wandered inland 
searching for shelter, soaking 
wet and cold from his dip in the 
sea. 
 Buoyed by the adrena-
line rush from his escape, and 
anxious to disappear from no-
tice, he’d walked straight into 
the approaching waves. As the 
water rose to meet him he suc-
cumbed to its soothing sensa-
tion, feeling protected from pur-
suers. He felt rejuvenated as he 
slipped below the surface and 
swam down beach to avoid cap-
ture. It was like the fatigue from 
the ordeals of the past few days 
was washing away with the 
grime, refreshing his outlook. 
 He surfaced from the 
water a hundred yards or so 
from the camp, feeling confi-
dent he’d made a safe getaway, 
and rested on the lip of the sand, 
reflecting on what he’d done. It 
was pitch dark and he saw only 
a few bodies scattered here and 
there. He set out to search for a place to hang. There were no 
lights on at Desiree’s place, but he wisely tried the door and 
found her flush with sympathy. 
 “Thought you’d be back!...why’d you streak otta 
here so fast, someone chasing you?”
 “Heard that knock at the front door and thought 
someone might be visiting you and…”
 “…yeah, was Rhiannon and a friend come for their 
regular head massages and some bonus coverage…coulda 
made it a wholesome foursome.”
 “Well, but had to make it back over to…need to 
find Willow.”
 “Saw her yesterday over at Meelo’s housewarming 

on 19th…she wants to come back up off the street to…”
 “…what?...what’d she say?...where’s she stayin?” 
 “Don’t know…why ya so psyched bout seein her?...
you been holdin out on me?”
 She reaches over and touches his shoulder, urging 
him to the couch along the wall. “We got some unfinished 
business, and we have to talk about what’s goin on with 
you.”
 The room gets brighter. He hears murmurs of con-
versation in front layered with traffic noises along the alley. 
He glances up to the loft. Desiree must be dead to the world. 
He rises and tiptoes to the bathroom in back. The chance 
to clean up! He enters the shower in a stupor, submits to 

the full stream of water in time-
less ecstasy, forgetting who and 
where he is until a jet of cold 
water sends him limply through 
the shower door and into the 
arms of a mannequin. His 
memories begin to filter back 
in more sensible arrangements, 
and he feels something special 
is happening. He wants to talk 
to Desiree but feels he shouldn’t 
waste this moment. Life, as he’s 
always suspected, is really only 
a series of moments, and any 
one denied threatened to come 
back and haunt you, perhaps 
even derail your progress, since 
the new one added to the pool 
helped put the previous ones in 
a clearer pattern. On the street 
things get sort of averaged out, 
flattened in a sense, and he was 
simply missing them. So he de-
cides to let Desiree sleep and 
get out into the open air.  
   He enters Speedway 
heading south, doing his best 
to blend in with the late-morn-
ing throng. A flock of pigeons 
sweeps by and splatters the ce-
ment, garnishing the edges of a 
few bedrolls on the west side, 

