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To the people of Massachusetts, who sent me into this fight


 

Prologue

“I’ll get the popcorn.”

I yelled up the stairs to let Bruce know I was coming. I also had the beer and my laptop.

He had the television on, with the second season of Ballers lined up. Our son had hooked us on it the year before, and we’d been saving the shows until tonight—Election Night.

It was November 8, 2016. The polls were about to close in Massachusetts, and we were about to start our Election Night ritual: clicking back and forth between news reports and binge-watching something really fun on television. I had my laptop so I could check on the local races, and my phone so, assuming the night went well, I could make some congratulatory calls.

Yeah, until I won my Senate race in 2012 I’d have guessed that a senator would watch election returns like a pro: a big group of people in a war room somewhere, multiple television screens on the walls, phones ringing, people rushing in with last-minute information. Lots of coffee cups and pizza boxes strewn over desks. Someone making pithy remarks about what it means that with 2 percent of Illinois reporting, Duckworth has a four-point lead, and turnout in the Seventh Precinct is high, and so on. In fact, I think I’ve seen that scene in the movies.

But not Bruce and me, not tonight. I wasn’t on the ballot this year, so I wouldn’t be huddling with a campaign team. Besides, by this point, there wasn’t anything else I could do to affect the election’s outcome. And with so much on the line, I knew that watching the numbers drift in over the next few hours would be agony.

For so many of these races, I’d been out there with the candidates—cheered them on, given speeches standing next to them, frozen and sweated and stepped in muck right along with them. Hillary Clinton’s race, of course, was the night’s biggest, but I would be chewing my fingernails watching the Senate races as well. There was Catherine Cortez Masto, a former attorney general in Nevada whom I’d worked with while fighting the banks during the housing crisis eight years ago. Katie McGinty, a former environmental policy official in Pennsylvania who was trying to unseat a Republican who seemed to be funded by an endless supply of Wall Street money. Russ Feingold, the former senator from Wisconsin who had been in the trenches with me as we’d fought to save families from predatory lenders fifteen years earlier and was making a strong push to get his old seat back. Maggie Hassan, the governor from just across the border in New Hampshire, where I had gone time after time to help out. Jason Kander, a progressive Democrat in Missouri who was running uphill hard. Tammy Duckworth, a vet in Illinois who had lost both legs in Iraq and, no surprise, turned out to be a fierce campaigner. Kamala Harris, the California AG I’d gone into battle with shoulder to shoulder many times. And so many more. For months, these candidates had put it all on the line. Faces, names, stories—they all crowded in that night, and I was anxious and hopeful and fearful for every one of them.

No, I didn’t want to watch the numbers trickle in with a big group. I just wanted to be at home with Bruce. That night we did what we always did—toggled back and forth between a television show and the election results. Sitting on the couch eating popcorn, drinking beer, and hoping for the best.

Ballers was terrific. The 2016 election, not so much.

The first sign of trouble was how quickly several Senate races were called for Republicans. Indiana. Florida. Suddenly candidates we thought would win were struggling—Russ in Wisconsin and Katie in Pennsylvania. And then it looked like Hillary was in trouble, too.

It was like watching a train wreck in slow motion. One car hurtled off the tracks, then another crumpled, then fires and explosions and bodies flying everywhere.

As I watched the White House slip away and the Democratic losses mount, I knew that a lot of people would spend weeks analyzing what had gone wrong, how this moment had come to pass. There would be lots of pundits. (“I always knew…”) Lots of partisans. (“Of course this loss happened because they…”) Lots of political types certain that they could have done it all much, much better.

Sure, there would be endless autopsies of the 2016 campaigns, but as that long night wore on, I found myself thinking less about the political winds and more about how the fallout from this election would deliver one more body blow to so many working families. The television showed crowds of candidates and supporters celebrating or grieving, but what haunted me was the thought that for tens of millions of Americans, life was about to get a whole lot tougher.

*   *   *

LONG BEFORE I ever came within a hundred miles of politics, I had been a teacher and a researcher. I had spent years tracking what was happening to America’s middle class, what was happening to working families and families that wanted to be working families. It was a great and terrible story.

The tale of America coming out of the Great Depression and not only surviving but actually transforming itself into an economic giant is the stuff of legend. But the part that gives me goose bumps is what we did with all that wealth: over several generations, our country built the greatest middle class the world had ever known.

We built it ourselves, using our own hard work and the tools of government to open up more opportunities for millions of people. We used it all—tax policy, investments in public education, new infrastructure, support for research, rules that protected consumers and investors, antitrust laws—to promote and expand our middle class. The spectacular, shoot-off-the-fireworks fact is that we succeeded. Income growth was widespread, and the people who did most of the work—the 90 percent of America—also got most of the gains. In the 1960s and 1970s, I was one of the lucky beneficiaries of everything America was building, and to this day, I am grateful to the bottom of my soul.

But now, in a new century and a different time, that great middle class is on the ropes. All across the country, people are worried—worried and angry.

They are angry because they bust their tails and their income barely budges. Angry because their budget is stretched to the breaking point by housing and health care. Angry because the cost of sending their kid to day care or college is out of sight.

People are angry because trade deals seem to be building jobs and opportunities for workers in other parts of the world, while leaving abandoned factories here at home. Angry because young people are getting destroyed by student loans, working people are deep in debt, and seniors can’t make their Social Security checks cover their basic living expenses. Angry because we can’t even count on the fundamentals—roads, bridges, safe water, reliable power—from our government. Angry because we’re afraid that our children’s chances for a better life won’t be as good as our own.

People are angry, and they are right to be angry. Because this hard-won, ruggedly built, infinitely precious democracy of ours has been hijacked.

Today this country works great for those at the top. It works great for every corporation rich enough to hire an army of lobbyists and lawyers. It works great for every billionaire who pays taxes at lower rates than the hired help. It works great for everyone with the money to buy favors in Washington. Government works great for them, but for everyone else, this country is no longer working very well.

This is the most dangerous kind of corruption. No, it’s not old-school bribery with envelopes full of cash. This much smoother, slicker, and better-dressed form of corruption is perverting our government and making sure that day after day, decision after decision, the rich and powerful are always taken care of. This corruption is turning government into a tool of those who have already gathered wealth and influence. This corruption is hollowing out America’s middle class and tearing down our democracy.

In 2016, into this tangle of worry and anger, came a showman who made big promises. A man who swore he would drain the swamp, then surrounded himself with the lobbyists and billionaires who run the swamp and feed off government favors. A man who talked the talk of populism but offered the very worst of trickle-down economics. A man who said he knew how the corrupt system worked because he had worked it for himself many times. A man who vowed to make America great again and followed up with attacks on immigrants, minorities, and women. A man who was always on the hunt for his next big con.

In the months ahead, it would become clear that this man was even more divisive and dishonest than his presidential campaign revealed. But on election night, I stared at the television as it sank in that this man was about to become the next president of the United States.

The election results kept rolling in, and I knew that plenty of people would be eager to describe the special appeal of Donald Trump and explain all the reasons why he won. But we need more than an explanation of just one election; we also need to understand how and why our country has gone so thoroughly wrong. We need a plan to put us back on track—and then we need to get to work and make it happen.

We need to live our values, to be the kind of nation that invests in opportunity, not just for some of us, but for all of us. We need to take our democracy back from those who would pervert it for their own benefit. We need to build the America of our best dreams.

Sitting on the couch with Bruce, I watched Donald Trump say that his presidency would be “a beautiful thing.” No, I thought, it won’t be anything like beautiful. Worse, the man who would soon move into the White House had the capacity to bear down on a middle class that was already on the ropes and deliver the knockout punch.

If ever there was a time to fight, this was it.


 

1

The Disappearing Middle Class

I was ready to go.

It was a Thursday morning in March 2013. I’d been in the Senate for two and a half months, and this was our first hearing on the minimum wage. For close to four years, the federal minimum wage had been frozen at $7.25 an hour. The rate was already low by historic standards, and a lot of workers were sinking. Minimum wage is just that—the minimum.

When I am home in Massachusetts, I make a point of speaking with as many Bay Staters as I can. This includes the people who do the service work in big buildings. These are the workers who stock the office kitchens, keep the buildings clean, provide security. I’ve been struck by how many of them hold down two or three jobs just to stay afloat. Women who take the T into Boston, work a full shift cleaning buildings, then stay to work a morning shift at one of the counters at South Station. Men who push wheelchairs and haul bags at Logan Airport all day, then drive cabs or work security in the evening. And I meet them outside Boston too. Mothers and fathers in New Bedford and Fall River, in Worcester and Springfield, who work at fast-food places in town or on the highway, piecing together a living from whatever jobs they can find. A woman up on the North Shore told me she sleeps in her car in the parking lot in the hours between when one job ends and the other begins. She said she’s so tired that when she drives to her mother’s house to pick up her baby daughter, she falls asleep on the couch the minute she gets there. Low-wage workers—in Massachusetts and in all the other states too—are among the hardest working people in America.

I’m pretty hard-core about this issue. The way I see it, no one in this country should work full-time and still live in poverty—period. But at $7.25 an hour, a mom working a forty-hour-a-week minimum-wage job cannot keep herself and her baby above the poverty line. This is wrong—and this was something the U.S. Congress could make better if we’d just raise the minimum wage. We could fix this now.

Ten weeks on the job, and it still gave me a thrill to walk into the Senate hearing rooms, notebook tucked under my arm. This room was like a stage set: high ceilings, heavy paneling, and dark blue carpets. The lights were mounted on the walls, giant art deco torches that looked like they were illuminating an ancient temple. The room was so vast that everyone had to use microphones just to hear each other.

Senators were seated on a raised platform, assigned places around a giant, wood-paneled horseshoe-shaped dais. Our chairs were huge, high-backed leather affairs, sort of ancient king meets modern CEO. Witnesses sat at a low table in the open part of the U, with the audience behind them. The room’s design is intended to evoke the grandeur and solemnity of the Senate, a not-very-subtle reminder of the power of this body.

In keeping with the Senate’s rigid deference to seniority and my junior status, my chair was the farthest from center stage, out on one end of the horseshoe. I didn’t care. I was aware that this was pretty routine stuff for most senators. And okay, I understood that this committee wasn’t going to do a movie moment and suddenly jump up and demand in the name of working people everywhere that Congress increase the minimum wage.

I knew that, but I also knew that the move to raise the minimum wage was gaining traction around the country. And I knew that this hearing was a pretty good platform to move that fight forward. After all, this committee really did have the power to recommend a raise for thirty million Americans, and even if we weren’t going to do it today, I wanted to make sure we made some progress. If you don’t fight, you can’t win.
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Committee hearing on the minimum wage. That’s me at the far right end of the horseshoe.

I also understood that for more than forty years, workers’ pay hadn’t kept pace with inflation. Productivity had gone up. Profits had gone up. Executives had gotten raises. Couldn’t we at last come together to make sure that the people who did some of the hardest, dirtiest work in the nation got at least a chance to build a little security?

And couldn’t we also give this whole “bipartisan” thing another try? Since the 1930s, Republicans had joined Democrats to support periodic increases to the minimum wage, and now, after four years of holding steady, I thought we might come together for some kind of increase. Okay, it probably wouldn’t be as much as I wanted, but couldn’t we at least do something?

No. The Republicans were locked in: they would block any efforts to increase the minimum wage by even a few nickels.

The hearing produced some sharp back-and-forth about the impact that raising the minimum wage might have on jobs. The data are clear: study after study shows that there are no large adverse effects on jobs when the minimum wage goes up—and one of the country’s leading experts was sitting right in front of us testifying to exactly that point. I battled a couple of the other witnesses, and I got in my licks about how far the real minimum wage had fallen, but after about an hour and a half, the hearing began winding down.

I gathered up my papers, ready to leave as soon as the gavel fell. Lamar Alexander, the senator from Tennessee and the most senior Republican on the committee, was asking his last questions when a witness interrupted him to point out that Congress was responsible for setting the right level for the minimum wage.

Senator Alexander replied that if he could decide, there would be no minimum.

No minimum wage at all. Not $15.00. Not $10.00. Not $7.25. Not $5.00. Not $1.00.

The comment was delivered quite casually. It wasn’t a grand pronouncement shouted by a crazy, hair-on-fire ideologue. Instead, a longtime U.S. senator stated with calm confidence that if an employer could find someone desperate enough to take a job for fifty cents an hour, then that employer should have the right to pay that wage and not a penny more. He might as well have said that employers could eat cake and the workers could scramble for whatever crumbs fall off the table.

For just a blink, I wasn’t in a heavily paneled Senate hearing room. I wasn’t sitting at an elevated dais. I didn’t have an aide seated behind me and cameras pointed my way.

*   *   *

FOR JUST A blink, I was a skinny sixteen-year-old girl, back in Oklahoma City. It was early in the fall, and I had just started my senior year of high school.

By then we were a small family: all that was left of us was Mother, Daddy, and me. My three older brothers had each in turn left for the military, gotten married, and were starting families of their own.

Like every family, we’d had our ups and downs, but from my teenage perspective, life felt a little steadier again. Mother answered phones at Sears, and Daddy sold lawn mowers and fences. Two paychecks. It had been a couple of years since the bill collectors had called or people had threatened to take away our home. Late at night, I no longer heard the muffled sounds of my mother crying.

But it was still tough. There was no extra money, no breathing room. I waited tables and babysat. I picked up a few dollars sewing and ironing, although nothing regular. I was sixteen—sixteen and watching the world slip away. This was my last year of high school, and it looked like everyone at Northwest Classen had a future, everyone except me. All my friends were talking about college. They went on nonstop as they compared schools and sororities and possible majors. No one seemed to worry about what it would cost. Me? I didn’t have the money for a college application, much less tuition and books. Some days it seemed like college might as well have been on the moon.

It was a miserable time in my life.

One night my mother and I had another fight about what I should do after high school. I look back now and realize that she was trying her best. She worked long hours, and she sometimes seemed stretched to the breaking point.

On this one night, it all spun out of control. She had been yelling at me. Why was I so special that I had to go to college? Did I think I was better than everyone else in the family? Where would the money come from? I did the usual: I stared at the floor in silence, and when I’d had enough, I retreated to my bedroom. But this time, retreat wasn’t enough. She followed me into my room and kept yelling. I finally jumped up from my desk and screamed at her to leave me alone.

Quick as lightning, she hit me hard in the face.

I think we were both stunned. She backed out of my room. I stuffed a handful of clothes into a canvas bag and raced out the front door.

Hours later, Daddy found me downtown, sitting on a bench at the bus station. My face was red, and I was still shaking. I was hurt—hurt and discouraged.

Everything in my life seemed wrong.

Daddy sat down beside me on the bench, and for a long time he said nothing. Both of us stared ahead. After a while, he asked if I was hungry. He walked over to a vending machine and brought back some cracker sandwiches. Then he asked me if I remembered the time after his heart attack, those hard months when he and Mother were sure they were about to lose the house.

I remembered.

It had been nearly four years earlier. After his heart attack, Daddy had been in the hospital for a long time, and when he came home he was gray and even quieter than usual. He spent hours sitting alone, smoking cigarettes and looking off into space. He moved into the tiny bedroom that had been left empty when my brother David joined the army.

For months, my mother carried around Kleenex or the cheap off-brand she usually bought. She worked the tissues into shreds, leaving them balled up in ashtrays and on her dresser. But she always had one ready in case she started to cry. And she cried a lot.

Daddy said it was the worst time in his life. Worse than when the doctors thought the lumps on his neck were cancer. Worse than when his best friend, Claude, died. Worse than when he was in a terrible car crash and smashed through the windshield and tore his shoulder open.

“Your mother was at home when they took the station wagon,” he said, his voice low. “And then they said they were going to take the house. She cried every night.”

He paused for a long time. “I just couldn’t face it.”

Sitting there on the bench in the bus station, he told me that he had failed and that the shame had nearly killed him. He wanted to die. He wanted to disappear from our lives and from the earth and from everything that had gone wrong. He would think about how bad things were and ask whether this was the night to leave my mother and me.

What happened? I asked.

