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CHAPTER 4 

Forms of Privatization 

The private sector has been increasingly focused on the potential market 
that a huge public sector provides in countless service areas. 

— M . BRYNA SANGER, The Welfare Marketplace^ " V 

Common Practices 
TH E PUBLIC SECTOR is already very lucrative for the corporations 

that have found ways to privatize parts of i t . Following are the more 

obvious ways the transfer of our tax money from our government 

and public agencies into private pockets is already taking place. 

OUTSOURCING, CONTRACTING OUT 
A contract to do public work is given to a nongovernmental entity, 
w i t h its nonpublic employees. Public money is used to pay for the 
work done under this contract. Corporations benefit greatly, but 
there are also nonprofit organizations, including religious ones, 
that get their pieces of public funds—and profit from them (mean
ing that they make more money than it should cost to do the work, 
as evidenced, for one thing, by the corporate CEO-scale salaries 

some pay). ; . ; ; ' „ - • , , • ; , . , . r •v;.,,„ 

Nonprofits, religious and secular, also enter into contracts w i t h 
for-profits. Sometimes corporations set up nonprofits to get their 
tax breaks, and then get contracts from them. It's a cozy world of 
blurry boundaries, all fueled by public money.^ ; 

Contracting out government work has a long history in the 
United States and has supported many small businesses that do 
responsible work. But it is quite another thing when public work is 
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contracted out specifically in order to "shrink government," using 
privatization as a method to do so. These decisions are not made 
on the basis of careful assessment of real need, actual costs, and the 
availability of a corporation that is truly qualified in the area of 
work to be contracted out. The older forms of the practice were 
designed to support our government in doing its job of serving us. 
Today, privatizers seek to limit and weaken government—to make 
it dependent on corporations. 

No matter what, though, contractors often lack knowledge in 
accomplishing military or other government jobs long done by 
public employees who have built up specialized expertise over their 
own years of work, and have had the benefit of a work culture that 
spreads and facilitates the transmission of that expertise. The 
death of twenty-two U.S. servicepeople in the Mosul, Iraq, bomb
ing described at the beginning of this book is a tragic example of 
failure to bring to a job the essential, specific expertise it requires. 
Feeding troops in a war zone just isn't the same as setting up tents 
to feed guests at a big party. 

Contracting can also become so habitual as a way to do busi
ness that it shades into the idea that government can pay a non
public person or group for anything an administration wants, 
including control of the news. In 2005, the conservative newspa
per columnist and commentator Armstrong Williams was 
exposed as having accepted $240,000 passed to him by the 
Department of Education and a private public relations firm— 
$240,000 of taxpayers' money—not to report on but to promote 
the Bush administration's agenda. This secret bribing, and per
version, of a news source has been called "checkbook journalism": 
You want it, you buy it—with the public's money.' No matter that 
this, shall we say, informal "contracting" is unethical, a conflict of 
interest, and that it is illegal to use federal money for "covert prop
aganda,"'' as the General Accountability Office has ruled in this 
and two other such cases during the Bush administration thus far. 
(Four others have also been exposed, and further instances are 
beginning to be uncovered.) .•.•.< ..>, , #i 
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Want it done? Don't let governmental laws, rules, and regula

tions stop you. Pay a nongovernmental person to do it: Make it a 

contracting matter. 

Even the best contractors who have signed on to do honest work 

must be supervised, of course. You don't hire someone to mind your 

kids and never check on him. It's not safe for a builder to contract 

out electrical work and never think about it again. So contracting 

out, which is usually said to be done to enhance efficiency and save 

taxpayers money, actually requires more work and more of our 

money than it might seem. As an expert who has tracked privatiz

ing by contracting out concludes, "The idea that transfer of respon

sibility from the public to the private sector allows government to 

withdraw from oversight, reduce staff, and place sole or even pri

mary responsibility for accomplishment of public policy objectives 

on private service providers is an invitation to trouble."' • y , > 

PARTNERSHIP 
Public agencies and nongovernmental entities "partner" to set up 

quasi-public institutions or projects that are supposed to serve both 
their purposes. •v--. .^:•JrvJ•^r.•j.^•*:r.;!^•^••.•J^^•^;'^:7^•'M 

A good example is the quasi-public Fannie Mae, which was set 
up to get public money to for-profit banks so they would make more 
mortgage deals with people who needed loans to buy their houses. 
This was an elaborate public-private deal that seemed to be good 
for both sectors and all of us. The pressure to make profits and con
trol against losses to the bottom line that banks claimed kept them 
from making loans to some people was to be balanced by a gov
ernment committed to affordable housing, a public good. And 
both banks and government were to do well financially to boot. 