something he wouldn’t usually notice. As he picks up the 
pace a bit he feels observed differently, and certainly not as 
avoided as usual. The eyes linger for a few more neutral sec-
onds. Perhaps his extra energy flow alters the figure-ground 
view for the gazers, muting his fatigue and street scars. He 
high-fives a hand splitting a bedroll. It’s strange to be out in 
the light at this time of day. He just wants to amble. 
 He cowers at the sight of a cop on horseback a cou-
ple hundred yards away, his expression tightening. 
 The beach amblers seem menacing. He cuts away 
from the beach up Thornton Ct to evade the officer’s looks, 
and mid way turns right through a space between condos to 
Sunset. He resumes his pace and heads to Pacific, sprinting 
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across it toward the Dog Park. It’s bustling with people and 
their dogs and he finds a place under a tree in the northeast 
corner and stretches out, staring up to the heavens. After a 
few minutes an upside down head appears in his field of 
vision. 
 It looks other-worldly. He tries to turn it right-side 
up in his mind, imagine who it is, and guesses it’s a woman, 
probably Clara or one of her crowd. He feels violated and 
twists his frame to get a better look, but she moves away, 
forcing him to roll over and spring onto his haunches. He 
sees a woman staring at him from about twenty feet away. 
To his surprise it’s the woman he’d seen briefly in the li-
quor store the other day, though she looks different now, 
less mysterious in the glare of late morning. 
 Their stares lock for what seems like minutes to 
Wyatt, a painful experience since she seems to be looking 
right through him. He turns away, lacking the energy to 
stay with it, and notices she’s still looking directly at him, 
refusing to be ruffled. He’s struck by her apparent genuine 
interest. He’d gotten used to the feeling from living on the 
street where everyone looks away, embarrassed by your 
existence, gestures that nullified you. 
 “I’ve seen you before along the beach. You’re al-
ways on the move. This is the first time I’ve been able to 
corner you.” 
 He stutters in silence, trying to grasp his momen-
tary transformation into visibility. 
 “Yeah, I think I remember...I’m not all that hard to 
catch if you…”
 “…I like to search for interesting faces and find 
out who’s behind them, where they come from, what they 
do…love to stroll along the beach and just people watch, 
catch them in moments and situations and imagine what 
their stories are.”
 “Can’t imagine what you think my story might 
be!”
 She stares at him, eyes aglow. “One you don’t 
want many to know!”
 Is she for real? What does she know? Is she putting 
him on? Has his stint on the streets obliterated his already 
feeble powers of discrimination? “What do you mean by 
that?...have you been stalking me?”
 He’s struck by her appearance, so manicured, 
fashionable and refined. Her gestures are crisp and assured. 
Why is she here? 
 “I wouldn’t do that!...you probably just entered my 
space…was out one morning taking a walk by the beach 
and there you were curled up next to a tree staring at the 
waves…maybe I saw you…”
 “…remember the liquor store on the Boardwalk?...
didn’t I see you there the other night?”
 “Well, coulda…am usually…don’t remember ex-
actly where I was, but…what were you doing there?”
 “Oh, nothing much, it’s just that I thought I saw 
you…sometimes your mind plays tricks on you, late at 
night especially.” 
 She moves closer to him as he speaks, and the ex-
pression on her face says she wants to change the subject. 

He looks around at the people lounging in the park and 
walking their dogs, all absorbed in their activities, and 
back to her. She turns slightly and he sees her from the 
side. The sun, which had previously been blocked by her 
frame, exposes her breasts clearly. The brightness seems to 
dissolve the nearly-shear material of her top. He sees her 
left nipple against a blue sky fluttering seagulls, and pasted 
in the foreground onto a gawking face at the fringe of the 
park. The curl of the woman’s lips says she hit the bullseye. 
 “I love it out here with you people!...there’s some-
thing,  well…open and pure and raw about it…freedom, 
we’re all freer, no hang-ups…we can be who we wanna 
be…we’re all members of the godhead.”
 Wyatt hesitates and peruses the park for a sign, 
piqued by her tautly-tanned cheeks. 
 “I wanna be able to make it through the night!”
 “But isn’t that the excitement?...and it gets us so 
much closer to what life is all about!” 
 He squirms, wanting to move from beneath her 
presence, partially blinded by the light streaming through 
her freshly-washed hair. The curl returns. 
 “If by excitement you mean gambling on where 
you’ll be day by day!”
 “Yes, that’s it!...when you’re not sure you find 
out…necessity is the mother of invention as they say!”
 “Whoever said that was in some study far removed 
from the streets!...ever been on the street?”
 She flinches and edges slightly back from Wyatt as 
he tries to get up. He sees her from a different angle, and 
pulls back. She seems larger. 
 “Yeah, sure…but not really in that way…when I 
was house-sitting for someone after I got back from travel-
ling around the sheriff showed up with an eviction order 
and, well it’s a long…I’ve hung with lots of people who 
were like that, at least before I found my niche in…”
 “…modeling?”
 “Yeah, how did you guess!...did some posing for 
these art students too who lived in this huge studio and 
were also making this film that…”
 “…you should spend a few days on the street and 
see what you’re really missing, then your posings might 
start to look like cartoons from hell!”
 “Maybe I’ll take you up on that…but first gotta 
find someone who…”
 “…know any cops?”
 “Not really…we…we don’t need em…they don’t 
exist!” she says while strutting to the street and carefully 
observing the expression on his face. “See you soon!” 
 Wyatt watches her silhouette vanish into the shad-
ows on Main and falls back on the ground spread eagle, 
staring up at the blue sky. He’s exhausted from the inter-
change and begins to slip into a trance. As he’s fading away 
sirens fill the air and two black-and-whites pin the corner 
of the park. Wyatt’s eyes open like he’d come back from 
the dead. He remains motionless, sensing the swarm of of-
ficers into the park…