Daddy sat silently for a long time, caught somewhere in his memories of those awful days. He still didn’t look at me. Finally, he took my hand in both of his and held it tightly.

It got better, he said. Your mother found work. We made some payments. After a while, I went back to work. We had less money, but it was enough to get by. We got caught up on the mortgage. You seemed to do okay.

Finally he turned and looked at me. “Life gets better, punkin.”
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My daddy said, “Life gets better, punkin.”

And that’s how I’d always remembered this moment: my daddy telling me to hang on, that no matter how bad it feels, life gets better. I had carried that story in my pocket for decades. It was how I made it through the painful parts. Divorce. Disappointments. Deaths. Whenever things got really tough, I would pull out that story and hold it in my mind. I’d hear my daddy’s voice, and I’d always feel better. By now, his line was a part of me.

Life gets better, punkin.

*   *   *

IT WAS JUST a blink before I was back in that fancy hearing room again. But that’s all it takes—just a blink—to change someone’s life. My daddy’s life. My mother’s life. My life.

As I walked back to my office, I thought about how close my family had come to disaster. After my daddy’s heart attack, we were tumbling down a hill toward a cliff, and we had been just about to go over the edge when my mother grabbed a branch—a job at Sears. She was fifty years old, and for the first time in her life she had a job with a paycheck. She answered phones and took catalog orders. In a cramped room with no windows, eight women, mostly hard-pressed mothers like her, sat all day long, ready to help customers who called. She wore high heels and hose, and every day she and her coworkers took forty minutes for lunch and two breaks that lasted exactly ten minutes each.

And she was paid minimum wage.

So when Senator Alexander said there would be no minimum wage if it were up to him, I thought about how much that job had meant to Mother and Daddy and me. My mother’s minimum-wage job not only saved our house—it saved our family. No, it didn’t make our lives perfect. It took years to work off the medical bills from my father’s heart attack. My mother worked and reworked her grocery list to squeeze out every last nickel. The carpet in the living room got worn through to the bare floor. And there were times when my mother’s anxieties took over and she lashed out, and times when my daddy got scary quiet. But we hung together. We made it—shaken, but still standing.

What if Mother hadn’t earned enough money to keep us going after Daddy got sick? We’d already lost the family station wagon. What if we’d lost the house? What would the shame have done to my daddy? And if he had left us forever? What would the loss have done to Mother and me? Would I have ever made it to college? Or would she and I have clung to each other, both so fatally wounded that neither of us could ever have recovered?

I don’t know what would have happened if Mother hadn’t been able to break our fall with a minimum-wage job at Sears. But I do know that policy decisions about important issues like the minimum wage matter. Those decisions—made in far-off Washington, reached in elegant rooms by confident, well-fed men and women—really matter.

Back in the 1960s, when my mother worked at Sears, a minimum-wage job could keep a family of three afloat. Mother had a high school education and no work experience, but when Sears needed someone to answer the phones, the law required the company to pay her an hourly rate that was enough to keep our family of three up and on our feet.

And that’s where the sick-in-the-back-of-the-throat unfairness of it nearly chokes me. In the years since my mother went to work at Sears, America has gotten richer. In fact, the country’s total wealth is at an all-time high.

My mother wasn’t much into politics, but I’m sure she would have assumed that fifty years later, the minimum wage would be a lot higher. If it could feed a family of three and pay a mortgage in 1965, surely by now a minimum wage would let a family afford, say, a home and a car—and maybe even a little money for college applications for a skinny daughter. Right?

Wrong. Way wrong.

Adjusted for inflation, the minimum wage today is lower than it was in 1965—about 24 percent lower. That job at Sears allowed my mother to eke out a living for a family of three; today, a mother working full-time and getting paid the minimum wage cannot afford the rent on the average two-bedroom apartment anywhere in America. In Oklahoma, where I grew up, that mother wouldn’t even come close to providing a poverty-level income for her family. Paying rent, keeping groceries on the table, having a little money left over for school shoes or lunch money—those are all out of reach. Today a mother who tries to break her family’s fall simply can’t grab the same branch that was there for my family.

Today, Washington has decided to turn away as more families than ever tumble over a financial cliff and crash on the rocks below. I’m in my fifth year in the United States Senate, and during my time in office I’ve learned a bitter lesson: a Republican-led Congress just doesn’t care.

Where people end up in life is about more than hard work and good fortune. The rules matter, too. It matters whether the government blows tens of billions of dollars on tax loopholes for billionaires or whether that same money is used to lower costs for students who have to borrow money to go to college. It matters whether Wall Street can pocket billions of dollars by cheating people on mortgages and tricking them on credit cards or if there’s a cop on the beat to keep them honest. It matters whether the minimum wage is set so low that a full-time worker still lives in poverty or if minimum wage also means a livable wage.

When I sit in meetings or conferences and listen to people who have investment portfolios and second homes worry about the impact of raising the minimum wage on giant businesses like McDonald’s and Best Buy without a single thought about how the fry cooks or checkout clerks support themselves and their families from week to week, I grind my teeth until my head hurts. When I hear senators make oh-so-clever theoretical economic arguments while ignoring rock-solid data, I want to scream. When President Trump nominates a labor secretary who opposes a living wage and who made his own fortune by squeezing fast- food workers, I get the urge to bang my head on the table. And when I hear my colleagues in Congress express their deep concern for those who have already made it even as they cheerfully dismiss everyone who is busting their rear just to get by, the fury rises in me like a physical force.

The America of opportunity is under assault. We once ran this country to benefit hardworking people who didn’t have much, to grow a middle class, to create opportunities for our kids. We once held up the ideal that poor kids would get the same chances in life as everyone else.

We once believed that opportunity was not a zero-sum game; more for me didn’t have to mean less for you.

We once believed that the greatest country on earth could bend our future toward more opportunity for more of our people. But today every decision in Washington has a tilt. Politicians think about how they will fund their next campaigns, lobbyists press for every advantage, and armies of fancy corporate lawyers encircle government agencies. Big-deal executives earn millions on Wall Street, then spin through a revolving door that puts them in charge of government policy for a few years before they go back to the corporate side to make even more money. Think tanks support so-called experts who will offer an opinion on anything—if the price is right. The result is that the rich and powerful flourish, while everyone else is left further and further behind. The cumulative impact of decades of these decisions has been to hollow out America’s middle class and to leave us, as a nation, weakened.

The game is rigged. It is deliberately, persistently, and aggressively rigged to help the rich and powerful get richer and more powerful. Whether mild-mannered men or crazy demagogues are pushing policy decisions, it matters what those decisions are and who they are designed to help.

MIDDLE-CLASS AND BROKE

A lot of people say the game isn’t rigged. Some very smart people who are fully committed to making this a better country sing the praises of the American economic system. And they have a lot of numbers to back them up. Yes, there was a dip around the time of the 2008 crash, but the big picture looks great. As a country, America keeps getting richer and richer and richer.

There are so many happy stories to tell:

•  The stock market is up up up.

•  Corporate profits are breaking new records.

•  Inflation has remained low for years.

•  The amount of wealth we produce every year is double what it was a generation ago.

•  Unemployment is down, and a lot of people thrown out of work after the financial crash now have jobs.

It’s gotten so good that even lavish Wall Street parties have ratcheted up. Citadel, a major hedge fund, had a good 2015. It celebrated with a party featuring Katy Perry (for a rumored $500,000) and another party starring Maroon 5 (also $500,000 or so) along with—my favorite touch—violinists suspended from the ceiling by cables. Maroon 5 and Katy Perry are hugely talented, and both have fought hard for progressive causes. If a billionaire wants to pay them and an army of violinists a fortune, they should all take the money. But good grief, a party where just the entertainment costs as much as it would take to feed a family of four for half a century? The next year, according to news reports, Citadel’s CEO was buying a new condo spanning three floors of a high-rise overlooking Central Park, a pad priced at a cool $200 million. This condo in the sky has about the same square footage as twelve typical American homes. And why shouldn’t he go for it? He had already set the records for the most expensive home purchases in Chicago and Miami, so obviously it was time to upgrade his New York digs.

Pop the champagne corks!

But before we clink our glasses and exchange air kisses, let’s slide past all those cheery headlines and swanky celebrations and take a close look at the reality that is lived by millions of American families. Even a quick glance is enough to cause whiplash. What we see are people who get up when it’s still dark outside, work all day, go on to a second job in the evening, and then fold a pile of laundry late at night so they can accomplish that one last thing before they fall into bed. We see men and women who work as hard as they possibly can and still fall behind a little more every month. We see lives that look nothing like those lived by billionaires in eighteen-thousand-square-foot condos, because these people don’t live in some fairy tale—they live in today’s reality.

*   *   *

NOT LONG AFTER I started writing this book, I talked with a woman I’ll call Gina. She is fifty—the same age my mother was when she headed off to Sears. Gina wanted to tell her story, but she asked for her name and some details about her life to be changed in the book so her neighbors and her employer wouldn’t recognize her, and I promised to do that.

Gina is full of nervous energy—quick bursts of laughter, quick flashes of anger. Short, compact, and sandy-haired, she’s the kind of woman who talks to people around her in the grocery store line and who knows every clerk by name. She’s a loyal friend and a proud American.

Gina grew up with four sisters. Her dad died when she was a teenager, and from then on her mom ran the family business, a local bar. Gina gives a throaty laugh as she claims that “her mother knew every single dirty joke” ever told.

Her story starts out well. Gina went to college and got a business degree. She met Darren and fell in love. They had both lived all over the country, and they decided to settle in a small town in North Carolina because it seemed like such a nice place to raise a family. Soon they had two boys, but for Gina and Darren, the grown-up, we-have-found-our-place-in-the-middle-class moment arrived when they bought their home. It was a tidy, almost-new mobile home, permanently set on a large lot with a long gravel driveway.

Gina speaks in a rush, wanting to make very clear the importance of this house—what it says about who she is and what she has accomplished. “I love the house,” Gina says. “We keep it immaculate. We live on the corner here. The whole world sees us.”

Gina had a good education, but when their two boys were small she decided to stay home with them. She volunteered at the boys’ school and took up scrapbooking, making little treasures out of bits of nothing. It was a good time for their family.
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One of Gina’s artistic handiworks, a Christmas decoration.

Once both boys were in school, Gina headed off to work. She got a job as a sales rep for a big national company, making calls on retailers across a three-county area. Darren was doing well as a roofer. He owned a truck, Gina had a car, and by the late 2000s, they were bringing in about $70,000 a year.

Their income put Gina and Darren smack in the middle; they earned more than about half of all four-person families in America and less than about half—which is about as solidly middle-class as it gets. But even with a good, solid income, Gina and Darren were mostly stay-at-home people. They shopped at discount stores. An occasional meal out usually meant Denny’s or Chili’s. Most of all, Gina and Darren were careful people. They contributed to their 401(k), bought a few stocks, made extra payments on their mortgage, and put away some cash savings. They were a perfect picture of what it meant to be a member of a huge tribe: solid, middle-class America.

Today, Gina is still married to Darren, still living in the same house, still gluing buttons and bits of lace into her scrapbooks. Is she still middle-class? Her answer is short and bitter:

“I don’t think there is a middle class anymore. If there was a middle class, we wouldn’t need to go to a food pantry.”

Darren’s work as a roofer has been spotty, and he’s had trouble with his back and knees. Gina works at Walmart now, and that’s what keeps them going.

Their stocks and their savings are gone, used to fill in during the stretches when one or both of them were out of work. The small 401(k) has nearly disappeared. There was no money to help either of the boys pay for college, and now their sons are nearly grown men. Both work odd hours and live at home because neither one can afford a place of his own.

Gina’s car is now seventeen years old. She and Darren have talked about selling their home, but she says their mortgage is less than they’d pay in rent, and a mobile home like theirs—even though it’s on a big lot—doesn’t appreciate much. They have a stack of bills that, in her quietest moments, Gina admits to herself they will never pay off. Why? Because today Gina and Darren’s combined income is less than $36,000.

What happened? What’s the tale of shocking personal tragedy and extraordinary misfortune that landed a solidly middle-class woman like Gina at the doorstep of the food pantry?

Nothing.

No crisis. No accident. No tale of woe. Just the grinding wear and tear of an economy that doesn’t work anymore for families like Gina’s.

And that’s the part of this story that makes me want to pound the table in frustration. What happened to Gina and Darren is the modern economy—the one that produces all those bubbly stock market records and corporate profits and private concerts with Katy Perry. What happened is an economic boa constrictor that is squeezing working families so hard they can’t breathe.

Gina’s basic story could be repeated in millions of households across America with only small variations. Could be? Shoot, it is repeated, again and again and again.

But the part of her story that bothers me the most is that Gina did everything just the way she was supposed to. She worked hard—no, she worked herself into the ground for years, getting up for a two-and-a-half-hour commute to work and stretching her food budget so they could pay a little extra on the mortgage. She played by every rule: savings, insurance, retirement. And now she’s fifty years old and on a long slide down. The family that used to eat out occasionally now needs to visit the food pantry to make it to the end of the month.

Fortune smiles on some more than others, and no one is guaranteed smooth sailing. I get that. But Gina is not alone. Instead, she’s part of the collateral damage of a mostly invisible dismantling of America’s middle class. She and millions of other once-middle-class families may keep up appearances, they may keep their lawns mowed and smile and wave to their neighbors, but their economic lives have become a new kind of hell.

When Gina talks, her voice says as much as her words. The pride in her home. The worry over her sons. The bravado, the gravelly I-can-take-whatever-life-dishes-out attitude. And the small tremor of desperation.

What comes next for Gina? What happens when Darren can’t work anymore? When they can’t hold it together? What will they do when the doctor thinks it’s time to start on a medication for high blood pressure that has a $50 copay or when the transmission finally falls out of the car? No wonder Gina talks fast and sometimes sounds like she can barely breathe.

Consider a few other facts—the not-so-smiley-face facts—about the American economy:

•  Nearly one in four Americans can’t pay their bills on time.

•  Nearly half of Americans would not be able to cover an unexpected expense of $400.

•  A lower proportion of Americans own their homes than at any time in the past half century—63.5 percent.

•  The typical man working full-time earns less today than his counterpart did in 1972.

•  Nearly one-third of the country’s adult population—76 million Americans—describe themselves as either “struggling to get by” or “just getting by.”

The overall economic statistics—the GDP, the stock market, corporate profitability, unemployment—are powerfully important, but the rosy picture they paint has huge blind spots, and those blind spots hide much of America’s lived experience. As America’s middle class is hollowed out, these numbers become even less accurate in describing what is happening to Gina or millions of other people like her. Growth in GDP said something far more revealing about America back when that growth was widely shared. Stock prices better reflected the growing security of the middle class when more people saved and when their companies invested in pensions for them. Corporate profitability meant a lot more when it wasn’t a function of massive layoffs and moving operations overseas. Unemployment statistics were more useful indicators when people were offered full-time jobs with benefits, rather than twenty random hours at Walmart. Unemployment figures also mattered more when the minimum wage kept people out of poverty.

I’m happy that the GDP is up and unemployment is down. Yay! But I’m not drinking champagne. In fact, I’m hitting alarm buttons everywhere I can. Our once-solid middle class is in mortal danger—in danger and running out of time. Every one of those happy numbers is used by nearly every economic reporter and pundit and politician, but those numbers paper over the fact that America’s middle class is literally disappearing.

NO MONEY, NO TIME

Gina says she feels lucky to have a job, but she is pretty blunt about what it is like to work at Walmart: she hates it. She’s worked at the local Walmart for nine years now, spending long hours on her feet waiting on customers and wrestling heavy merchandise around the store. But that’s not the part that galls her.

Last year, management told the employees that they would get a significant raise. While driving to work or sorting laundry, Gina thought about how she could spend that extra money. Do some repairs around the house. Or set aside a few dollars in case of an emergency. Or help her sons, because “that’s what moms do.” And just before drifting off to sleep, she’d think about how she hadn’t had any new clothes in years. Maybe, just maybe.

For weeks, she smiled at the notion. She thought about how Walmart was finally going to show some sign of respect for the work she and her coworkers did. She rolled the phrase over in her mind: “significant raise.” She imagined what that might mean. Maybe $2.00 more an hour? Or $2.50? That could add up to $80 a week, even $100. The thought was delicious.