But as Fannie Mae got established and plump, it became far more 
like a heavily subsidized private corporation. Happens: For-profits 
are, precisely, for making profits. Furthermore, while the partner
ship holds, the public party to it is actually not only subsidizing the 
profits of its partner but getting special low interest rates. Govern
ment is handing over public funds, which are supposedly to be spent 
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on public services and goods (that's what we pay taxes for), but it is 
not getting anything like loo percent public goods and services for 
that money. A lot of those public funds are making extraordinary 
executive packages and corporate profits possible. In short, the 
"result is a heads-I-win-tails-you-lose proposition for taxpayers. If 
Fannie... prosper[s], benefits go to shareholders; if [it] get[s] in trou
ble, government would almost certainly rescue [it].'" 

In the case of Fannie Mae, in 2004 an accounting scandal was 
uncovered and its top executives were forced to resign. As is com
mon among the rich and powerful, this wasn't your garden-variety 
firing, where you walk away with virtually nothing from the cor
poration that let you go (and if it weren't for government unem
ployment benefits, might be totally without income). The benefits 
Fannie Mae said it was offering its two officers, who were investi
gated for responsibility for scandalous accounting practices, "range 
from a $ 1.4 million-a-year pension payment for life to former CEO 
Franklin Raines, 55, to stock options for Raines and former chief 
financial officer J. Timothy Howard, 56." The CEO of a research 
firm estimated Mr. Raines' pension plus stock options payout to be 
all together $2.5 million a year." w , • 

Some of these partnerships between government and private-
sector businesses are even worse than the historic imbalance in 
marriage between men and women, itself a kind of contractual part
nership. She stayed home and took care of the kids and did some 
underpaid office work to help put him through medical school. And 
when the marriage broke up, guess who walked away with more 
money, and the potential (underwritten by her) to make still more? 

If the two authors of this book, Elizabeth Minnich and Si Kahn, 
entered into a partnership with Donald Trump, we would be pretty 
foolish to think we had suddenly become his equal in power and 
wealth. Add our assets to his, and together the three of us are worth 
billions and billions. But we'd better not count on that partnership 
for our retirement, or on getting half the money if it breaks up. We 
feel much safer relying on Social Security. 
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LEASING 

Leasing is making deals that allow profit-seeking businesses to 
exploit public goods, such as leasing national forests and wilder
ness areas to a corporation whose business is timber, natural gas, or 
oil. The argument here is that both the public and profit-making 
purses will benefit from leasing publicly owned land to a corpora
tion that will "harvest" (read, cut down every tree in sight, a prac
tice known in the timber industry as clear-cutting) and "extract" 
(read, strip-mine every inch of land) and sell what is on top of or 
under the land. Letting those national forests and wilderness areas 
just sit there doing nothing seems like such a waste, especially when 
there's this huge national debt to be reckoned with. Why not let 
those idle resources—the trees just standing there enjoying the 
wind, the oil and natural gas lying around underground doing who 
knows what—pay their way by sacrificing just a portion of their 
number for the financial good of human society? 

Here's how it worked in Appalachia for decades, before the law 
was changed to a somewhat fairer system.'* The United States For
est Service owns vast percentages of many mountain counties, 
over 40 percent of the surface land in fourteen of them. Of course, 
the Forest Service, being part of the federal government, doesn't 
pay taxes on this land as a private landowner would. 

Bad news for county government? Not at all, the Forest Service 
said. We make payments in lieu of taxes to every county in which 
these lands are located. 

And how was the amount determined? Well, the Forest Service 
gave the county 25 percent of the income it received from selling 
standing timber (that's trees that haven't been cut down yet) to 
corporations and individuals to harvest. Fine in theory. The prob
lem was that the Forest Service sold the standing timber—a pub
lic resource—at prices way below market value. Some counties got 
payments in lieu of taxes as little as twenty-two cents an acre. The 
corporations got a steal, and the public, the people of the county, 
got stolen from. , <, 
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Like any contract or partnership between government and cor
porations, leasing can go bad. Big money out to make profits and 
the public good rarely make for an equal marriage. 