From The Easy Rider Fan Club. 
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terest,” a tax rate below that of their 
secretaries and clerks.
  And at state and local lev-
els, while the poorest fifth of Ameri-
cans pay an average tax rate of over 
11 percent, the richest one percent 
of the country pay — are you ready 
for this? — half that rate. Now, nei-
ther Nature nor Nature’s God drew 
up our tax codes; that’s the work 
of legislators — politicians — and 

it’s one way they have, 
as Chief Justice John 
Roberts might put it, of 
expressing gratitude to 
their donors: “Oh, Mr. 
Adelson, we so appreci-
ate your generosity that 
we cut your estate taxes 
so you can give $8 billion 
as a tax-free payment to 
your heirs, even though 
down the road the public 
will have to put up $2.8 
billion to compensate for 
the loss in tax revenue.”
      All of which makes 
truly repugnant the argu-
ment, heard so often from 
courtiers of the rich, that 
inequality doesn’t matter. 
Of course it matters. In-

equality is what has turned Washing-
ton into a protection racket for the 
one percent. It buys all those good-

goVernment 
= ProtectIon 

rAcket For the 
1 Percent

B i L L  M o y e r s  A n d 
M i c h A e L  W i n s h i p

i N e q u a l i t y

he evidence of income in-
equality just keeps mount-
ing. According 
to “Working for 

the Few,” a recent briefing 
paper from Oxfam, “In the 
US, the wealthiest one per-
cent captured 95 percent of 
post-financial crisis growth 
since 2009, while the bot-
tom 90 percent became 
poorer.”
 Our now infamous 
one percent own more 
than 35 percent of the na-
tion’s wealth. Meanwhile, 
the bottom 40 percent of 
the country is in debt. Just 
this past 15th of April — 
Tax Day — the AFL-CIO 
reported that last year 
the chief executive officers 
of 350 top American cor-
porations were paid 331 times more 
money than the average US worker. 
Those executives made an average 

of $11.7 million dollars compared 
to the average worker who earned 
$35,239 dollars.
 As that analysis circulated on 
Tax Day, the economic analyst Rob-
ert Reich reminded us that in addition 
to getting the largest percent of total 
national income in nearly a century, 
many in the one percent are paying 
a lower federal tax rate than a lot of 
people in the middle class. You may 

remember that an obliging Congress, 
of both parties, allows high rollers of 
finance the privilege of “carried in-

T
Inequality is 
what has turned 

Washington into a 
protection racket 
for the one percent. 

– Bill Moyers and Michael Winship
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ies from government: tax breaks; tax 
havens (which allow corporations 
and the rich to park their money in a 
no-tax zone); loopholes; favors like 
carried interest, etc. As Paul Krug-
man writes in his review of Thomas 
Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First 
Century: “We now know both that 
the United States has a much more 
unequal distribution of income than 
other advanced countries and that 
much of this difference in outcomes 
can be attributed directly to govern-
ment action” (New York Review of 
Books). 
 Recently, researchers at 
Connecticut’s Trinity College 
ploughed through the data and con-
cluded that the US Senate is respon-
sive to the policy preferences of the 
rich, ignoring the poor. And now 
there’s that big study coming out in 
the fall from scholars at Princeton 
and Northwestern universities, based 
on data collected between 1981 and 
2002. Their conclusion: “America’s 
claims to being a democratic society 
are seriously threatened…The pref-
erences of the average American ap-
pear to have only a minuscule, near-

zero, statistically non-significant 
impact upon public policy.” Instead, 
policy tends “to tilt towards the 
wishes of corporations and business 
and professional associations.”
 Last month, Matea Gold of 
the Washington Post reported on a 
pair of political science graduate stu-
dents who released a study confirm-
ing that money does equal access in 
Washington. Joshua Kalla and David 
Broockman drafted two form letters 
asking 191 members of Congress for 
a meeting to discuss a certain piece 
of legislation. One email said “ac-
tive political donors” would be pres-
ent; the second email said only that a 
group of “local constituents” would 
be at the meeting.
 One guess as to which emails 
got the most response. Yes, more 
than five times as many legislators 
or their chiefs of staff offered to set 
up meetings with active donors than 
with local constituents. Why is it not 
corruption when the selling of access 
to our public officials upends the 
very core of representative govern-
ment? When money talks and you 
have none, how can you believe in 

democracy?
 Sad that it’s come to this. The 
drift toward oligarchy that Thomas 
Piketty describes in his formidable 
new book on capital has become a 
mad dash. It will overrun us, unless 
we stop it.