Then the day arrived when she received the letter informing her of the raise: 21 cents an hour. A whopping 21 cents. For a grand total of $1.68 a day, $8.40 a week.

Gina described holding the letter and looking at it and feeling like it was “a spit in the face.” As she talked about the minuscule raise, her voice filled with anger. Anger, tinged with fear. Walmart could dump all over her, but she knew she would take it. She still needed this job. They could treat her like dirt, and she would still have to show up. And that’s exactly what they did.

In 2015, Walmart made $14.69 billion in profits, and Walmart’s investors pocketed $10.4 billion from dividends and share repurchases—and Gina got 21 cents an hour more. This isn’t a story of shared sacrifice. It’s not a story about a company that is struggling to keep its doors open in tough times. This isn’t a small business that can’t afford generous raises. Just the opposite: this is a fabulously wealthy company making big bucks off the Ginas of the world.

There are seven members of the Walton family, Walmart’s major shareholders, on the Forbes list of the country’s four hundred richest people, and together these seven Waltons have as much wealth as about 130 million other Americans. Seven people—not enough to fill the lineup of a softball team—and they have more money than 40 percent of our nation’s population put together. Walmart routinely squeezes its workers, not because it has to, but because it can. The idea that when the company does well, the employees do well, too, clearly doesn’t apply to giants like this one.

Walmart is the largest employer in the country. More than a million and a half Americans are working to make this corporation among the most profitable in the world. Meanwhile, Gina points out that at her store, “almost all the young people are on food stamps.” And it’s not just her store. Across the country, Walmart pays such low wages that many of its employees rely on food stamps, rent assistance, Medicaid, and a mix of other government benefits, just to stay out of poverty.

The next time you drive into a Walmart parking lot, pause for a second to note that this Walmart—like the more than five thousand other Walmarts across the country—costs taxpayers about $1 million in direct subsidies to the employees who don’t earn enough money to pay for an apartment, buy food, or get even the most basic health care for their children. In total, Walmart benefits from more than $7 billion in subsidies each year from taxpayers like you. Those “low, low prices” are made possible by low, low wages—and by the taxes you pay to keep those workers alive on their low, low pay.

As I said earlier, I don’t think that anyone who works full-time should live in poverty. I also don’t think that bazillion-dollar companies like Walmart ought to funnel profits to shareholders while paying such low wages that taxpayers must pick up the ticket for their employees’ food, shelter, and medical care. I listen to right-wing loudmouths sound off about what an outrage welfare is and I think, “Yeah, it stinks that Walmart has been sucking up so much government assistance for so long.” But somehow I suspect that these guys aren’t talking about Walmart the Welfare Queen.

Walmart isn’t alone. Every year, employers like retailers and fast-food outlets pay wages that are so low that the rest of America ponies up a collective $153 billion to subsidize their workers. That’s $153 billion every year. Anyone want to guess what we could do with that mountain of money? We could make every public college tuition-free and pay for preschool for every child—and still have tens of billions left over. We could almost double the amount we spend on services for veterans, such as disability, long-term care, and ending homelessness. We could double all federal research and development—everything: medical, scientific, engineering, climate science, behavioral health, chemistry, brain mapping, drug addiction, even defense research. Or we could more than double federal spending on transportation and water infrastructure—roads, bridges, airports, mass transit, dams and levees, water treatment plants, safe new water pipes.

Yeah, the point I’m making is blindingly obvious. America could do a lot with the money taxpayers spend to keep afloat people who are working full-time but whose employers don’t pay a living wage.

Of course, giant corporations know they have a sweet deal—and they plan to keep it, thank you very much. They have deployed armies of lobbyists and lawyers to fight off any efforts to give workers a chance to organize or fight for a higher wage. Giant corporations have used their mouthpiece, the national Chamber of Commerce, to oppose any increase in the minimum wage, calling it a “distraction” and a “cynical effort” to increase union membership. Lobbyists grow rich making sure that people like Gina don’t get paid more.

The result is that for decades, the policies and rules that once served to build a robust middle class no longer offer the same kind of foundation.

*   *   *

EARLIER I MENTIONED that when I was a kid, my mother’s minimum-wage job paid enough to let us cover our mortgage and keep food on the table. We didn’t need welfare or food stamps because the minimum wage set a floor that would support us without taxpayer help. But there was something else different about my mother’s job. When she got hired by Sears two generations ago, she worked for a predictable forty hours a week. If Sears was busy, she got a paycheck. If Sears wasn’t busy, she still got a paycheck.
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My mother is the tall one in the plaid dress. Her minimum-wage job at Sears covered our mortgage and put food on the table.

Gina describes life at Walmart as a constant fight to get enough hours to support her family. Walmart deliberately overhires, which then puts workers in competition for shifts. Even though she’s worked at the store for nearly a decade, Gina doesn’t get her work schedule far enough in advance to plan a trip to the dentist. And she doesn’t know how many hours she will get each week or whether her paycheck will be enough to cover the basics.

Gina thinks the crazy Walmart system of scheduling work isn’t just about keeping the store open. She believes it’s about raw power. She talks about her friend named Nicole, who is trying to support herself and her little boy on a Walmart paycheck. “She needs more hours. She was trying to do better, so she was taking classes at the local community college at night,” Gina says. Nicole was available every day and five evenings every week, but “she needed Tuesdays and Thursdays off at night” so she could go to class. “They wouldn’t give them to her.”

Why? Gina says that management wanted to show Nicole that she wasn’t any better than anyone else. “They use [the schedule] as punishment,” Gina says. “They were going to teach her a lesson.”

Once Gina starts talking about her coworkers, the examples tumble out one after the other. There are stories about workers whose schedules are changed without notice. Stories about workers who have anxiety attacks. Stories about workers who burst into tears in the break room because of bullying from higher up the food chain.

Gina has become a sort of anxious den mother. She started a food collection for the coworker living in his car. She sweet-talked one of the store managers into changing the work assignment for an elderly coworker who couldn’t do much heavy lifting after his bout of pneumonia. Gina tries to help her coworkers every chance she gets, but it’s never enough.

Even though she’s worked at Walmart for years now, her position at the company always feels unsteady. Talking to me didn’t help things. I repeatedly promised I wouldn’t use her name or tell anyone how to find her. She was always willing to talk—in fact, she would say, in a near shout, “We need to tell this story!” Then, in a much smaller voice, she would add, “But I really need this job.”

Employers in other industries have invented new models that are every bit as effective as Walmart’s efforts to eliminate guaranteed hours, fixed schedules, minimum wages, and benefits. They classify workers as subcontractors, independent contractors, or gig workers. Today, millions of hardworking people live in a world in which their incomes go up and down, their schedules shift from day to day, and they take whatever work is available. The much-touted virtues of independence and the creativity of the “flexible workforce” are undoubtedly true for some workers under some conditions. But for millions more, the new work economy adds up to little more than another setback in a losing effort to build some economic security in a world that is tilted against working families.

To get a sufficient number of hours, workers need to be available. But that availability comes at a cost. If she can’t go to community college, how will Nicole ever build up her skills and get a better job to support herself and her baby? How will she ever make enough to let go of her rent subsidy or food stamps? How will she ever move to a better neighborhood, one with nice parks and good schools?

It’s not just Nicole. How does the guy in the stockroom sign up for auto-repair classes at a nearby vo-tech school if McDonald’s won’t give him his schedule more than a week in advance? How does the woman working the front office set up a time to take her elderly mother in for checkups and physical therapy if her hours change every three days?

What about the food-service people and office cleaners I speak with in Massachusetts? Working two or three jobs is an economic necessity for them as they try to support their families, but with shifting hours in most places, it’s hard for them to piece together schedules that will let them show up when called. Some say they look for all-night cleaning jobs so they can have their days free to take second and third jobs. Childcare is a nightmare. No wonder that woman I met falls asleep the minute she gets to her mother’s house.

It’s a vicious double crunch: low wages and unpredictable schedules combine to make life an unending struggle for millions of Americans. It all works great for Walmart or the food-service company, but for people like Gina and her friend Nicole, it means they can barely scratch by. And it also means they are likely to keep on scratching by for the rest of their lives.

ANOTHER ONE-TWO PUNCH

I think a lot about the risks families face. Maybe anyone would do the same if she had watched her family go from driving around town in an almost-new station wagon to hearing her mother cry for days at a time as she faced the possibility that the family would be put out on the street. But what strikes me now is how much risk has changed. Long before I was born, people lost jobs and got sick and made bad decisions. My family lived through a very tough time when my daddy had a heart attack, but we recovered. The difference is that today’s families live much closer to the edge of a financial cliff—so close that millions of people can feel the bits of rock slipping under their feet long before big trouble strikes.

I’ve described this change before. I’ve written more than one book about it. I’ve talked about it. Sometimes I’ve even shouted about it. But the problem keeps getting worse.

Families today have been hit by a one-two punch. First, income. The best available apples-to-apples comparison of inflation-adjusted earnings shows what the typical fully employed man earned back in the 1970s and what that same fully employed man earns today. The picture isn’t pretty. As the GDP has doubled and almost doubled again, as corporations have piled up record profits, as the country has gotten wealthier, and as the number of billionaires has exploded, the average man working full-time today earns about what the average man earned back in 1970. Nearly half a century has gone by, and the guy right in the middle of the pack is making about what his granddad did.

The second punch that’s landed on families is expenses. If costs had stayed the same over the past few decades, families would be okay—or, at least, they would be in about the same position as they were thirty-five years ago. Not advancing but not falling behind, either. But that didn’t happen. Total costs are up, way up. True, families have cut back on some kinds of expenses. Today, the average family spends less on food (including eating out), less on clothing, less on appliances, and less on furniture than a comparable family did back in 1971. In other words, families have been pretty careful about their day-to-day spending, but it hasn’t saved them.

The problem is that the other expenses—the big, fixed expenses—have shot through the roof and blown apart the family budget. Adjusted for inflation, families today spend more on transportation, more on housing, and more on health insurance. And for all those families with small children and no one at home during the day, the cost of childcare has doubled, doubled again, and doubled once more. Families have pinched pennies on groceries and clothing, but these big, recurring expenses have blown them right over a financial cliff.
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From 1970 to 2015, families cut some expenses and income went up a little, but big, fixed expenses skyrocketed.

This one-two punch—flat incomes and rising expenses—has hit the middle class squarely in the gut.

Beginning in the 1970s, many families responded to the growing financial pressure by sending everyone to work. Before then, it was usually just Dad. But as his paycheck flattened, everyone looked for ways to earn—Dad, Mom, and sometimes even the kids. And it helped. As more women took jobs, family incomes went up, and the family-income curve kept rising from the 1970s until the early 2000s. More family members drawing paychecks meant the family made more money overall.

But this new solution came with its own problems. First, many families don’t have two people who can go to work. A lot of couples can pull in two incomes, but plenty of them can’t. And America has lots of singles—single moms, single dads, singles on their own—and they are flat out of luck. Nicole would love to have someone else in her life who could help pay the rent and raise her baby, but that someone took off a long time ago—and she’s got to build some security right now.

And that’s one more double bind: Nicole and every other single person trying to make it face the same rising expenses that couples face. They struggle with more expensive health care, more expensive housing, more expensive education—the same costs that led other households to send both Dad and Mom to work—but they can’t send more than one person to work. Instead, they have only one paycheck to keep them afloat.

Even two-income families began to struggle. There were new costs for childcare, transportation, and work clothes. There was more eating out and less mending. That second paycheck wasn’t all gravy. On average, full-time care for kids under four now costs more than in-state college tuition.

With everyone in the workforce, new risks began creeping in at the edges. My stay-at-home mom hadn’t planned it that way, but when trouble hit, she was our family’s safety net. After Daddy had a heart attack, she went to work and brought home a paycheck. No, it wasn’t a big paycheck, but it was a new paycheck. Today all those single parents flying solo and couples with both partners already working don’t have someone new to send to work if there’s a crisis. So if the baby gets sick or Grandma falls and breaks her hip, someone has to stay home—and that will cost the family money. And if one of the wage earners becomes seriously ill or is laid off, there’s no additional partner to earn a new paycheck. The risks are high, and the safety net has disappeared.

Back in the early 1970s, when the typical family was earning just one income, they were able to put away about 11 percent of their take-home pay in savings. They also had only a sliver of credit card debt—less than 1 percent of their disposable income. But the income/expenses squeeze today means that families have cut their savings by two-thirds while their debt has multiplied a shocking fifteen times.

Now when something goes wrong, they have no savings to fall back on and they are already loaded with debt. (This was the story I told in The Two-Income Trap, a book I wrote in 2003 with my daughter, Amelia Tyagi.) Suddenly, when anything goes wrong, all those good, hardworking, solidly middle-class families are tumbling over a cliff.

Gina and Darren fell off that cliff. When both of them had good jobs, they bought a home and then poured every nickel, including their savings and retirement accounts, into keeping it. When Darren couldn’t get work or when Gina got sick, it hit their budget like a grenade. And they never had a way to pick up the slack—when they needed extra cash, there was no one else to send out into the workplace. For years they’ve been working harder and harder, but sometimes she lets out a deep sigh. “The longer I work here,” she says, “the farther behind in the bills we are getting.”

Gina is the modern-day version of my mother: years ago, she stayed home to raise the kids, but now she’s a breadwinner who works long hours for a major retailer. In fact, Gina is better educated and has more work experience than my mom did. Truth be told, she’s also a lot feistier. But unlike my mother, Gina can’t earn enough to put dinner on the table without help from a food pantry. My mom found a way to save us, but the odds are stacked much higher against Gina and her family.

EVEN HARDER

When America’s middle class is under assault, there’s pain everywhere, but much of that pain rains down harder on black and Latino families.

The evidence of this assault is especially clear when it comes to homes. Homes are good indicators of stability: when a family has its own home, the kids can go to the neighborhood school and the parents will usually take time to meet the neighbors and maybe even work together to spruce up the playground. Tiny condos and center-hall colonials, triple-deckers and Cape Cod farmhouses—homes are the tangible sign that a family is living the American dream.

Michael had the dream.

He was ready to tell me his story. Unlike Gina, he said, Sure, use my name—Michael J. Smith. Use my picture, too. I’m out there.

Michael is African American, married, and in his fifties. He’s a big guy, solidly built, with large hands. His smile is soft and almost sweet, and his voice is deep and reassuring; the gentle rhythms of his speech evoke his early years growing up in the South. For decades, Michael has been very involved in his church. More than once, he said to me, “It truly is our faith that keeps us going.”

When Michael’s family moved from Atlanta to the Woodlawn neighborhood of Chicago in the 1960s, his family and church held him close. There were gangs in his neighborhood, but Michael stayed on the path he believed in—God and family—and he never made a big decision without praying on it first.

As Michael tells his story, he warms up to all the good memories. In his twenties, he got a good job, married his high school sweetheart, and had three kids. They divorced, but he remarried soon after, and he and his wife, Janet, have a daughter named Ashley. From the first paycheck he ever took home, Michael started saving to make a down payment on a home. He and Janet bought their first home in Richton Park, a suburb of Chicago. As Michael put it, he always wanted “a neighborhood that was safe, that I could raise my children in, that was fenced in in the front and the back.” He particularly wanted his kids to have a yard to play in.

He kept those dreams front and center. Michael had a good job with DHL delivering packages and loading planes. Sometimes he was called on to do a lot of heavy lifting and there was pressure to get things done quickly, but he describes his time at DHL as “the most satisfying work I’ve ever done.” Janet worked at Chase for twenty-seven years, and she was proud that she had never missed a payment on any bill—ever. They kept right on saving, and after a few years Michael moved his family again, first to Hazel Crest, a predominantly African American suburb, and then to Homewood, which was more diverse.

When Michael spoke to me about the move to Homewood, he said, “We thought that we could do a little better.” But he and Janet didn’t jump right in. “We thought about it, prayed about it, looked at the numbers, and we had more than enough.”