SELLING OUTRIGHT 
It's obvious: What was public is turned into a resource for profit 
making. Once privatized, a formerly public good or service is likely 
to be handled differently to cut costs and increase profits. And 
should that turn out to make the public need to take it back, there 
are serious problems. It is too expensive to buy it back or start it up 
anew, and in any case, government expertise and provisions to run 
it, provide for it, care for it have been lost. 

The public—particularly less wealthy, under- and uninsured 
people—has depended on public hospitals. Where these have 
been privatized, sold off to private corporations, costs were cut— 
and guess where the quick and easy cuts were made? Privatizers 
may believe in charity, but not from them. Preventive care is also 
likely to be cut, or cut back: Hospitals that profit from having 
patients do not have a stake in keeping us well by offering low-
ticket wellness services. Even privatized hospitals that want, or are 
required under the terms of the sale, to keep up preventive and 
charity services may not be able to afford them. 

Furthermore, when a public hospital is sold to a religious organ
ization, that religion's beliefs can be imposed on health care pro
fessionals they employ, and on their customers (which is what 
those in need of care have become, although customers without 
much choice). Catholic hospitals, for example, will not offer serv
ices in support of reproductive choice, particularly abortions and 
birth control. This might be their own business if the public could 
go elsewhere. But when public hospitals are sold to Catholic 
orders, they can become, as they have in Eugene, Oregon, just 
about the only show around. No religion should decide, on the 
basis of its own doctrine, what health care all of us can and can
not get." v:.vrffr'JJi:fc;. -s. • ' : y 

Selling off a public good or service can, then, significantly lessen 
fair, inclusive access to it because the need to profit (or to serve 
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Other primary values, such as religious ones) can affect quality, 

scope, and kind of services offered. 

DISINVESTMENT 
Divestment means pulling out public funds so that public goods and 
services deteriorate or even fold, and can then be taken over or 
bought by for-profit corporations without public protest. Or, cut
ting back a public commitment to fund a service so far that those 
who are trying to run it are forced to seek money from the private 
sector. Private money means greater private control. Disinvestment 
(a polite term for breaking your word and going back on a commit
ment of public funds, much as disinformation is a polite term for 
lying) can also force responsible public officials to make deals with 
private for-profits even when they do not think it a good idea. 

Disinvestment in education, for example, leads to the over
crowded, undersupplied classrooms that allow privatizers to say, 
"See? Public education is failing," and then further undercut those 
schools by offering vouchers to parents to send their children to 
private schools. In public universities, it leads to desperate admin
istrators putting great pressure on faculty to bring in fat grants or 
to work on projects under university-corporate partnership 
arrangements. Scholars must then look first for what might get 
funded, rather than to what we need and want to know. 

Disinvestment can also be used against federal funding agencies. 
In early 2005, the Bush administration pulled back monies prom
ised to the Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Educa
tion (FIPSE), which had supported innovative programs. Authors 
of proposals that had already been approved for funding were sud
denly told there would be no money after all. More people who 
might have improved education were forced to seek private fund
ing—more private-sector control over education. 

CREATING AND CONTROLLING MARKETS 
THAT REQUIRE PUBLIC FUNDING TO SERVE 
One way privatization takes chunks out of public funds for the 
good of for-profit corporations is literally by creating public need 
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and demand. This takes time and determination, and often, coUu. 
sion of various more or less open sorts, but indeed it can be and has 
been done. 

Here's a dramatic example. Most major cities in the United 
States used to have a trolley system that provided relatively effi
cient, inexpensive, and nonpoUuting public transportation. But, 
one by one, the trolley systems disappeared. 

What happened to these sensible trolleys? Were they too slow 
for fast-moving modern people—lumbering dinosaurs whose time 
had come and gone? Too expensive to maintain? Obsolete in a 
world of subways and airplanes ? Too cute for serious cities with pur
poseful, high-powered people? 