Bill Moyers is the managing editor 
of Moyers & Company and BillMoy-
ers.com. Michael Winship is the Emmy 
Award-winning senior writer of Moyers 
& Company and BillMoyers.com, and a 
senior writing fellow at the policy and 
advocacy group Demos. Reprinted from 
Information Clearing House with per-
mission.
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o the choice few who can 
donate more than $123,200 
to political campaigns, con-
gratulations! You have a 

newly expanded right to free political 
speech, which few others in America 
can afford. That’s your latest prize 
from a Supreme Court that is 
intent on promoting the inter-
ests of the rich, no matter how 
much elevating a small number 
of hyperelite voices effectively 
crushes a great many more. So 
here’s a pat on the back, really. 
You’ve earned it. Or at least you 
paid for it. 
 The U.S. Supreme 
Court has handed down its rul-
ing in McCutcheon v. Federal 
Exchange Commission, the lat-
est case to take on campaign 
finance laws. Though McCutch-
eon dealt with a fairly narrow 
issue — an aggregate limit on 
the amount an individual may 
give to political candidates, 
parties and non-candidate com-
mittees, capped at $123,200 per 
two-year election cycle — the 
language in the decision makes 
obvious the court’s determina-
tion under Chief Justice John 
Roberts to invalidate a swath 
of regulations around money in 
politics.
 McCutcheon, a wealthy 
Alabama businessman, contrib-
uted to the campaigns of 16 fed-
eral candidates in the 2011–12 
election cycle, and argued that 
the aggregate contribution lim-
it, which prevented him from 
contributing to the campaigns of 12 
other politicians as well as a slew of 
political committees, limited his right 
to free speech. He is not actually a 
constituent of many of the politicians 
to whom he donated (and wished to 
donate). That is exactly the goal Mc-
Cutcheon had in mind: He wants his 
voice not just heard and brought up 
the chain by his political representa-
tives (which is how democracy theo-
retically functions); he wants the 

ability to exert his outsize financial 
influence over as many people as pos-
sible. Perhaps most disturbing is the 
court’s contention that almost any 
type of campaign finance regulation 
— short of barring quid pro quo brib-
ery — is unconstitutional.
 “The only type of corruption 
that Congress may target is quid pro 
quo corruption,” Roberts writes in the 
McCutcheon opinion. It doesn’t mat-
ter that money may be used to garner 
access or influence, Roberts says. 
“The line between quid pro quo cor-

ruption and general influence must be 
respected in order to safeguard basic 
First Amendment rights.”
 This isn’t the first campaign 
finance law the Supreme Court has 
struck down, and it won’t be the last. 
With elected officials from all parties 
increasingly beholden to big-money 
interests and spending nearly as much 
time fundraising as actually governing 
— and with the hyperwealthy given 
both a larger megaphone and a stron-

ger arm — the question is, Now what?
 One answer is public financ-
ing for campaigns. A particularly in-
novative and potentially effective 
solution comes from the Brennan 
Center for Justice at New York Uni-
versity School of Law: Small dona-
tions are matched and multiplied by 
public funds, creating financial in-
centives for candidates to appeal to 
all their constituents and encourging 
average citizens to participate in the 
political process. Under the Brennan 
Center model, a $50 donation would 

be matched and then 
multiplied by, say, five 
— making it worth $300 
to the candidate.
         Ian Vandewalker, 
counsel for the Brennan 
Center, told me it’s trou-
bling that we see money 
as speech and that such a 
system means legislators 
spend more time fund-
raising than working on 
behalf of their constitu-
ents. But the more in-
sidious issue, he said, is 
which voices politicians 
are hearing and how that 
skews policy and gover-
nance.
           “When legislators 
have questions about the 
problems we’re facing 
and how can we solve 
them, they’re hearing 
from the people with 
the big checks,” he said. 
“Frankly, rich people 
and average people 
have very different ideas 
about what our prob-
lems are and what the 
solutions might be.” 
          Public financing 
means broader and more 
diverse representation. 