Michael talks about the house he and Janet bought like it’s a beloved child. He tells about the three arches at the front of the house and about the pine trees in the backyard. He also wants me to know about the hedges out front where robins built a nest every spring. “We never clipped the hedges while the robins were there,” he notes. “They like their privacy.”

His conclusion: “We had kind of a great American story.”

Then the crash of 2008 hit and the bottom fell out. In the space of a few months, DHL eliminated 14,900 jobs—including Michael’s.

After sixteen years on the job, he felt like he’d been run over by one of his own trucks. Frantically, he spent the months that followed looking for part-time work wherever he could find it. But no one was hiring, and he quickly understood that he had no chance of getting a full-time job that paid as well as his old one and offered health insurance. By this time, Janet was no longer working at the bank, and Michael’s unemployment checks didn’t cover even their basic expenses. In the blink of an eye, Michael’s whole world had turned upside down.

A lousy mortgage made a bad situation worse. Michael and Janet had started out with a plain-vanilla, fixed-rate thirty-year mortgage. They weren’t in the house long when a mortgage broker talked them into refinancing, which meant that they agreed to take on a complex mortgage. Michael now realizes that it was a great deal for the bank, but not so much for his family. Once the mortgage payments ballooned and he lost his job, it was the kind of double blow that almost no family can survive. Somewhere in his heart, Michael knew that his family was doomed. Even so, he held out for as long as he could.

Ashley was now in high school and deeply engaged in her music, playing both the piano and the viola. Michael told me that when it was time to go to school in the mornings, “We did not need to wake her up, because she was so passionate about her instruments, she’d get up on her own.” Ashley was beginning to dream that she could pursue a music career; someday maybe she could play with a major symphony orchestra. Michael and Janet paid for extra music lessons for their daughter. “It was important to us to keep her encouraged and inspired,” Michael said. To make ends meet, they sold one of their two cars, as well as some of Janet’s jewelry. Michael even sold his wedding ring.

While they cut their expenses to the bone, their financial situation kept sliding downhill. Michael looked everywhere for work, taking anything anyone offered. They kept scrambling, but the numbers just wouldn’t add up.

Then the phone rang. Did Michael want to come back to DHL? The company was hiring back twelve people. That was twelve out of nine hundred former employees from his branch. Michael was sorry about the other people, but it felt good—very good—to be one of the chosen twelve.

The offer seemed like a godsend—a good job doing work he loved. And somewhere down deep, it felt like respect as well. It meant that someone like Michael who tried hard and did a great job would be rewarded for the extra energy he put into his work.

But the story turned out a little differently. This time DHL wasn’t offering him his old full-time job with benefits. This time he was offered part-time work, no guaranteed hours, no benefits.

Welcome to work—twenty-first century–style.

Yes, the job moved Michael from “unemployed” to “employed” on the government statistics. Yes, he had a paycheck. Yes, he was grateful.

But Michael didn’t fool himself. “I knew right away it wasn’t enough, because my mortgage was too much for me to pay. It was not enough to sustain myself and my family.” He shook his head. “It was just an unbearable situation.”

As Michael and Janet spiraled toward foreclosure, they desperately tried to work things out with the bank. With hindsight, Michael reflected on how the broker had persuaded him to take on the new mortgage: “I felt like I had been scammed.” At one point, he considered suing, but he backed away from the idea after he thought about how much money it would cost to hire a lawyer and how fast his home was slipping away.

Finally the bank moved in to foreclose on the family’s home. Michael described his growing depression: “I can remember myself many, many times looking out the window of the house in despair, praying, ‘What am I going to do?’”

And then this big, prayerful man—this strong man who had kept the gangs at bay, this determined man who had saved and scratched and purchased a home for his family—this man just gave up.

When Michael and Janet lost their home in foreclosure, their $17,000 down payment disappeared. Their credit rating was trashed. Their financial lives were destroyed.

Michael repeats the date his life changed like a mantra: 10/10/10. That’s the day the family moved out and Michael handed the keys over to the bank.

But for Michael, it still wasn’t over. He and Janet rented a place nearby. Their former home sat vacant, and every time Michael went to the grocery store or one of the local shops, he would pass the house. When it snowed, the snow just piled up. Every time he saw the place, he relived the failure. His house—his house—sat abandoned. So finally he went back to the house again, this time with a shovel, and removed the snow from the driveway and the front walk.

As winter gave way to spring and then to summer, Michael looked after the house and mowed the lawn. He checked on the robins. After he swept up around the place, he would talk with his old neighbors. Several of them had stored the family’s belongings, and when they had garage sales, they included Michael and Janet’s things and passed along the cash to the family.

Month after month, Michael kept going by the house, thinking about the life he and his family had once built there. Shaking his head, he told me, “I just got this horrible pain in the pit of my stomach every time I went past it.”
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Michael still keeps a picture of the door of his foreclosed home, with Ashley peeking through the window.

How does Michael describe the 2008 crash? “It broke my heart.”

*   *   *

I CAN’T LOOK at photos of smiling mortgage company CEOs or read about the latest multimillion-dollar bonuses for Goldman Sachs partners without thinking of Michael and his beloved house with the robins in the hedges. The executives of the giant financial institutions figured they had invented gold. The formula was simple: first, make a fortune by tricking families into signing on to really lousy mortgages; next, make another fortune by bundling those mortgages together and selling them to unsuspecting pension funds and municipalities; and finally, when it all blows up, go to the government for a gigantic handout.

I guarantee that not one of those corporate executives who crashed the economy lost his home. It’s also a pretty safe bet that while Michael was shoveling snow or mowing the grass at a house he no longer owned, they had already moved on to their next big financial deal. And now those big banks and those same insiders are partying hard again. They don’t care about the Michaels of the world—they didn’t on 10/10/10, and they don’t now.

There’s another layer to the foreclosure story of black and Latino families around the country: discrimination. Ugly, nasty, vile discrimination.

What did mortgage discrimination against black and Latino families look like? Did mortgage brokers sit around and say, “Here are some really stinky mortgages—let’s push these off to black families”? Or did they think, “Here’s a Latino family, and they probably won’t notice if we just shovel some crazy fees and the highest possible prices on them”? Or did they tell each other, “Here’s zip code such-and-such, and we can sell a lot of garbage mortgages there,” and zip code such-and-such turned out to be a predominantly black or heavily Hispanic neighborhood?

I don’t know what happened in the back office, and the mortgage brokers aren’t talking. But I do know that regardless of what they were thinking, the impact was the same. Whether the brokers targeted black and Latino families or whether they just stumbled over them, they destroyed the lives of a lot of people.

As the eventual investigations showed, even when adjusted for credit ratings, African American and Latino families consistently got the worst of the worst in mortgage deals around. Countrywide, now a subsidiary of Bank of America, admitted that in just five years, it discriminated against two hundred thousand black and Latino families, systematically targeting them for higher-priced, more dangerous loans than it offered to white families with the same credit histories. And that was just one lender.

Mortgage discrimination often starts with redlining—avoiding zip codes where African American or Latino borrowers are more likely to live. For instance, people analyzing loan data say that the California-based OneWest Bank has shunned nonwhite mortgage borrowers for years. And in city after city, from Los Angeles and Chicago to Miami and New York, banks have paid millions of dollars in fines over discriminatory lending practices. The list is long and shameful.

Did Michael’s lender target him because he was black or because of where he lived or just because he was unlucky enough to get the next crappy loan Chase was pushing out to anyone who answered the phone? However it happened, once his mortgage payments started ratcheting up, there was no way Michael could keep that home. And here’s the part that really rubs hard: the banks knew that the chances that he would lose his house were high from the day he signed the mortgage refinancing papers—high, but well hidden in the fine print. Michael had been sold a mortgage that was like a grenade with the pin already pulled out.

As he slid toward foreclosure, Michael suspected that he’d been targeted because he was black. “I really did,” he told me. “When they found out who I was, especially when it came time to redoing the loan…” His voice trailed off.

For Michael, confirmation came later, when he was struggling to hang on to his home. It was at the height of the financial crisis, and he had gone to the Chicago convention center for an event for people in trouble with their home mortgages. He described the scene: thousands of people were lined up, all facing foreclosures and all hoping to find a way to save their homes. He was there for thirteen hours, and as he waited his turn for advice, he looked around. “Thousands of African Americans were there at that time,” he recalled. “The place was just filled with African Americans and Hispanics. That told me who was targeted.”

Latinos were crushed by the housing crash as well. In the wake of the Great Recession of 2008, nearly one in three Hispanic households had zero or negative net worth. Over the period from 2005 to 2009, Hispanic household wealth dropped 66 percent. Research showed, as the Washington Post reported, that “blacks and Latinos were more than 70 percent more likely to lose their homes to foreclosure during that period.”

Years after the financial crash, signs of housing discrimination persist. After analyzing its extensive 2013 data, Zillow reported that compared to whites, African Americans and Latinos are more than twice as likely to be turned down for a mortgage. Government data from 2015 also shows that the hurdles for homeownership are higher for both blacks and Latinos.

Discrimination in the rental market is also widely documented. In 2016, a Connecticut real estate firm paid thousands of dollars to settle allegations that it had discriminated against minority applicants for apartments, including offering a white applicant an apartment tour while denying a tour to an African American applicant. Also in 2016, the Department of Housing and Urban Development settled with a California apartment complex that discriminated against Mexican applicants by refusing their forms of identification while accepting a Canadian’s ID. And this sort of discrimination has been going on for a long time: favoring white renters while turning away black renters, for instance, is pretty much what was happening in some of President Trump’s apartment buildings back in the 1960s and 1970s—and which ultimately resulted in a settlement with the Department of Justice.

The housing collapse wiped out trillions of dollars in family wealth nationwide, but the crash hit African Americans and Latinos like a tidal wave. And the hit was doubly hard because these were the families that, generation after generation, had already been aggressively discriminated against in housing. Restrictive deeds, land sales contracts, redlining—American history is littered with examples of housing laws and lending strategies that were designed to deny black and Hispanic families mortgages and that prevented them from building housing wealth.

For most middle-class families in America, purchasing a home is the best way to build financial security. A home isn’t just a place to live; it’s also a retirement plan: pay off the house and live on Social Security. A home provides financial credibility and reassures a banker that someone is a good risk to start a business. A home provides a way to help the kids make it through college and a safety net if someone gets really sick. And, if all goes well and the grandparents can stay in their home until they die, a home can give the next generation a boost. Selling that home can provide a family with the money needed to move up the ladder, which, in turn, means that the grandchildren will have better chances in life.

That was the big and brilliant idea. Start with homeownership, build a little more security, and then build a little more and a little more. Diversify into retirement savings, maybe get a better job or start a business, help the kids, and then the grandkids—and keep the ball rolling forward. And it worked that way, one generation after another, for much of the twentieth century, at least for white Americans. But for black and Latino Americans, it was like swimming with rocks in your pocket: possible, but a lot harder.

Housing discrimination isn’t the only way systemic racism pulls black and Latino families down. Discrimination has been thoroughly documented in criminal justice, in employment, in education, in auto lending, in access to bankruptcy relief, and in health care—even in access to stores that sell fresh produce. The cumulative impact of decade after decade of discrimination becomes painfully obvious in just a handful of economic snapshots:

•  Among those who work full-time, African Americans earn 59 cents and Latinos earn 70 cents for every dollar earned by whites.

•  For each dollar a college degree adds to the income of a black or Latino graduate, the same degree adds about $11 to $13 for whites.

•  Compared to whites, African Americans are 80 percent more likely to be unemployed; for Latinos, that figure is 37 percent.

•  Compared to white families, black families are 68 percent more likely, and Latino families twice as likely, to have nothing in retirement savings.

The financial crash pounded all families, regardless of race. The devastation wasn’t, however, evenly spread out. Everyone—blacks, Latinos, whites—got cheated on mortgages, but a much higher proportion of blacks and Latinos got cheated. And when they got cheated, everyone—blacks, Latinos, whites—often got wiped out, but a higher proportion of blacks and Latinos had nothing else to fall back on. Blacks and Latinos had lower incomes and less in savings, and they got less help from other family members. The lesson is clear: economic racism makes every other problem worse.

Michael will never get over the 2008 crash. The memory of the day he and his family packed up and moved out will be with him forever. Whatever else happens in his life, he will always recall shoveling the snow and mowing the lawn and checking on the robins long after the bank had taken away his home.

A handful of Wall Street insiders boosted their companies’ short-term profits and pumped up their own fat bonuses by selling financial grenades with the pins pulled out, and millions of people like Michael ended up with their lives blown apart. I know life isn’t fair, but how did our country get to the point where this much unfairness became business as usual? Surely we are a better people than that.

YOUNG DREAMS

In the spring of 1966, when I was sixteen, I started going home every day for lunch. The house was empty, because Mother was working at Sears and Daddy was out selling fences. But I wasn’t there for company; I just wanted to check the mail.

I had found two prospective colleges, one by searching through a book in the high school counselor’s office and one through a boy I knew; both schools bragged about their debate scholarships. I was a good debater—on my way to the state championship—and I figured that was my chance. So I’d taken the cash from babysitting and waitressing and bought two money orders from the 7-Eleven to cover the two application fees, then played the waiting game. I was putting all my chips on the hope that one of those places would give me a big enough scholarship to make it possible for me to go to college. And now I was praying that one of them would come through.

By that spring, college was all I could focus on. Ever since I’d been a little girl, I had wanted to be a teacher. And no one gets to be a teacher without a college degree.

For weeks, nothing turned up. Friends were getting their acceptances and starting to talk about which dorms they would live in or what majors they would declare. And I kept going home for lunch.

One day I dashed out of history class the instant the bell rang. As I came around the corner onto our street, I saw the red flag up on the mailbox, signaling that we had mail. Inside lay two fat envelopes, one on top of the other. I stood in our front yard and tore into each one. The first letter was from Northwestern. The university was offering me a scholarship, a work-study job, and a student loan. I quickly did the calculations and saw that I would still need to come up with maybe another $1,000 or so each year—an amount I could just about cover with a summer job. This was it: I could go to college. For sure.

Then I ripped open the second letter, from George Washington University, and—wow!—it was offering a full scholarship and a federal loan. That was all I needed to know: then and there I decided to become a GW Colonial. I had never seen either school, and I didn’t know how I’d get to Washington or where I would live, but even so, I was headed to GW!

I sprung it on my parents that night. They already knew about the applications, but no one had said anything for months. We’d all been waiting, just tiptoeing around until the news came in. Now I was dancing around the kitchen big-time, waving the forms and talking about the humongous size of the scholarship (or, at least, that’s how it seemed at the time). Daddy grinned. Good on you, punkin.

Mother was more shocked, but she recovered. College—and a way to pay for it—was now possible. Within days, she told every grandparent, aunt, uncle, cousin, neighbor, grocer, dry cleaner, preacher, and person she met on the street that I was going to college. She always noted that she didn’t want me to go so far away, then explained, “Betsy figured out how to go to college for free, so what could I say?” I think she invented humblebragging before others perfected it into a fine art.

And just in case I was about to get a swelled head, she usually added, even with the news about the scholarship, “But I don’t know if she’ll ever get married.”

On Labor Day weekend before I headed back for my junior year at GW, my first boyfriend (and the first boy to dump me) dropped back into my life. He was now twenty-two, a college grad with a good job, and evidently he had decided it was time to get married. He proposed, and about a nanosecond later, I said yes. At nineteen, I said hello, housewife; good-bye, college. It was definitely not the smartest move I ever made.
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Me as a college student, ready to take on the world.

But I was living in a time of second chances, and I got lucky again. Even a girl shortsighted enough to give up a full scholarship could get back in the game. Before long, I was back in school, hitting the books at a commuter college that cost $50 a semester. This was an education I could pay for on a part-time waitressing job. I saw that chance, and this time I was smart enough to grab it with both hands and hold on for dear life.

Two years later, I got my first job teaching special-needs kids.

*   *   *

COLLEGE IS THE way up—at least, that’s what we believe. For me, college was a chance to fly.

But for today’s college students, flying is a whole lot harder. Every time I talk with a college student today, I’m reminded of how lucky I was and how much has changed since I was stutter-stepping my way toward a college degree all those years ago.