No, none of the above. The trolleys were doing just fine. The 
problem was that this public form of transportation competed 
directly and successfully with the emerging automotive and oil 
industries. Remember, the trolleys ran on electricity, not on oil or 
gasoline. So these corporations (including the Rockefeller oil cor
porations. Ford Motor Company, and Goodyear Tire and Rubber) 
simply bought up the public trolley systems and closed them 
down—wherever across the country they could.'" - : .' ' 

The profits made by the oil, car, and associated corporations are 
by now monstrously huge. Meanwhile, government has to build 
and maintain all those public roads we drive our cars on, provide 
traffic cops and all the paraphernalia, like stoplights, we need not 
to kill each other on the roads—and on and on, all the way to 
involving our government, including the military, in global strug
gles to keep the oil flowing. 

These days, in Charlotte where we live, we are investing ever 
more tax money in trying to provide public transportation to get 
us out of those cars. Part of the plan includes—guess what? A pub- i 
lie trolley system. 

Now, let's be clear. We think having a public trolley system is 
totally great (partly, we have to admit, because there's a stop three 
blocks from our house). The trolley cars—lovingly rebuilt over 
many years by volunteers who were determined to convince the 
city to bring its trolleys back—are just beautiful. But because the , 
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old trolley system was deliberately undermined and shut down, 
providing public transportation today is going to cost millions of 
our tax dollars. If the corporations hadn't worked to destroy the 
public transportation systems we had in the first place, we wouldn't 
as a city and as a nation be spending billions to rebuild them now 
fromscratch. ,\'.•y,'t'•••rri:, • 

The corporations that consciously worked to destroy this coun
try's trolley systems take no responsibility for helping rebuild them. 
No surprise there, though. Remedying harms to the public good is 
not the corporations' business—even when they are the cause of 
those harms. •';)''''̂'v;?;;v;,,i;,j:i ' 

SUBSIDIES 
Public monies—our tax dollars—are used to lower corporations' 
costs so they can continue to make, and grow, their profits. These 
range from so-called tax incentives to government purchases of 
land that are then offered to corporations that, if given sufficient 
incentives (that's the polite term for bribes), just might locate 
where jobs are needed, to tax breaks for the same reason, or to keep 
a corporation from moving elsewhere, to bailouts of faltering cor
porate giants—to military presence and actions, and today, ongo
ing U.S. presence and war in oil-rich regions of the world. 

Subsidies are another reason corporations are interested in con
tracts, leasing, and partnering with the government. Public money 
or other goods (including credibility) is the dowry the bride brings 
that goes toward strengthening the groom's economic potential." 

The reasons given for these more or less obvious bribes, collec
tively and politely called subsidies—or, a bit more honestly, cor
porate welfare—are various. Most of them, though, invoke the 
need for a now thoroughly corporate-dominated economy to keep 
growing. That these reasons have some truth to them makes a 
prime point about the privatizers' agenda. We and our government 
are being made so dependent on corporations that they call the 
shots, which is just what they want. ' > -̂V-: • s ^ 

And we are encouraged to think that it is good for us and good 
for America to subsidize the very corporations that are taking away 
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our public powers and profiting from provisions for the public 
good. Matter of fact, we're not even supposed to notice that the 
difference between our country and the corporations is nowhere 
near as clear as it should be. 

ENCLOSURE 
The enclosing of what was free, held in common, shared, open to 
all, so that it becomes private, is a very basic form of privatization. 
It takes what was public and puts it in private hands. When settlers 
staked their claims on land the Native Americans had used but not 
owned, there were fierce conflicts. When ranchers built fences to 
keep the animals they raised in and other ranchers' animals out, 
they were turning open territory into private space. When farmers 
came along and fenced in more of the open territory that the 
ranchers had used to drive their stock to market, more struggles 
erupted. • v^yii • • • 

Further back in history, in sixteenth-century England, the 
growth of the wool trade led to the enclosure—the fencing in—of 
what had been commons, land used in common by groups of peo
ple. This was a major change with serious economic, social, legal, 
and political consequences. The British government was pressed 
into service by the owners of the privatized land, and its powers 
were both used and increased on their behalf For example, 
between 1688 and 1820, "the number of capital crimes in England 
increased from 50 to 220; almost all were related to crimes against 
property. Particularly notable was the imposition of the death 
penalty as punishment for writing anonymous letters to protest the 
enclosure of common lands."" 

Enclosure, then, is obviously related to freedom, and to claims 
to conflicting kinds of rights. 