If your campaign funding is mostly 
made up of constituents giving $50 
or $100 donations that are multiplied 
into $300 or $600 donations, the in-
fluence of the rare constituent who 
can afford to write a $5,000 check is 
greatly reduced.
 When constituents know their 
donations will be meaningful, they’re 
also more likely to donate. For dona-
tions up to $175, for example, New 
York City matches them 6 to 1. New 

tIme For PublIc
FInAncIng

oF electIons
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— and with the 
hyperwealthy given 

both a larger megaphone 
and a stronger arm — the 
question is, now what?

– Jill Filipovic
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York State has no such system but is 
considering one. The Brennan Center 
found that residents in low-income 
neighborhoods of color, who are of-
ten poorly represented by their elect-
ed officials, were significantly more 
likely to donate to publicly financed 
city elections than to state elections 
without such financing. Residents of 
Bedford-Stuyvesant, a low-income, 
predominantly black neighborhood, 
were 24 times more likely to donate 
to city council candidates than to can-
didates running for state assembly. 
In Chinatown, voters were 23 times 
more likely to donate to the city can-
didates. In the Latino neighborhoods 
in the Bronx and upper Manhattan, 12 
times.
 Average people, most of 
whom don’t make anything near 
$123,200 a year, let alone have the 
means to donate that much, see the 
value in this financing. But politicians 
have been slower to latch on, either 
because public financing is relatively 
new and not how they got elected in 
the first place or because they have 
financial incentives to stick with the 
status quo.
 “Public financing systems are 
potentially highly valuable to politi-

cians, and it’s important to help them 
see that,” Vandewalker said. “They 
can spend less time fundraising and 
spend more time shaking hands with 
people in their districts who are actu-
ally going to vote for them. They can 
stop this cycle of representing people 
who want access and start represent-
ing the people they were elected to 
represent.”
 Big money in politics is un-
fortun ately a system that is excel-
lent at perpetuating, replicating and 
building on itself. The more money 
any one candidate gets, the more his 
opponent needs. And candidates who 
ride into office on the backs of big 
donors are naturally sympathetic to 
those donors’ interests — in policy 
and, potentially more dangerous, in 
court appointments. Decisions such 
as McCutcheon and Citizens United 
were a long time coming and part of a 
well-funded, Republican-led strategy 
to ensure that judges across the feder-
al courts would further open the door 
for a handful of wealthy influencers. 
There’s no shady, sinister conspiracy 
to unravel, but instead a much more 
mundane money trail: The wealthy 
donate to politicians who they believe 
will serve their interests; politicians 

compete to get more and larger dona-
tions for re-election and to curry favor 
with their political party by courting 
those with money — i.e., the wealthy; 
the wealthy reward sympathetic poli-
cymaking with even more money; 
politicians are further incentivized 
to push those pro-rich policies and to 
appoint judges to the bench who will 
uphold those policies and overturn 
the ones that challenge them. In this 
way, the corrupting influence affects 
all three branches of government.
 The task of reformers, then, is 
to stop this vicious cycle at its source, 
by upending the campaign financing 
system. To get political leaders who 
are responsive to the public, rather 
than just the wealthy, requires a pub-
lic financing system.
 “What we need is a mecha-
nism to ensure that wealth doesn’t 
equal power in the political process,” 
Vandewalker said. “Public campaign 
financing is one of the ways to do that. 
It should be one person, one vote, not 
one dollar, one vote.” 