I was introduced to Kai through a friend. In October 2016, we agreed to meet at a restaurant within walking distance from my house in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Kai was in her late twenties. As she stood up from the table to say hello, I was struck by her eyes. She was lively and interested in everything around her. She commented on the restaurant, the menu, the silverware, the dishes, the light in the room, the drawings on the wall—and that was only in the first five minutes. Tall and dark-haired, she was an impressive young woman, the kind who could take on the world and succeed anywhere.

She was more than willing to tell me her story, but she didn’t want me to use her real name because she was embarrassed about how things had turned out. We agreed that I’d also change some details of her story to protect her privacy.

Kai grew up in Colorado. Even as a kid, she’d had a plan about her future. Her dad was a firefighter, and they loved spending time together playing computer games. It was their time. She explained that she had been playing video games “since as long as I could walk.” She knew she wanted to create those games.

Kai was interested in what she saw on the screen, but as she learned more about the science and art underneath those graphics, her interests expanded. From ATMs to airline check-in kiosks to advanced medical imaging equipment, front-end designers are now walking people through more than just games; they now lead people through events across our economy. Kai knew that if she got the right education, she could land a career in a field she had been training for since her daddy lifted her up for her first game.

Neither of Kai’s parents had gone to college, and she didn’t get college counseling from anyone in her high school. She was pretty much on her own to figure out what would be the right school. She didn’t want to study art theory in a big lecture hall. Instead, she wanted hands-on work and sophisticated training that would prepare her for a real job.
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Kai worked hard in school, but that wasn’t enough.

When she saw a TV commercial for the Art Institutes, a nationwide system of art schools, she thought, “This is it!” The promotional materials were amazing. “One of the deciding factors for me choosing to attend the Art Institute,” she explained, “was its focus on being a ‘career college’ that didn’t deal with the typical four-year-college experience driven by fraternities or social events.”

Kai now blasted off full speed ahead. “I wanted to be surrounded by professional artists and designers, all aiming for the common goal of making it into the industry with focus and determination,” she told me. Her older sister lived outside Seattle, so Kai worked out a way to move in with her and save on expenses when she enrolled in the Art Institute of Seattle (AIS). She was ready to take on the world.

Kai’s first two years in college were a lot tougher than mine. She got up at five o’clock every morning to catch a ferry to Seattle and then ride a bus to the school. She saw two years of sunrises, but she never complained about the early hours or the long commute. She was a little uneasy about whether she was learning the cutting-edge material prominently featured in the promotional materials, but she loved being around computers and working with graphics. To support herself, she worked part-time at Barnes & Noble. Even so, she kept her priorities straight. She attended every class and did every scrap of homework. Kai was proud of her 3.9 GPA, and she was determined to keep it up.

Sometimes on those long commutes, Kai thought about her finances. She knew she could do the classwork at AIS, but by the time she reached the two-year mark, she had already run up $45,000 in student loans. That was a lot of money.

Early in Kai’s third year, the whole thing came crashing down. The Art Institute of Seattle wasn’t like the state schools back home. It was one of fifty college campuses around the country owned by a multi-billion-dollar corporation. That corporation, Education Management Corporation, and its highly paid executives were looking to haul in big bucks for themselves and their investors by scooping up Kai’s federal student loan money.

Kai hadn’t known it when she’d started out as a freshman, but the Art Institutes were in trouble. Complaints about fraudulent promises, fake records, and programs that didn’t deliver were piling up. The Justice Department opened an investigation, and by Kai’s third year, her program began falling apart. Faculty and staff members were laid off. The program’s reputation took a nosedive. People said the credential it conferred was useless. Kai heard that AIS was shutting down the program, and she panicked. She was worried that even if AIS survived, her diploma might not be worth anything. Besides, she didn’t want to lose a year, so she went into high gear, determined to find another school in a hurry.

Kai was doing work she really loved, and she was more committed than ever to getting her degree in video game art and design. When she discovered the program at Ringling College of Art and Design, in Florida, she decided to pull up stakes and go. She would have to move across the country, and she wouldn’t have her sister to provide free housing, but her enthusiasm bubbled over. “There were more resources, more connections and opportunities,” she explained. “It was more of an Ivy League, as far as art schools go, and so there were possibilities of putting money into endeavors that supported the students’ success.”

Kai packed her belongings, kissed her sister good-bye, and headed across country to Sarasota, Florida. New school, new program, new part of the country. She could take it all on. But the one part that made her hands shake was the cost. While Ringling wasn’t part of a big for-profit company, it wasn’t a public school either. As a private school, its students have to bear all the expenses. Kai took on another $30,500 in debt to pay for one year. That was on top of the nearly $55,000 in debt from AIS.

She loved the classwork, but she couldn’t finance a second year. She just couldn’t do it. Kai hated to leave Florida, but she refused to give up. Instead, she moved back home and started attending classes at the University of Colorado. That school didn’t have the same video-design programs, but it was much less expensive. She figured that she’d spend a year at the University of Colorado, get her degree, and then land the job of her dreams. Okay, she might not get her dream job right at the beginning, but she felt certain that she was born to work in the gaming industry and that once she got in the first door, she could kick open other doors for herself. Over time, she would pay down her student loans and start a real life.

Only there was just one small hitch: she needed yet another student loan to attend her new college. So she added another $13,000 to her debt load, which pushed her total to about $100,000. And because she had hit her maximum under the federal loan program, she now owed money to both the government and Wells Fargo.

During her last semester at the University of Colorado, when she thought she was just a few weeks away from graduation, the registrar’s office informed her that most of the credits from her first two years at AIS wouldn’t transfer. Students like Kai often find out too late that for-profit schools like AIS don’t meet the standards set by accreditors of state colleges and universities. After some back-and-forth, the university’s administrators explained that she would have to attend the school full-time for two more years before she could earn her diploma.

Kai hit the wall. After years of sacrifice and hard work, completing college suddenly seemed out of reach. “I couldn’t afford it,” she told me. “Wells Fargo wouldn’t give any more, my parents still couldn’t afford it, and honestly, at that point, I was done.”

It was also a personally difficult time. Kai’s dad was dealing with brain cancer, and the pressure was more than she could bear.

Kai didn’t finish the semester at the University of Colorado, and she never got her degree. So where is she now? She is twenty-seven, living with another sister in Connecticut, waiting tables at an Italian restaurant. She puts every penny of her paycheck toward her loans—literally every penny. “If it wasn’t for my family,” she says, “I would be homeless and poverty-stricken.” And even with this level of commitment, and after five and a half years of payments, her loan balance is still over $90,000.

This is the point in the story when all her apparent confidence drains away. Her hands drop to her lap, and she looks down at the table: “I’m the poster child for what not to do.”

*   *   *

KAI PLACES ALL the blame on herself, but I don’t see it that way. Kai was doing exactly what everyone told her to do: work hard and get a good education. She didn’t goof off and party. She kept her grades up. She had good recommendations from her professors. She had chosen a career path that promised a good job. Yes, she would have been better off if she hadn’t been taken in by a for-profit college and then set her heart on attending a high-priced private art school. But I don’t put all of that on the shoulders of a seventeen-year-old high school senior trying to figure out how to build a future.

Of course, Kai would also have been financially better off if she had been born into a family that could shell out $100,000 for her education—but I don’t put that on her, either.

Kai now joins the millions of Americans who have incurred student loans—some of them monstrously big—and have no diploma to show for it. And even when these young people do have a diploma, that alone won’t always do the trick. One and a half million people over age twenty-five have college diplomas but no jobs.

Kai’s story speaks of everything that’s broken with American higher education. She went through a college search process that runs on parallel tracks: rich kids benefit from parents who can work their connections and hire expensive coaches to help them make perfect matches with perfect schools, while middle-class kids like Kai get a hearty “good luck” from an overworked guidance counselor. After graduating from high school, Kai got snared in the trap laid by for-profit schools. These places are pulling in one out of every ten people who go off to college, getting them signed up for huge federal loans, and often leaving them with little to show for it. Even when Kai finally made her way to a terrific state school, she came smack up against the hard reality that the school still cost more than she could afford.

Years ago, I got lucky with my scholarship. Later, when I returned to college and earned my degree, it cost me only $50 a semester. I grew up when America was investing in education and keeping the doors open wide for any kid who had the pluck to come in and do the work. But since the mid-1970s, the cost of an education at a state school, adjusted for inflation, has quadrupled. And it shows. Today, two-thirds of kids in state schools must borrow money to make it to graduation.

Ah, the debt. The bone-crunching, never-ending debt. Kai works every day just to tread water on her student loans. Her $90,000 adds just a tiny bump to the giant ball of outstanding student loan debt nationwide. She has joined an army of Americans who are struggling to pay back money they borrowed to get an education. The way I see it, every happy-face story about this economy should include a footnote that tags this fact: forty million people are trying to figure out how to pay off a combined $1.4 trillion in student loan debt.

That debt is toxic in more ways than one. It casts a huge shadow on a person’s credit report, driving up the cost of everything from insurance to a home mortgage. And unlike a home mortgage, student loans can’t be refinanced when interest rates drop. And unlike casino loans or credit card debt, these loans can’t be discharged in bankruptcy when the borrower can’t pay.

The loans can also chop off big parts of a former student’s future. In Kai’s case, they kill her opportunity to take out a mortgage to buy a home. They kill her chances to borrow more money to go to school and finish her degree. Without that degree, those loans kill her dream of getting an entry-level job in a business that employs people with a degree in visual arts. And she can just plain forget about building up a little savings, buying health insurance, or stashing away some cash for retirement.

Kai still sees visual arts as “her field.” But will she ever work there? Her answer is short and defeated: “No.”

Kai and her friends were born into a country that told them to work hard in school, get a good education, and the world would be theirs. But a grim new reality is starting to sink in: they can work their butts off and they still won’t be able to carve out a place for themselves in the middle class.

Kai and her friends have prepared themselves for the future better than any other generation in history. They are more educated: today a higher proportion of young people graduate from high school, graduate from college, and even pick up postgrad degrees. They have more part-time work experience from their high school and college years. They are computer savvy, and their experience with technology often makes them teachers rather than apprentices to people a generation older.

As young people enter the job market and begin to put shape to their lives, they should be flying high. But they aren’t.

•  The unemployment rate for people sixteen to twenty-four years old who are actively looking for jobs is 12 percent—almost three times higher than for their older counterparts.

•  The $1.4 trillion burden of student loan debt that’s being carried by those who went to college is unlike any in history—and the amount keeps climbing, at a rate of about $100 billion a year.

•  For the first time in modern American history, more people between eighteen and thirty-five live with their parents than have a place of their own.

•  The odds that a young person today will earn more than their parents have gone from a near certainty a generation ago to a coin flip today.

•  Despite their better educations, today’s millennials earn about 20 percent less than boomers earned at the same point in their lives.

Young people—America’s future—have been dealt a terrible hand. Those who don’t make it through college have little chance of making it into the middle class. And those who make it through college are often so swamped with debt that they begin their adult lives in a deep financial hole. College is the big divide between those who will have a lottery ticket for the middle class and those who won’t, but in the end, even for those who get a diploma, it’s still only a lottery ticket. Millions of college graduates today are unemployed or working at temp jobs or part-time jobs or jobs that don’t require a college degree, trying to get a foothold in an economy that is no longer providing expanded opportunity for anyone who can flash a diploma.

Today twenty-five-year-olds start their adult lives in an economy where the most sustained job growth is in minimum-wage and near-minimum-wage work. Many have no realistic chance of ever owning the kinds of homes their parents purchased or ever starting the kinds of businesses their parents did. Today’s young people may be the first generation in American history to end up worse off than their parents.

Kai’s story breaks my heart—and the unfairness of it makes me want to spit. How can the country that once gave a kid like me multiple chances to do something with my life now shut out a talented and hardworking young woman like Kai? How can any country expect to build a future if there’s no room for a person like Kai to get an education, start down the road toward a good career, and build the foundation of a good life?

THE SQUEEZE NEVER STOPS

When she was younger, Gina worked hard to build that foundation. As she’s aged, however, it has all but crumbled. She is fifty now, and when she thinks about retirement, she seems to be at a loss. “In a perfect world, I can retire to Key Largo,” she says, and then she gives her throaty laugh. But in her real world? “You know what? I don’t really know.” She notes that climbing up and down ladders and carrying loads of shingles is taking a toll on Darren. He is really feeling his arthritis. “He said he’ll probably die outside,” she tells me, trying not to sound too downbeat. Mostly, she tries not to think about the future too much. “Just hope for the best,” she says.

The economic punches that have hit America’s middle class have reverberated through their retirement years. Once again, the numbers that lurk just underneath the overall good news about the economy tell a grim story:

•  Bankruptcy filings for people sixty-five and over have increased almost fourfold since 1991.

•  For fifteen million seniors, Social Security is all that stands between them and poverty.

•  Among seniors who live in nursing homes, 62 percent don’t have enough money to cover the cost of their care.

•  Nearly half of all families don’t have a single dollar put away in a retirement account.

Part of the economic problem starts with good news: people are living longer. The fastest-growing age group in America is known as the “old-old,” the term coined to describe people eighty-five and up. The next-fastest-growing group includes those aged seventy-five to eighty-four, and the one after that is for those sixty-five to seventy-four. Yes, there’s a pattern here.

That’s heartening for everyone who is facing old age and for everyone who loves to have a grandma or grandpa around to buy ice cream and admire every crayon drawing the kids produce. But it also means that retirement now costs more than it used to, a whole lot more. People retiring today at sixty-five need enough money to sustain them for an average of twenty more years. That’s about four years longer than they needed in 1970.

Retirees also need to worry about the rising expenses of those final years, particularly for health care and nursing homes. Today, the average cost of a semiprivate room in a nursing home is more than $82,000 a year, and the costs just keep going up.

Rising costs: sound familiar? In fact, many of the problems facing those who are approaching their later years are a lot like the problems facing other working families. But for older people, the punches land just as they are ending their working years and heading into retirement.

It starts with savings. Once again, the top-line number looks great: Americans have saved a total of $25 trillion for retirement. Wow! Let’s order a double round of desserts from the Denny’s senior special!

Not so fast. “Retirement savings” includes a lot of fancy investments that are held by folks at the tippy top of the income scale. A handful of CEOs and superstars have socked away large fortunes, but for most workers, the numbers are still surprisingly grim. The median worker—the person right in the middle of all those who have retirement accounts—has only $18,433 tucked away. And they are the lucky ones. About half of families have nothing saved. Zero. Zip. Hmm: maybe we should change that celebratory dessert to one small dish of ice cream with two spoons?

And what about those employer plans? By the 1960s, about half of all private sector workers had retirement plans that guaranteed benefits for life. Today that number is down to about 13 percent. As corporate executives figured out that they could boost profits (and their own compensation packages) by squeezing rank-and-file workers, generous retirement plans were put on the chopping block. With every passing year, those employer plans look more like an endangered species headed for extinction.

But Social Security can make up the difference, right? Wrong. Social Security has one wonderful feature: no one ever stops receiving money. The monthly check came regularly even for the lady in Worcester, Massachusetts, who, at 113, was the oldest living American. Social Security also has one really lousy feature: it’s not much money to live on. On average, recipients get less than $16,200 a year.

It’s tough out there for seniors, and since the economy is going gangbusters, why not give them a little raise? After all, cost of living increases for those on Social Security have been tiny—or nonexistent—in recent years. In 2015, CEOs got a 3.9 percent raise—and seniors living on Social Security got bupkis. Hoping to correct that obvious mistake, I recently proposed a bill to stitch up the tax loophole that lets corporations take a tax deduction whenever they give an executive a bonus over a million dollars, with the idea that we could use the same money to give seniors (and veterans and people with disabilities) a one-time 3.9 percent raise. Corporations could still dispense those bonuses; they just wouldn’t be getting tax subsidies from everyone else. Made sense to me.

But—no surprise—the Republicans wouldn’t let the bill get anywhere. And also no surprise: I was beyond frustrated. I wanted to call every one of those naysayers and yell, “You try paying rent, utilities, grocery bills, car expenses, insurance, and health-care copays on $1,348 a month—then come back in here and vote.”