Freedom has many meanings, but basic to our experience of 
being free is that we can go where we want, say what we think, act 
as we will. Obviously there are constraints on these freedoms even 
when we have public rights that protect our ability to choose to 
exercise them. We can't go anywhere, say anything, do anything 
anytime we want to, because we are only human, and we are social. 
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moral creatures. We set limits on ourselves and on each other so 
that my freedom cannot be used to harm you, or to limit your free
dom. But freedom is limited in a more concrete and telling way 
where private property becomes a right that outweighs almost all 
others. 

Rights to own property are deeply valued in societies that have 
them. But they are also rights that can be, and have been, extended 
from land to all sorts of material things—and to other human 
beings, as with slavery. It's one thing to have a small farm you can 
own, fence in, post No Trespassing signs on, and use as you will; it's 
quite another thing to own slaves. Slave owners, we know from 
U.S. history, will then agitate for laws that enshrine and expand 
their "property" rights. When concentrated ownership becomes 
unjust, government can become party to its perversion. 

Today, when corporations take over publicly owned lands and 
water, it's recognized as privatization. But this is connected to the 
older, more widespread taking over of what was open to all, and 
that is less often recognized. It should be recognized, because when 
the right to private ownership takes precedence over other basic 
rights of freedom, the sphere of our shared freedoms always shrinks. 

For example, although our right to freedom of expression is pro
tected against government restrictions by the Constitution, it is 
not fully protected against private owners. When someone owns 
property—like an apartment building, a mall, an amusement park, 
a retirement home—that person, or corporation, can refuse to let 
people holding views the owner disagrees with speak on the prop
erty, or speak about political issues at all. 

Simply put, the less public space we have, the less freedom we 
have to exercise our public rights—and today public space is dis
appearing, being enclosed, at an accelerating pace." Look around 
you: How many new gated communities are going up? How many 
restricted housing developments? How many shopping malls? On 
the other hand, how many places in your community are still free 
and open to people who want to pass out leaflets asking people to 
join a union, work to elect a favorite candidate, carry a picket sign 
protesting injustice? 
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The loss of public space also means that the sphere of power of 
our government is shrinking. Government cannot enforce your 
right to free speech when you are on the private property of some
one whose ownership rights the government protects. The gov
ernment then serves its citizens as owners, rather than simply as 
We the People, whoever and wherever we are, whatever we have 
or do not have. 

The decision to protect those who benefit from the enclosure of 
the commons (from land to air rights, from water to mineral rights, 
from knowledge and information to images and symbols) has long 
since been made in many countries. Private property is a deep cul
tural value, and very much a part of the way we lead our lives. But 
as privatization of all sorts spreads, a careful, equitable balance 
between our differing rights threatens to be lost in favor of those 
who own ever more, and can, where they have taken control, 
legally shut us out, shut us in, and deny us the expansive freedoms 
for which democracies were created. 

In 1953, the words of the chair of General Motors, Charlie Wil
son, made it into public folklore: "What's good for General Motors 
is good for America." In 2001, right after 9/11, General Motors 
proudly launched an advertising campaign for its cars based on the 
same premise. "Keep America rolling," it said.'^ 

Ownership and consumerism as patriotism, patriotism as con
sumerism and ownership—not always an easy sell, but there are 
politicians as well as corporations working hard to convince us. 

There is no such thing as a private democracy. 

Who Is Not Served hy Privatization? 

Si is an organizer. Organizers, like all craftspeople, have a tool kit, 
a set of physical and intellectual resources they turn to for help 
when they know what's happening but not why. If organizers or any 
other people don't understand why something is happening, any 
effort to change what's going on is likely to lead them and us in 
many wrong directions. , , i,„, , ; 
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A key question organizers ask is, "Who does it serve?" Actually, 

it should be, "Whom does it serve," but organizers, like politicians, 

pride themselves on being plainspoken and tend to avoid certain 

technically correct grammatical constructions if they think using 

these forms might make them appear too pretentious. For example, 

most organizers would never use the preceding sentence in public. 

Sometimes, to figure out whom something serves, organizers 

look around to figure out, first, whom it does not serve. Here's a list 

of those privatization has not served. 

COMMUNITIES 
People tend to be loyal to the community in which they live. Cor

porations tend to be loyal only to themselves, meaning their exec

utives, board members, and of course, their largest shareholders, 

many of which are also loyal to other corporations, from which 

they profit. (Just to thicken the mix as much as possible, some of 

the largest shareholders are other corporations). When people 

leave a community, they sell their house to someone else. When 

corporations leave, there's often nothing left but the empty build

ing where people used to work—and a lot of "For Sale" signs in 

front of the houses of the people who used to have jobs in the now 

empty building. 