Jill Filipovic is a lawyer and writer. She 
blogs at Feministe and is a weekly colum-
nist at the Guardian.
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embers of the Vermont 
Senate voted 28-2 on 
W e d n e s -
day for a 

bill that, if the Vermont 
House of Representatives 
concurs with the Senate’s 
changes, would make it 
the first state in the coun-
try to require labeling of 
foods made with geneti-
cally modified organisms 
(GMOs). The bill, H. 112, 
passed the Vermont House 
last year but needs to go 
back there for final ap-
proval of changes made in 
the Senate. Then, if House 
members give their final 
approval and Gov. Peter 
Shumlin signs it, which 
he has said he is likely 
to do, H. 112 would be-
come effective on July 1, 
2016. Vermont’s legisla-
tion has no trigger clause 
like Maine and Connecti-
cut, which have passed 
GMO-labeling laws but 
made them contingent on 
neighboring states taking 
similar action. 
 “We are really ex-
cited that Vermont is go-
ing to be leading on this,”  
said Falko Schilling of the 
the Vermont Public Inter-
est Research Group, one of 
the organizations support-
ing the legislation. “Today’s victory 
in Vermont has been 20 years in the 
making,” said Ronnie Cummins, na-
tional director of the Organic Con-
sumers Association. “Ever since ge-
netically modified crops and foods 
entered the U.S. food supply in the 
early 1990s, without adequate inde-
pendent pre-market safety testing 
and without labels, U.S. consumers 
have fought to require the labeling 
of foods containing GMOs.”

g M o  l a b e l s 
 H. 112 would require the 
labeling of processed foods sold at 
Vermont retail outlets and contain-
ing genetically modified corn, soy-
beans, or any other GMO ingredi-
ents. It would also forbid describing 
any food products with GMO ingre-
dients as “natural” or “all natural.”  

Exempted are animal feeds and 
some food-processing aids such as 
enzymes for making yogurt.
 GMO labeling of milk and 
milk products are not included in the 
version of H. 112 passed Wednes-
day; however, the bill requires a re-
port by January 15, 2015 from the 
state’s attorney general, in consul-
tation with the Vermont Agency of 
Agriculture, on whether they should 
be and the legal basis for the recom-

Vermont senAte 
APProVes gmo 
lAbelIng bIll

c A t h y  s i e g n e r 

mendation. 
 U.S. Rep. Mike Pompeo (R-
KS) introduced a bill in Congress 
last week which would bar any state 
from taking the action Vermont ap-
pears poised to do. His “Safe and 
Accurate Food Labeling Act” would 
prohibit mandatory labeling of 

GMO foods and also pro-
hibit voters from propos-
ing initiatives to do so at 
the state level.
  Industry groups, 
including the Grocery 
Manufacturers Asso-
ciation, have banded to-
gether into the  Coalition 
for Safe and Affordable 
Food, which has been 
fighting similar 
 GMO-labeling leg-
islation and voter initia-
tives in several states in 
recent years. They re-
portedly spent about $60 
million against labeling 
initiatives in California 
in 2012 and Washington 
State in 2013, and both 
proposals were narrowly 
defeated.
 Pro-labeling groups 
in Vermont saythey ex-
pect industry groups to 
go to court to stop man-
datory labeling legisla-
tion enacted by the states. 
As preparation, the Sen-
ate version of H. 112 in-
cludes $1.5 million to 
help pay legal defense 
costs, and the Vermont 
Right to Know GMOs co-
alition has already started 
a fund to cover such ex-
penses, which some es-

timates put as high as $8 million 
should the state lose.
 “It’s not just Vermont. This 
affects everyone who eats,” said 
Andrea Stander, a coalition spokes-
woman. “Consumers all across the 
country have woken up to the fact 
that we’ve become an unregulated 
feeding experiment by the biotech 
industry. People want to know if 
their foods are made with these 
ingredients. This gives people the 

M
h. 112 would 

require the 
labeling of 

processed foods 
sold at Vermont retail 

outlets and containing 
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modified corn, 
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ingredients.

– Cathy Siegner 
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choice.”
 Some scientists who have 
studied GMOs say there are no ad-
ditional health or safety issues in-
volved in consuming them than 
there are in consuming non-GMO 
foods. “This debate isn’t about food 
safety,” said Karen Batra of the 

Biotechnology Industry Organiza-
tion. “Our science experts … point 
to more than 1,700 credible peer-
reviewed studies that find no legiti-
mate concern.”
 She said that all mandatory 
GMO labeling does is make farm-
ing and food manufacturing more 

expensive and complicated. More 
than 60 countries, including the Eu-
ropean Union, now require such la-
beling.

Cathy Siegner is a columnist for Food 
Safety News. 
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