Gina tries not to get too anxious about her own future, but she often worries about her coworkers. Once, she talked about Hank, the produce manager at the Walmart where she works. Hank is sixty-five, but he can’t even think about retirement. In fact, he worries about losing this job and wonders where he could earn another paycheck. Gina paused. Hank’s not alone—his mother works at the Dollar Tree forty-five minutes away. “She’s eighty-seven years old,” Gina said. “She had her knees replaced so she can keep working. She has to work.”

Good grief! I’m glad that Hank’s mom is still able to get up and go to work at eighty-seven. But is that America’s retirement plan: work until you drop dead? Can we really call this progress?

One in five Americans is still working after age sixty-five, but that’s a short-term solution at best. And for people who physically can’t perform their jobs anymore—construction workers who have been beat up by the job, nurses who have spent years holding up tottering patients or rolling them over in bed, teachers who have picked up children all day long in preschool, kitchen workers who are on their feet all day and carrying heavy loads—it’s often a real struggle to keep working until sixty-five, much less beyond. Darren’s arthritis is starting to cripple his hands, and he often needs a boost to get out of a chair—and he’s only in his fifties. Even so, he is still out there day after day, bidding for jobs and trying to pull in enough money so the family doesn’t have to hit the food pantry early. No wonder Gina can’t explain their retirement plan. It’s the same as Hank’s mom’s plan: work till you drop.

For someone who has a home that is fully paid for, Social Security might be enough to cover their other expenses. But an increasing number of Americans are entering their retirement years still shouldering a heavy mortgage. Today nearly one in three homeowners sixty-five or older is still carrying a mortgage—and the amount of mortgage debt has jumped 82 percent in just a decade. Rent is getting higher too, and finding housing that is accessible for older adults is a tough challenge in most communities.

More mortgages and bigger mortgages are weighing down a lot of seniors, but for many of them, selling the family home isn’t a good option. An estimated 3.5 million people fifty or older owe more than their homes are worth.

So how are they making it? Even though they are employing lots of strategies to save money, millions of seniors are slipping into debt. They cover basic expenses by using credit cards, and in many cases they won’t be able to pay off that debt. For more and more seniors who find themselves in a downward spiral, bankruptcy is the only answer.

The story of today’s seniors—the need to work longer, the mounting debts, the slide into bankruptcy—is mostly a bleak continuation of the bigger story of what has happened to America’s working families over the last generation. The squeeze caused by flat wages and rising expenses, the relentless chipping away at steady hours and predictable schedules, and the risks of trying to make it in an increasingly uncertain world take their toll. These problems translate into less savings and higher debts that pile up over time. And as challenging as these problems can be during the working years, they land a crushing blow at retirement.

People work hard for most of their lives, and they hope to retire with some dignity. For the majority, this means living independently; they aim to have enough money to cover their expenses without having to rely on their children. But for millions of Americans, that dream of independence is dropping away.

At eighty-seven, Hank’s mom doesn’t want to make it harder for Hank, so five days a week she gets up, takes her medicines, pulls on her clothes, fills her thermos with coffee, and leaves home in time to punch the clock at Dollar Tree. Her plan is to keep pushing herself out the door at eighty-eight. And eighty-nine. And ninety. And forever.

THE LAST THREADS OF FAITH

My brother David was the kid with the paper route when he was eight, and he was buying and selling cars by the time he was fourteen. He was always up by five a.m., and he always had some deal going. After he got out of the army, he started his own small business, and when that one didn’t work out, he started another and then another. His nervous energy and quick smile made him a natural salesman, and he put it all on the line to build a life for his wife and kids. The kids are grown up, and his wife lost a battle with breast cancer. And in the end, he got caught up in the larger economic hurricanes that swept through America. Today he and his dog, Blondie, live on his Social Security and some family help.

We were on the phone a while back, talking about the economy—the rising stock market, record corporate profits, CEOs making tens of millions of dollars. David paused for a moment, then said, “Did you hear about the three guys sitting in a bar, having a few beers, when Bill Gates walks in?”

I’m always the straight man in these exchanges. “No. So what happened?”

“One guy yelled, ‘Woo-hoo! On average, everyone in the bar is now a billionaire!’”

And there it is. On average, we’re doing great.

It’s time to raise this question: Is this the best that capitalism has to offer? A booming stock market and a rich payoff for those with big investment portfolios and fancy corporate jobs, while everyone else is left hanging on by their fingernails?

Like everyone else, I want our economy to be great. But an economy is great only if it produces the things we value most, things like security and a chance for our children to do better than we did.

Those blind spots in our economic headlines are hiding a lot of misery. GDP, corporate profits, and employment stats give us important measures of economic activity, but they don’t tell us everything we need to know. Our riches—and our aching pain—can’t be measured by lumping all of us together. Instead of boasting about terrific averages, we need to focus on who is benefitting from a growing GDP and who cashes in on those corporate profits and what employment looks like to the tens of millions of people who draw a weekly paycheck.

We should do better. We should be measuring our successes and failures by testing the way we live day to day, person by person and family by family. Those tests should be pretty straightforward:

•  Is our economy producing opportunities for pretty much anyone who works hard to get ahead?

•  Is our economy producing security, so that people aren’t bankrupted by illnesses or accidents and seniors aren’t abandoned in poverty?

•  Is our economy delivering on the promise that our children will have a good chance of doing better than their parents did?

If our economy isn’t producing all three—widely shared opportunity, more security, and a better future—then something is badly broken. And there’s a lot of evidence that our country’s current economy is failing on all three counts.

But to do something about this, we have to believe that we can act and that our actions will make a difference.

After emerging from the Great Depression and World War II, most Americans believed that together we were stronger. Succeeding generations of Americans have been confident that together we can do anything. Together we eradicated polio. Together we cared for our elderly, raced to the moon, and promised our kids a life that would be brighter than our own. Together we expanded access to voting, declared war on poverty, and dreamed that a world of truly equal opportunity was within reach. Yes, there was racism and sexism and too many forms of bigotry. Yes, we argued with each other, and yes, government was never perfect. But government was our way of working together to build more opportunity for each succeeding generation.

Now the changing economics of America have assaulted our collective security. And this persistent economic insecurity has done more than make life much harder for millions of Americans. It has also undermined our collective confidence in what we can achieve and left millions of people frustrated and angry.

“Everyone should be able to do their job, work hard, come home, and be happy,” Gina says. “I don’t want to be rolling in the dough. I just want to be happy. I don’t want to worry about what I’ll do if my husband dies, or if I have to go in the hospital again.”

But Gina does worry. She worries about herself and Darren and their two sons. She worries about this country and where it is headed.

Gina’s future looks darker than she ever imagined it would, but the numbers tell a discouraging story, too.

•  More than half of Americans believe that when today’s kids grow up, they will be worse off than their parents.

•  More than half of people under sixty-five believe that Social Security will completely disappear before they retire.

•  In 2016, 72 percent of voters believed that “the American economy is rigged to advantage the rich and powerful.”

People have not only begun to doubt themselves as they look ahead; they have begun to doubt what we can do together to build a future.

And here’s the scary part: they are right to doubt. They are right because none of this happened as a result of some immutable law of physics. After generations of work and sacrifice, after building an ever-stronger middle class, millions of families didn’t start to stumble because of gravity. No, the forces that aligned against hardworking people are far more deliberate and far more dangerous. And instead of trying to fix the problem, many leaders in government now seem intent on either standing by while our middle class becomes ever less secure, or pushing policies that will make the situation even worse.

I supported President Obama. I spent a year working as an assistant to the president, and I applaud much of what he accomplished during his tenure. He expanded health care and strengthened regulations over Wall Street. He supported the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (for which I will always be doubly grateful, because I worked so hard to get the agency established). He also made this planet safer, signed a historic climate deal, and negotiated to keep nuclear weapons out of Iran.

But there were times when President Obama and I parted company, and one of them was in the summer of 2016. He gave a commencement speech in which he talked about the influence of the rich and powerful over government. “Big money in politics is a huge problem,” he admitted. And then he put a happy face on it: “But the system isn’t as rigged as you think.”

No, President Obama, the system is as rigged as we think.

In fact, it’s worse than most Americans realize.

Here’s the truth: we can’t keep gazing happily at the face of cheery economic reports; we’ve got to dive into the reality of what’s happening underneath the surface. Tens of millions of people across the United States understand that this country no longer works for them, and they are angry about it. And unless our government provides real solutions to their problems, their anger will only increase.

Donald Trump understood their anger. He connected with people when he channeled that anger during his campaign, but his plans will make the problems faced by working families worse. I am absolutely certain that even his most die-hard supporters will be deeply unhappy with a lot of what President Trump actually does. He likes to talk about forgotten working people, but he opposes raising the minimum wage, plans to propose the largest tax cut in history for the rich, and promises to get rid of the rules that hold Wall Street accountable. That is not populism. That is trickle-down economics on steroids. After vowing to “drain the swamp” and fight for the little guy, Trump turned the keys to our government over to a group of Wall Street insiders, billionaires, and CEOs who have a long history of looking out only for themselves and others just like them. This isn’t the way to strengthen opportunity in America—it’s the way to help the rich to get richer and shove everyone else out of the way.

We Americans cling fiercely to our optimistic belief that hard work wins out, but the facts tell a different story. Today an American child has a smaller chance of climbing the economic ladder than a child does in Canada or most of Europe. The chances that young children will do better than their parents have been cut nearly in half over the last generation. More than ever before, millions of kids aren’t getting a fighting chance to move ahead; poor kids stay poor while rich kids get even richer. That’s the ultimate rigged game.

“There’s no middle class anymore—there are the haves and the have-nots,” Gina says with a heavy voice. “This is the world we’re leaving to our kids. What’s going to happen after I die? What’s going to happen to my kids?”

Stagnant wages, rising student loan debt, seniors who can’t retire: the warning signs everywhere show us that distress is wide and deep in America. And the new reality of uncertain hours and insecure income that underlies those numbers should sound an even louder alarm. These are the signposts of a redefined America, an America in which the country generates more and more wealth while an ever-growing majority has no chance to share in the bounty they work to produce.

The time for happy talk is over, and simply promising to “Make America Great Again” won’t do the trick. It’s time to get serious about understanding what has gone wrong and working out a plan to fix it. It’s time for a hard look into how we once built a strong and vibrant middle class, how we lost our way, and how we will fight our way forward.

Most of all, it’s time for some deep-down optimism, the kind that says, Yeah, our middle class is on the ropes, but we have the strength and the determination to build an America that works—not just for some of us, but for all of us.
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A Safer Economy

The story of rigging the American economic system doesn’t start with “What went wrong?” It starts with “What went right?”

America—like much of the world—had a boom-and-bust economy from the very beginning. George Washington was in his second term as president when, in 1796, a real estate bubble and resulting collapse shook the young country and hurtled it into a major financial crisis. Then, one after another, the booms and busts moved in cycles of about twenty years each. Land speculation, currency speculation, railroad speculation, and even speculation about war—all these triggered panics at one time or another. The specific details varied, but the overall pattern was clear. The economy would grow a bit, people would do a little better, and then speculation would start to bubble up. The promise of greater riches was like a song that started softly but soon got louder and more insistent—right up until the moment the music stopped and everyone ran for the exits.

Crashes came hard. They brought down many of the speculators, and millionaires sometimes watched their fortunes disappear with the delivery of a single letter or the loss of one ship. The busts bankrupted farmers as well as small business owners, who were caught short when prices dropped without warning or banks collapsed. The crashes hit factory workers and shop clerks, carpenters and ranch hands, leaving millions without work and struggling to feed themselves and their children.
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From the 1790s to the 1930s, America had a boom-and-bust economy.

From the 1790s to the 1930s, America’s boom-and-bust economy was like a natural rhythm of the universe, sweeping in good fortune like a benevolent tide, then sucking it back out again with terrible ferocity.

ROCK BOTTOM

Then the really big one hit. This bust was so big and so thorough, and walloped so many people across this country, that it got its own name: the Great Depression. Thousands of banks failed. One out of every four Americans was out of work. A million and a half people were homeless, and hundreds of thousands of people took refuge in ramshackle camps around the country. Children went hungry, and crowds of people fought over scraps of food in the garbage. Today it is hard to appreciate how much this economic downturn tore through people’s lives.

In my family’s story, the Great Depression was a constant presence, not unlike a powerful but unseen character in a play. Babies’ births and the moves from one town to another were dated before, during, or after the disaster. (My brothers Don Reed and John were born “during,” and my brother David and I were born “after.”) Whenever relatives gathered or when someone was about to throw away an old pair of pants or a tattered armchair that was “perfectly good,” stories about the Hard Times were ready for the telling.

My Aunt Bee was born in 1901 in Indian Territory, in an area that later became Oklahoma. After she graduated from high school, she took a secretarial course and learned typing and shorthand. She worked at different jobs, sharing an apartment with first one friend and then another. She was the single roommate who was left behind as the other young women got married and moved on.

When the Great Depression hit, she moved back in with my aging grandparents, bringing home her pay envelope every week to keep them all going. When her salary was cut in half, she cried—not from the loss of money but from relief that she hadn’t been laid off. Nearly everyone else in the office had been sent home.

Years later, when I was a little girl, Aunt Bee would talk about the exact day the local bank failed. She told stories about people dropping packages and letting go of their children’s hands as they ran to find out the news; she described the crowd gathered outside the bank and the locked doors. My grandfather used to say that after the bank closed, all he had left from a lifetime of working construction were “my tools and the house I built with my own hands.” Aunt Bee’s half pay was their lifeline.

All across America, men who had no jobs and no prospects hitched rides in freight cars, dropping off to hustle up a meal and maybe a little work before moving on. My family lived in one of the hundreds of small towns where the train tracks cut across the prairie.

Aunt Bee said that a handful of strangers showed up nearly every morning at my grandparents’ back door. The men were always polite. They took off their caps, asking respectfully if there was anything they could do around the yard for a little food. She said they were gaunt, with dark circles etched under their eyes and clothes that hung loose: “All skin and bones.”

And that’s when the fights started in our family. “Mama would feed them,” Aunt Bee told me. “Day after day, she would dish up plates of stew or grits or whatever we had.”

Aunt Bee asked my grandmother to stop. She pleaded with her to stop. Finally, she yelled at her: “Stop feeding these bums! We don’t have enough for ourselves, and you’re giving away food.”
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Bread lines formed in the cities, and in smaller towns, hungry men went door to door.

My grandmother would say nothing. She would just keep stirring pots on the stove and putting another round of biscuits in the oven. When Aunt Bee went off to work, my grandmother shared whatever they had. And every night Aunt Bee would cross-examine her: What happened to the potatoes she bought yesterday? Why were they running out of lard? Had Mama been giving away food again?

In 1969, my ninety-four-year-old grandmother had a massive stroke. As she lay dying, Aunt Bee sat by her bed for days at a time, holding the old lady’s frail hand. More than once, Aunt Bee told her how sorry she was that she had yelled at her for helping people so long ago. She bowed her head, and the tears fell into her lap.

I was born in 1949, years after the Depression had ended. Even so, I watched up close what Hard Times had done to people. Aunt Bee was the gentlest and most generous soul I knew—much kinder than anyone else in our family. Not only did Aunt Bee keep my grandparents afloat during the Depression, she quietly gave small bits of cash to pretty much everyone else in the family. She always set aside 10 percent of her small Social Security check for the Baptist church, then dug deeper to make contributions for missions and revivals. She dropped coins into every collection box in every grocery store or dry cleaners, and she was there to help every relative or neighbor who got into trouble.
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That’s Aunt Bee on the right, with three of her former roommates.

Aunt Bee saved me, too. When I was struggling to hold down a job and take care of two small children and my life was pretty much a mess, Aunt Bee dropped everything in her world and came to rescue me. She lived with us for years, helping out with those two lively (and sometimes obnoxious) children, and I never once heard her raise her voice or even get a little stern. Frankly, she was a pushover, and we all knew it. Even Bonnie, her little long-eared cocker spaniel, would crowd Aunt Bee off the couch while we watched television.