TAXPAYERS 
The basic argument privatizers use to promote their agenda is that 
it saves the public money. Those who favor privatization do stud
ies proving that it saves money; those who oppose it do others 
proving the opposite. What is perfectly clear is that, even if major 
privatization takes place, and even if the quality of service goes 
down, taxes usually remain the same. The difference is that more 
of those public funds go into private corporate pockets.'' 

PUBLIC EMPLOYEES 
Corporations have learned an important if obvious lesson: If you 
pay people less, and if you pay less people, you can keep more of the 
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money for yourself. When public services are privatized, it's com
mon to terminate most if not all of the public employees who 
worked there. Those who are hired back, and those who are hired 
to replace those who lose their jobs permanently, almost always 
have lower wages or salaries and benefits than when those jobs 
were public. The individual, the family, and the community are all 
poorer for it, in many senses of the word. , • 

SMALL BUSINESS OWNERS 
When people have less money to spend, guess where they spend 
even less of it? People with a little extra disposable income can 
afford to support their small neighborhood and community busi
nesses. People living on the financial edge, however they may feel 
about Wal-Mart, end up shopping there. 

COMMUNITY ORGANIZATIONS , : 
Just as people who've lost part of their income are likely to have to 
transfer their business from small neighborhood stores to the Big 
Boxes, they're also less able to contribute financially to community 
organizations. Plus, because they're likely to have to take on a sec
ond job to make ends meet, they have less time to volunteer for 
good causes and organizations—assuming they don't have to leave 
town to find a new job. 

' MILITARY PERSONNEL , 
Privatization of the military has meant that employees of private 
security corporations working in war zones make as much as or 
more than $100,000 a year—again, that's our tax dollars—while 
some of our enlisted women and men on the front lines of battle 
don't even have the equipment to protect themselves. Their fam
ilies and friends back home hold fundraising drives to buy body 
armor so that their loved ones have at least a better chance of get
ting home alive and in one piece. And family, friends, and neigh
bors pitch in to help military families too, because the pay is so low 
that life is otherwise very hard indeed."* , . , 
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PEOPLE IN PRISON " • ' 

For-profit private prisons have meant higher levels of prison vio

lence, fewer educational and training resources, a higher probabil

ity of being incarcerated a long way from home, and so less chance 

to turn your life around. We all lose when that fails. To people in 

prisons add people who suffer from the crimes committed by those 

who have already been incarcerated and came out more hardened, 

more desperate—or just unemployable in a world where no job 

means no money, no food, no chance. With over two million peo

ple already in prison, and many more millions in their families, the 

United States can't afford the pressure to expand incarceration 

created by the private prison industry. 

If neither taxpayers, public employees, communities, commu

nity organizations, small business owners, military personnel, nor 

people in prison or the victims of crime benefit from privatiza

tion—which is to say, most of the people who live in the United 

States—why are we doing it? Who/whom does it serve? ' v - :• : 

Privatization serves corporations. 
Now, that's not the official line, of course. To hear some elected 

officials talk about privatization, you'd think it was the best thing 
since sliced bread. It's Mom, apple pie, and the Fourth of July all 
over again. These politicians and their corporate allies present pri
vatization as a sort of miracle ingredient that will cure much of 
what's wrong with society and government. 

Let's take society first. Are the leading advocates for privatiza
tion—which is to say, the major political and economic conserva
tives in this country—really sincere when they claim that 
privatizing will build a better society by improving services to the 
poor and needy? Since when have conservatives (compassionate 
or not) tended to make the spending of money needed to ensure 
quality public services for the less fortunate the centerpiece of their 
time in office? Compare the following two lists and think which of 
these groups benefited most from conservative-led efforts to move 
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public funds, through privatization and other means, to con
stituencies they care about: 

First group: single working mothers; homeless families; poor and 
working people; people with HIV/AIDS; disabled veterans of 
World War II, Korea, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq; inner-city 
schoolchildren; rural communities threatened by environmental 
disasters; day care workers and the women who can't take or keep 
jobs without them; skilled workers unemployed because of changes 
in technology; minimum wage workers; below-minimum-wage 
workers; workers with disabilities; immigrants fleeing political tur
moil in their home countries. 