And yet she had yelled at her mother for feeding hungry people, and yelling at my grandmother had cut her so deeply that nearly forty years later, Aunt Bee still cried over it. It told me something about what it means to be afraid that you can’t provide for those you love. It told me about how worry gnaws at a person’s soul. It told me that economic crashes bite hard and the memories don’t fade.

PROTECTING THE BANKS FROM SPECULATORS

The Great Depression began in 1929. Gripping the country like a vise, it wore on and on, one year following the next. In 1933, just when it felt like the Hard Times would last forever, the newly sworn-in president, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, made an audacious claim: We can do better.

Roosevelt was an unlikely leader for the millions of men and women who were out of work, out of food, and nearly out of hope. He was a pampered only child, born into great wealth and all that came with his secure social position: private schools, servants, balls, and annual trips to Europe. He had been an active young man who learned to shoot, ride, hunt, and sail, and he’d filled his time with tennis, polo, and golf.

But Roosevelt was not interested in building up the family fortune. Early on, he felt the call to public service, running for the New York State legislature before he was thirty. When he was crippled by polio eleven years later, his political career seemed to be over. At the time, no one imagined that a man who was unable to stand on his own could become a leader. But Roosevelt did not give up. He pressed forward, first as governor of New York, then as the calm and unflappable president leading the nation during some of our darkest and most frightening days.

Roosevelt was deeply beloved. My grandmother never followed politics much, but later, when I was a little girl and Roosevelt had been dead for years, his name always prompted the same response. Her voice would drop a notch and she would say, “He made us safe.”

In a time of great danger, Roosevelt embraced experimentation, trying whatever he could to get this country out of the ditch of the Great Depression. He believed in action, believed in the idea that government does not stand passively by, believed that government has an active and critical role to play in making the lives of our citizens better.

The first order of business was to get the financial system back on track. Wild speculation, a stock market crash, and the failure of thousands of banks had nearly destroyed the U.S. economy. FDR didn’t suggest permanently shutting down Wall Street or nationalizing the banks. He proposed something far more audacious: capitalism that works for all Americans.

Roosevelt rejected the idea that economic booms and busts were inevitable—that they were part of the natural order, much like floods and forest fires. Instead, he proposed that we pass laws to make the economy safer. Keep capitalism, but make it work better for all Americans. Although there were some twists and turns, ultimately the plan for the economy, passed in 1933 and 1934, had three main parts:

•  Make it safe to put money in banks by establishing the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, or FDIC.

•  Separate ordinary checking and savings banking from Wall Street speculation with the measure known as Glass-Steagall.

•  Put a cop on the beat on Wall Street by creating the SEC.

Three ideas, born of desperation and experimentation in the early 1930s, helped put our financial system right. All three strengthened the hand of government to help make the economy safer for everyone.

With 20/20 hindsight, these ideas look, well, pretty obvious. But their simplicity was part of their power. My aunt Bee was in no position to evaluate the strength—or weaknesses—of a bank, and neither were most of the other customers. They just wanted to know that if they put their hard-earned money in the bank, they could be confident that the bank would still have cash when they wanted to take it out.

By guaranteeing that depositors’ money would be there no matter what, FDIC insurance eliminated the kind of panic that had triggered devastating bank runs. No customer needed to worry that if trouble hit and they didn’t get to the bank right away and grab all their cash, they would be left with nothing. In exchange for this extraordinary benefit of a federal government guarantee, the banks agreed to submit to careful regulation. They agreed to be constantly scrutinized to ensure that they were safe and sound and that they would not need to call on federal insurance to bail them out.

Before giving a bank its blessing, the FDIC checked out the bank’s assets and management talent. Banking quickly shifted from a speculative undertaking to a far more stable business that produced regular profits year in and year out. Banking became boring—and boring worked. The thousands of small banks across the country became institutions where customers could reliably deposit their earnings and carefully tuck away some savings, as well as places where people could borrow the money they needed to buy homes or start their own businesses. Bank regulation steadied the financial system. It was a good deal for the banks, a good deal for the depositors, and a good deal for the U.S. economy.

Glass-Steagall, named after the two members of Congress who sponsored the legislation, Senator Carter Glass and Representative Henry Steagall, was a corollary to FDIC insurance: any financial institution that took taxpayer-guaranteed deposits was barred from engaging in other, higher-risk activities. This meant that Aunt Bee’s little bits of savings couldn’t be scooped up by the bank to be used for gambling on Wall Street or in some crazy deal that some bank manager wanted to run on the side. Her money was safe, in part because taxpayers would never have to bail out the bank because its management had ended up on the losing end of a highly speculative deal. One happy side effect of this new rule was that the money deposited in a local bank was more likely to stay in the community in the form of small business loans and home mortgages. It was a pretty straightforward deal: bankers had to make a choice between low-risk, boring banking and high-risk, Wall Street–style investing. One or the other—but not both.

The third tool for making the financial system safer involved policing the giant corporations so that they couldn’t cheat investors. Once again, the idea was pretty simple: put a cop on Wall Street. A cop would force the companies to keep honest books and would also be on the lookout for scams and frauds. Thus, the Securities and Exchange Commission was born. The SEC helped level the playing field so that investors—not just Wall Street insiders—could figure out the difference between good deals and bad ones.

The new laws addressed a number of other issues, but Roosevelt started where the need was most urgent: get the financial institutions under control. He understood that if depositors couldn’t count on money being available in their banks, the whole economy would be crippled because people and businesses wouldn’t be able to move around the cash needed for buying, selling, and investing. He also knew that if people thought that Wall Street was the financial equivalent of a lawless jungle, then crazy speculators and scam artists would be attracted to the market, while good, steady investors would stay home. That mattered a lot, because if the prudent investors stayed home, growing businesses wouldn’t be able to get the money they needed to expand.
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Roosevelt looked pretty cheerful about breaking up the big banks. As he signed Glass-Steagall into law, Senator Glass (hands in pockets on the left) and Congressman Steagall (hands in front of him on the right) looked on.

All three of these moves—providing FDIC insurance, breaking up the big banks, and putting a cop on Wall Street—triggered huge battles with the CEOs and millionaires who liked things just the way they were. Sure, the crashes had been hard on them, too, but they didn’t like having the government look over their shoulders, and they saw any limits on what they could do as an attack on capitalism.

Despite the resistance of some very powerful people, the three new laws passed. Better yet, they worked together to stabilize the financial industry, which proved to be good for everyone, rich and not so rich. And they were all built on one crucial idea: banking is special, and only if it is carefully governed can the rest of the economy flourish.

BREAK ’EM UP: ROUND TWO

Stabilizing the banking industry was just the start of Roosevelt’s effort to build a stronger, more stable economy. He also used the tools of antitrust law to roll back the concentration of corporate power in other industries. He was determined to block giant companies that were smothering their smaller competitors—not by offering better products or lower costs, but by using shady practices that stopped competition before it started.

After he got the banking laws in place and operational, Roosevelt brought in Thurman Arnold, a man often described as a maverick lawyer, to head the Justice Department’s Antitrust Division. Fiercely independent, Arnold was widely respected for the power of his intellect and the force of his character. The turnaround was immediate. In short order, the division grew from eighteen lawyers to five hundred, and investigations—and lawsuits—ramped up. In just five years under new leadership, those attorneys filed almost as many cases as there had been in the previous quarter century. Arnold said his approach was “to hit hard, hit everyone and hit them all at once.” From fertilizer to newspapers to motion pictures, from shoes to tobacco to petroleum, monopolies and collusive dealings had taken root in one industry after another—and now the government was breaking up these huge corporations and shutting down their predatory practices.

Industry CEOs were shocked—shocked—that a previously complacent government would call them out, and they responded with fury and fulmination when some mere government official tried to apply laws already on the books to halt aggressive and dangerous business practices. In fact, some of these CEOs were so outraged that they fought all the way to the Supreme Court of the United States, confident that those troublesome government officials would be slapped back.

This shift in approach—from markets where the rule of the day was pretty much “anything goes” to markets that had tough cops enforcing strict laws—reflected a tectonic shift in American law and the American economy. By the 1930s, the idea began to take root that without basic rules, markets won’t work. Government—the people working together—could pass strong laws and enforce those laws to level the playing field; this, in turn, would give consumers, investors, shopkeepers, and small farmers a fighting chance to build their own economic futures.

TAKING THE FIGHT DIRECTLY TO THE POWERFUL

This history may seem like a dusty tale about a time long past, but the economic battles of the 1930s were as intense as any attack launched during the over-the-top 2016 political season. And these early economic battles had a transformative effect on our country. They set the stage for the development of our economy and our financial laws—and for nearly half a century of stunning prosperity.

Even as the economy slowly began improving, the corporate big shots whose powers were being challenged did not like the direction in which the country was headed. Newspaper titan William Randolph Hearst referred to FDR as “Stalin Delano Roosevelt” and insisted that his reporters substitute “Raw Deal” for “New Deal” in news articles that were published throughout the country. Millionaires warned about Roosevelt’s “socialist government.” Time magazine reported that, “with few exceptions, members of the so-called Upper Class frankly hate Franklin Roosevelt.” One member of that class said ominously, “What that fellow Roosevelt needs is a thirty-eight-caliber revolver right at the back of his head.”

My grandmother might have believed that Roosevelt made the country safe, but among the rich and powerful, deep resentment was growing over the changes Roosevelt had brought about. Battle lines were forming.

In June 1936, Roosevelt went to Philadelphia to accept the Democratic nomination for his second term. One hundred thousand people crowded into the University of Pennsylvania’s sports stadium, Franklin Field. The cheers were deafening as the president entered the arena in a limousine and rode a long loop around the field.

It must have been a gratifying moment for Roosevelt, but it’s also likely that he was thinking about an immediate challenge: he needed to get out of his car and onto the stage. In the fifteen years since he had been stricken with polio, Roosevelt found walking—and even standing—a painful and precarious business, and he always went to great pains to hide his paralysis from public view. Now the task would be more hazardous: it had been raining, and the stadium’s grass was slick.

As the president slowly made his way to the speaking podium while leaning on the arm of his son, people jostled for a better view and to shout their good wishes. The president was bumped. When his metal leg brace sprang open, he fell heavily. As he went down, the papers of his speech flew out into the crowd. On the ground, Roosevelt was pale and shaken, his clothes smudged with dirt.

After a shocked moment, his aides quickly pulled him to his feet. Most people in the stadium couldn’t see what had happened, but his aides were panicked. Roosevelt immediately pushed ahead.

“Clean me up,” he ordered.

Within minutes he was standing on the platform, enduring grinding pain and staring into the bright stadium lights at a crowd of a hundred thousand people. As the cheering built to a roar, he waved and smiled. And then he went on the attack. Roosevelt called out the “privileged princes” and “economic royalty” running corporate America. The crowd went wild as FDR declared war—not just “war against want and destitution and economic demoralization,” but “a war for the survival of democracy.”

Four months later, as his campaign moved into its final week, Roosevelt was still on the attack. On the Saturday before Election Day, he kept his sights trained on those moneyed interests, declaring, “They are unanimous in their hate for me—and I welcome their hatred.”

Three days after that, he was reelected, winning a majority in every state in the union except Maine and Vermont.
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In Philadelphia, one hundred thousand people heard Roosevelt declare war on the country’s “economic royalty.”

REGULATION WORKED

World War II demanded massive mobilization. The war effort put millions of people to work fighting for our country, while millions more worked to manufacture the equipment and supplies those soldiers and sailors needed. The war, for all its terrible carnage and destruction, pumped new spending into the economy.

But it was Roosevelt’s new vision of the role of government that fundamentally changed America’s economic system for decades to come. Coming out of the Great Depression, an American president decided that we could do better—and we did. For nearly half a century, Roosevelt’s ideas influenced his successors, both Democratic and Republican. Leaders used government more deliberately to level the playing field in markets and to create more stability. In the 1970s, a Republican president added the Environmental Protection Agency and the Consumer Product Safety Commission so that companies couldn’t cut costs by dumping their wastes in our rivers or by selling dangerous products with hidden defects. Antitrust law was enforced, and small businesses got a chance to take root and grow. America kept that cop on Wall Street and continued reining in the biggest corporations.

And here’s the thing: regulation worked.

By the postwar era, the boom-and-bust economy was gone. There were some ups and downs, but nothing like the crash of 1929. Instead, once the new financial regulations were in place, from the mid-1930s forward, America experienced decade after decade of economic peace. No crashes. No bread lines. No need to shutter the banks.

But we didn’t just hold steady: year over year, decade over decade, our country got richer. From the late 1930s forward, our gross domestic product (GDP) also maintained a pretty steady upward march.

Best of all, as our country got richer, our families got richer. Not everyone, but almost everyone, did better. Incomes rose. In 1947, after the war created labor shortages and wages were allowed to rise, life looked good for the middle class. But the good times had only just begun. Adjusted for inflation, a man working full-time and making the median income would see his earnings grow 65 percent between 1947 and 1980. His family was spending that money, too, meaning that businesses prospered and corporations’ profits swelled. Small businesses flourished. Our country was rich beyond the wildest dreams of earlier generations.

By 1960, only two decades after the end of the Great Depression, it was clear that America had produced the equivalent of an economic miracle: we had built the greatest middle class on earth. The skies were sunny, and our future looked bright.

THE FORGOTTEN RICH MAN

But resentments run deep—often really, really deep. Corporate executives and millionaires had gotten richer and richer, but for some of them, Roosevelt’s work to rein in the big banks and break up giant corporations still rankled. It seems that the divine right of kings had translated in the New World into a Divine Right of CEOs. The idea that a democratically elected government could and would curtail their corporate rights was perceived as a threat—and they didn’t like threats. Sure, they were already rich, but that’s the mouth-watering, heart-pumping thing about being rich—it’s better to be even richer. There’s no limit to how rich the rich can be. Besides, any kind of government regulation signaled interference with their deeply held notions of right, wrong, and the undeniable privileges that belonged to them as masters of powerful corporations.

In 1971, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce enlisted a corporate lawyer named Lewis Powell to write a secret memo. As soon as Powell finished his thirty-three-page paper, the chamber, a national organization representing the interests of many of America’s largest corporations, quietly began passing it from one power broker to another. For the CEO crowd, the memo was electrifying. Powell had held nothing back. He forcefully argued that the entire free-enterprise system was under attack—and he called on the super rich to counterattack with all their might.

Powell was an unlikely firebrand. He was mild-mannered, gentlemanly, and unfailingly polite. Many people remarked on his deeply ingrained civility. He was intensely proud of his Virginia roots, which were noticeable in his soft drawl, and he idolized Robert E. Lee. Tall and thin, Powell wore thick glasses and old-fashioned suits. Yet despite all his courtly manners, when it came to defending his corporate clients, he was a take-no-prisoners, shoot-them-all kind of guy.

Powell served on the board of directors for more than a dozen of America’s biggest corporations, and his dedication to advancing the interests of corporate America was legendary. His work for tobacco company Philip Morris included signing off on the company’s annual reports touting the health benefits of cigarettes, and he railed against the press for failing to give adequate credence to the industry’s claims about tobacco safety. He was close personal friends with the top lawyer for General Motors, and when newspaper articles about cars with dangerous designs and product defects began appearing, Powell viewed those stories—and the reporters who wrote them—with alarm. He fervently believed that such challenges undermined people’s confidence in corporate America and put our country right on the slippery slope to socialism.

Many of those who received Powell’s memo shared his view that America’s system of free enterprise was at risk, but it was his call to action that really galvanized his CEO readership. His advice was visionary: Fight back! Reshape Americans’ views about business, government, politics, and law. Fund conservative think tanks. Influence young people by reasserting business interests on college campuses. Pay professors to publish pro-business work. Using example after example, Powell made it clear that he wanted to return America to the pro-corporate, largely unregulated government that, in his view, had served this country so well before the Great Depression.
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The beginning of the typewritten Powell Memo, which changed how giant corporations wage political war.

In the darkest days of the Depression, Roosevelt had offered hope to “the forgotten man at the bottom of the economic pyramid.” Without a hint of irony, Powell now spoke tenderly to America’s millionaires: “One does not exaggerate to say that, in terms of political influence with respect to the course of legislation and government action, the American business executive is truly the ‘forgotten man.’”