Secondgroup: energy corporations, defense corporations, mining 
corporations, natural gas corporations, timber corporations, 
agribusiness corporations, pharmaceutical corporations, aerospace 
corporations, oil corporations, private military corporations. 

Also in the second group: individuals and families of wealth. (We 
don't want to suggest that conservatives only care about corpora
tions and have no regard for individuals or some families' value). 

To think that the reason conservative political leaders want to 
privatize is so that the most vulnerable will be empowered by being 
treated more equally is to ignore a long, sad, and painful history. If 
you believe these leaders want to privatize because of their deep 
humanitarian concerns, we have a bridge we'd like to sell you. 

Another dubious miracle claim is that privatization will fix 
much of what's wrong with the government, which is where we're 
supposed to put the blame for any troubles we have. 

Organizers, though, also ask where the power is that keeps the 
benefits flowing in one direction and not others. Elected officials, 
people often say. Okay, but who and what are they using their 
power for? Most of the elected officials who are working so hard to 
promote privatization aren't trying to improve government. 
They're not working to make government agencies more account
able, or public employees more responsible. 

They're trying to do two things. First, they're trying to move as 
high a percentage of public funds (meaning the money from your 
taxes) into the pockets of corporations and individual people of 
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wealth (among whom they are planning to be, if they aren't 
already). 

If the rest of us are judged by the company we keep, these offi
cials should be judged by the companies that keep them. 

Here's the second thing privatizers are trying to do. They're aim
ing to destroy independent, democratic government itself. 

Well, let's not exaggerate. Antitax activist and Republican 
political strategist Grover Norquist said only that he wanted to 
make government so small he could haul it into the bathroom and 
drown it in the bathtub.'' : 

When people meeting together to figure out what's going on and 
why they're hurting begin to put the pieces together, they realize 
that Grover Norquist was not joking. Neither were spokespeople 
for Governor Mark Sanford when they suggested that administra
tion could run South Carolina with one thousand public employ
ees. Nor was Governor Jeb Bush when he envisioned a Florida in 
which the buildings that used to house public employees stood 
empty. 

These elected officials are not just indulging in the time-hon
ored American tradition of bashing government and public 
employees. They are operating in a conscious, very disciplined 
manner. Their actions speak as loudly, and are every bit as antigov-
ernment, antidemocracy, as their words. 

It's actually not hard at all to figure out what they're trying to do. 
They're telling us—but they're also telling us that it is for our own 
good—that the very government we elected them to is what we 
should watch them drown in their bathtub. 

The rationale for letting the foxes take over? Well, if we have 
foxes guarding the henhouse, we're told, we'll be safe from all those 
rogue predators out there in the wicked world. These will be our 
foxes—so forget that foxes, too, are predators. Predator foxes just 
love chickens, so we'll be safe with them. 

And we should feel even more secure when the Guardian Foxes 
invite some of their kin to go right on into the henhouse. Lovers 
of chickens that they are, they'll provide for our needs far more effi
ciently and effectively, we are assured, than that old bungler, that 
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bleeding heart Uncle Sam who thinks he should feed even the 
scrawniest, even the sickest and smallest chicken i n his flock. I f the 
Guardian Foxes have to take some risks, such as culling some of the 
chickens who are less likely to make it so that the others may flour
ish, or raiding other henhouses, then we can only admire them for 
their leadership and willingness to make the really hard decisions. 

A terrible thing, that: Uncle Sam forgot that his one and only 
role as farmer is to plump up chickens to be sold, thereby making 
the money on which the world runs. He went and fell for those 
chickens, started caring about them, and refused to leave them 
unguarded against the foxes. (He had some help from the chickens 
in this change of heart, of course: Organized chickens had done a 
lot of squawking.) W i t h his handouts. Farmer Sam has turned his 
chickens into dependents and cheats. Let the Guardian Foxes 
stand their watch, let their crony foxes into the henhouse, and the 
chickens w i l l be liberated. 

As Litt le Red Riding Hood said to the foxes' brother, the Big Bad 
Wolf, when he clothed himself i n her grandmother's nightgown 
and cap and pulled the covers up to his chin, "My, what big teeth 
you have. Grandma." " A l l the better to eat you w i t h , my dear," said 
the rather more honest wolf. 
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