Rich guys just can’t catch a break.

THE PLAN: TAKE OVER GOVERNMENT

Two months after Powell sent his memo to the Chamber of Commerce, President Nixon nominated him for the Supreme Court. The paper remained secret until after Powell was confirmed. But his idea had already spurred the millionaires and CEOs who’d read the memo to stop complaining and start acting. The rich and powerful enthusiastically took up his call to arms and began to use their considerable wealth to alter America’s political landscape.

Their efforts began to pay off almost immediately. Just over nine years after Powell’s memo began to circulate, and with considerable support from a “Business Advisory Panel” of corporate CEOs, Ronald Reagan was elected president.

Reagan swept into office under the banner of free-market economics, and he was cheered on with many boisterous calls for “liberty” and “freedom.” Reagan’s approach was unmistakably aimed at helping giant businesses and their top executives, but its advocates promised working people that all those benefits going to big corporations would “trickle down” to them as well. The economic plan was as simple—and as sweeping—as the plan Franklin Roosevelt had put in place nearly half a century earlier during the Great Depression. But Reagan’s plan turned Roosevelt’s on its head.

Step one was to fire the cops—not the cops on Main Street, but the cops on Wall Street. An increasingly subservient Congress had already begun doing more of the bidding of big financial institutions, but following Reagan’s election, those banks were given far more leeway. Antitrust enforcement that had kept some corporate goliaths in check now slowed way down.
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A smiling President Richard Nixon shakes hands with new Supreme Court Justice Lewis Powell, while Supreme Court Justice William Rehnquist looks on.

The Reagan administration proudly embraced the idea of “deregulation,” as if financial and corporate regulations were the biggest problems faced by Americans—rather than the wrongs those regulations were designed to prevent. From Reagan’s perspective, it was far more important to protect a corporate giant from the government than it was to protect a customer, investor, or small competitor from the actions of a corporate giant. Regulation became the new enemy. Forget exploding gas tanks, cancer-causing chemicals in the water supply, or drugs that caused birth defects—regulation was proclaimed to be the real danger in America. From the 1980s onward, “deregulation” became a sacred tenet of all conservatives, a mantra that can be translated to mean: let corporate America do more of whatever corporate America wants to do.

Trickle-down economics ushered in a new approach to the economy. Instead of using the tools of government to help level the playing field for all Americans, government should let those at the top call the shots and, in the words of Ronald Reagan, rely on the “magic of the marketplace” to create “spectacular broad-based economic progress.”

Ooh, magic marketplaces. No need for rules or regulators—just put your faith in giant corporations.

Even now, President Trump serves up the same tired old recipe. He promises to “unleash” corporations to create more jobs by, among other things, reducing regulations. True to his word, he picked an Environmental Protection Agency director who fights against rules that protect our air and water, and a Secretary of Labor opposed to rules that protect our workforce.

Oh yes, it is very clear from Donald Trump’s cabinet that he thinks the virtues of deregulation know no limits. Indeed, Trump delivered this across-the-board approach to making America great again: “We’re getting rid of regulations which goes hand in hand with the lowering of the taxes.”

Let the big corporations do whatever they want. What could possibly go wrong?

The enthusiastic corporate sponsorship of conservative economics should have been the tip-off. The embrace of trickle-down economics was nothing more than a brazen ploy to ensure that this country would be run so that the rich and powerful can get richer and more powerful.

The concept of trickle-down economics was bad enough. But it also had an evil twin: the idea that government was the enemy. After Roosevelt harnessed the federal government to work for millions of Americans, powerful corporations pushed back with the idea that government—not corporations—was the enemy. Many helping hands heaped ridicule on government, and America’s poor corporations were cast as its victims.

As with any movement, the idea couldn’t have taken hold if there hadn’t been some truth to back it up. Let’s face it: some of the government’s rules are stupid, and some rules are stupidly enforced. Anyone who has ever tried to erect a new building or open a new business and along the way run into a series of codes and inspections and petty bureaucrats may be ready to sign on with a politician who promises “smaller government.”

But chanting “deregulation” at the federal level didn’t actually fix many problems for small businesses. Mostly, it created huge giveaways that only giant companies could take advantage of. Repealing Glass-Steagall in 1999 helped a handful of gigantic banks get even more gigantic, but it didn’t do much for the community banks trying to compete with them. The same can be said about the decision not to regulate risky new financial instruments. Government’s hands-off approach to this new danger fattened profits for giant banks while it bankrupted families. Regulatory rollback and tax breaks for large corporations help large corporations, but they don’t help anyone else.

For decades now, Republicans have been feeding small businesses the same lines about how the GOP is the party of small government. But after promising the moon, they sure haven’t delivered much. Maybe that’s because most of the benefit they deliver is scooped up by the big guys.

Despite pretty promises, Republicans have delivered a rigged system that lets giant companies and multimillionaires treat the American economy like a candy store that’s open only for them. What does the couple running a great little restaurant in Somerville, Massachusetts, get from federal rollbacks? Nothing—which is about what most families and small businesses get.

WHEN THE COPS WORK FOR THE CROOKS

Trickle-down ideology started with raw power: the powerful devised ways to exercise even more power. With fewer regulators to say no, big corporations began venturing into territory that had long been closed to them. Wall Street firms showed the way. For years they had chafed under the restrictions put in place in the 1930s, and they had fought back from the beginning. But now, one battle at a time, they began to win. Big banks were turned loose to load up on risks. Those risks boosted both revenues and profitability, and—no surprise—the executives cashed their paychecks, pocketed their bonuses, and didn’t ask too many questions.

The jump in profitability was like a cocaine high—it felt amazing while it lasted, but it was potentially deadly. Risks always come back to bite someone. The CEOs knew that, but they expected they could grab their money and get out, and the drug would keep working. And if it all came crashing down, everyone else, including investors, customers, and taxpayers, would be left holding the bag.

A banking scandal that erupted in the late 1980s should have sounded a warning. The country’s savings and loans associations, once sleepy little consumer banks that specialized in mortgage lending, were largely deregulated in 1982. They immediately started growing, offering bigger and bigger loans and many more new products. In just three years, the S&Ls jumped 50 percent in size, and speculators began buying them up as if each one was a goose that could lay golden eggs. But no bubble lasts forever, and soon many of the high-flying, poorly regulated S&Ls became insolvent. When the bubble popped, more than a thousand of the nation’s 3,200 S&Ls were shut down. And, in a show of real accountability, government regulators criminally prosecuted more than a thousand bank executives.

Because the S&Ls were relatively small and because the problems rolled from region to region over time, they didn’t crash the entire economy. But to keep the system functioning and keep depositors from losing any money, U.S. taxpayers laid out about $132 billion. Yes, $132 billion. Stop for a minute and think about that pile of money: in 1995, when the last S&L was shuttered, the federal government had funneled more to these financial institutions than it had spent on education, job training, veterans’ benefits, social services, and transportation combined.

At this point, alarms should have been sounding everywhere—shrieking sirens and clanging bells. The pattern was unmistakable: (1) bank deregulates; (2) bank loads up on risk; (3) crisis occurs; (4) bailout follows.

The S&L scandal should have screamed at regulators and Congress to pay attention and tighten up bank regulations. If they had, the next round of problems with banks crashing the economy would have been stopped before it started. But the politicians didn’t want to hear it. (I guess it’s hard to hear when your ears are stuffed with money.) The banks—particularly the giant banks—kept pushing for less and less oversight, and the politicians followed right along.

Instead of sobering up in the aftermath of the crisis, the big banks charged ahead. Their target: Glass-Steagall. Licking their chops over the chance to combine boring banking (and all the money in those checking and savings accounts) with high-risk financial speculation, the banks lobbied to pull down one of the pillars of our financial system. And they didn’t worry about the fallout. They figured that if anything went wrong, the government would step in and make sure that all those little depositors were protected—and in the process, the government would protect the big banks as well. Throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s, high-paid lobbyists aggressively attacked a wide array of financial regulations. Over time, they targeted one brick after another in the wall that separated banks from Wall Street trading, and, over time, the bank regulators caved in again and again. In 1999, the few remaining provisions of Glass-Steagall were repealed.

The results were immediate. Big banks grew into giant banks, and giant banks grew into monsters. In 1980, the ten biggest banks in America controlled less than one-third of the market; by 2000, they had captured more than half the market, and by 2005, their share had risen to almost 60 percent. By 2008, just five uber-banks controlled 40 percent of the market. Through it all, bank CEOs displayed a boldness that would have put a medieval royal prince to shame.

Take a look at just one example. In 1998, when Citicorp decided that it wanted to merge with a giant insurance company, the two corporations faced a teeny-tiny problem: the merger would be illegal. Such a bank-nonbank merger would violate the existing provisions of Glass-Steagall and other banking laws that had been in place since the 1930s. But why should these princes of finance let mere federal law slow them down? Laws were for the little guys, and these CEOs were bound for greatness. If the two companies joined together, it would be the biggest merger in history. The two finance giants reflected a bit, and then very deliberately, very publicly, and very illegally, they merged their companies, confident that a compliant Congress would change the law after the fact.

And, wow, did they get it right: a subservient Congress did just what it was told to do. In 1999, after the repeal of Glass-Steagall, the big-time financial world got even riskier and—for a while—even more profitable.

In the same way that some Republicans had signed on for greater regulations in earlier decades, some Democrats now got on the deregulation bandwagon big-time. As he signed the repeal of Glass-Steagall, President Bill Clinton cracked a few jokes, then praised the move for “making a fundamental and historic change in the way we operate our financial institutions.” He had fought for the repeal, and now he claimed victory: “It is true that the Glass-Steagall law is no longer appropriate to the economy in which we live.” As he presciently explained, it will help “expand the powers of banks.”

*   *   *

AROUND THE TIME Congress and the bank regulators were rolling over and playing dead for the big banks, I was in Massachusetts, teaching at Harvard and studying another sign of danger in the American economy: during the 1990s, American families had been loading up on debt. Credit card companies were making their products more and more complex. Credit card agreements that back in 1981 had been about a page and a half long had morphed into contracts that ran to thirty pages of tiny type by the early 2000s. Increasingly, the agreements were larded with obscure legal terms, hidden tricks, and bizarre accounting practices. Ultimately, some members of Congress became concerned. During one hearing, laughter broke out as credit card executives were called on to explain certain incomprehensible terms.

But there was nothing funny about the effects of this rising spiral of debt on working people. Banks and credit card companies encouraged families to get in way over their heads, and predatory contracts trapped people into years of staggering fees and astronomical interest rates. Credit cards were handed out like candy, and they soon began producing tens of billions of dollars in profits for their issuers. Newspapers and radios regularly reported lighthearted stories about a baby, a dog, or a cat that had been issued its own preapproved card.

The numbers I was coming up with in my research were so alarming that I started looking for more ways to get the word out—speeches, articles, op-eds, interviews, and pretty much anything else I could think of. One day in 2005, I got a phone call and was asked a surprising question: Would I please come to Washington to meet with the regulators at the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency?

Woo-hoo! This was the big-dog bank regulator, the cop that had authority to tell many of the biggest credit card issuers in the country to cut it out. Really. This was an agency that could eliminate tricks and traps from millions of credit cards. Oooh, this could be fun.

I flew to Washington on a cloudy February day. I’d never been to the OCC offices, which were sleek and modern. The acting comptroller, Julie Williams, welcomed me in the lobby and waved me through security. Upstairs, we visited for a few minutes in her office, which was outfitted with elegant modern furniture. No standard-government-issue, banged-up stuff here. Everything had a cool, well-designed look.

Acting comptroller Williams—“call me Julie”—was tall and thin, with a fashionably short haircut and an elegant cashmere jacket. She had ramrod-straight posture and an intense stare. She always kept her voice at a low volume, but every word was carefully weighed and measured for maximum impact. Here was a woman who would never disrupt markets with so much as a misplaced syllable.

Julie led me to an elevator and then to a large conference room, where she introduced me to a big group of OCC economists and bank supervisors. In these pre-PowerPoint days, I had assembled a presentation that relied on transparencies and an overhead projector. For over an hour, I carefully went through my data. First I demonstrated the increasingly precarious position of millions of American families; next I provided abundant evidence that the banks were boosting their profits by tricking many of the people who were borrowing money from them. Even when giving an academic presentation, I could get pretty wound up—and even in a room full of sober government officials, I didn’t hold back. Cheaters are cheaters.

The economists and supervisors had lots of questions. They were engaged and thoughtful, and I stayed until the last person had asked the last question. Finally I picked up my slides. I was exhausted, and I needed some water.

Julie and I headed back to her office to pick up my backpack. As we stepped into the elevator, she said that I had made a “compelling case” that credit card debt was creating serious problems.

For a moment I closed my eyes: yesssss! My fatigue evaporated. This was exactly what I wanted: the regulator in chief had recognized that there was a problem! I couldn’t wait to hear her confirm that she would put some of the OCC’s thousands of employees to work investigating these shady practices and reining in some of the predators. I had worked so hard on these data, and now they were going to have an impact. I was ready to break out my dancing shoes.

Then Julie gave a small, sad smile. She said it was just too bad.

I waited several seconds, and when she didn’t say anything more, I said, “Uh, yeah, it’s too bad. But you can stop it.”

“Stop it?” She jerked back as if the thought had never occurred to her. “Why would we do that?”

Well, because it’s wrong? And because millions of people are getting hurt? And because it’s dangerous for banks to build their profits by cheating people? And, finally, because this is the sort of financial adventure that usually ends very badly for both the banks and the economy?

Again I pointed out that the OCC—her agency—had both the power and the responsibility to shut down these dangerous practices.

“Oh, we can’t do that,” she said evenly.

As we headed to the lobby, I started to press her. I figured this might be my last chance. “Of course you can do it,” I said. “You have the authority, you are responsible, you can make a huge difference in people’s lives.” As I made my case, my voice started to rise.

She smiled. “No, we just can’t do that. The banks wouldn’t like it.”

The banks wouldn’t like it.

What? Are you kidding me? I almost didn’t believe what was happening. I knew this was the Bush administration, but gimme a break. Who cares if the banks don’t like it? You don’t work for them. You work for the American people—for the people who are getting cheated. I was so furious my hands were shaking.

Julie never raised her voice or broke her smile. Instead, she walked me through the lobby and said good-bye. So far as I know, neither she nor anyone at that entire agency ever followed up on anything I said that day.

And I know for sure they never invited me back.

But it wasn’t just the bank regulators who fell down on the job. Other government agencies also competed for their place in a book that could have been titled Profiles in Cowardice. In the 1980s, the SEC began the shift from sending out aggressive regulators to letting the big financial players police themselves. By the time I was making my presentation to the OCC in 2005, the SEC had effectively neutered itself. As investment banks gobbled up more and more risk, the SEC put in place voluntary regulations, and then the SEC chair said that the banks were free to comply with these regulations—or ignore them.

Voluntary regulations? Jeez, can you imagine Tony Soprano in a world of voluntary regulations? All these years later, I want to scream at the SEC, “What was wrong with you guys? You were supposed to be on the side of the people!” But that, of course, was the very root of the problem. The SEC had absorbed the message of deregulation that the agency’s job was to serve the investment industry.

And, boy, did they serve the industry. The SEC’s ineffectiveness became legendary. A former SEC chair described the commission’s enforcement division as “handcuffed.” Its agents couldn’t even detect a plain old-fashioned Ponzi scheme—the kind that had been around since the 1920s and that even the dullest cop on the Wall Street beat was supposed to be able to sniff out from a mile away. Despite repeated warnings, the SEC completely missed the Bernie Madoff scandal, the largest financial fraud in U.S. history. Waking up only after the scheme—which lasted years, maybe even decades—had collapsed and people who had trusted him and given him their savings had lost more than $17 billion, the SEC was widely seen as willfully blind. Or, as journalist Matt Taibbi put it, the SEC appeared “somehow worse than corrupt—it’s hard to find the right language, but ‘aggressively clueless’ comes pretty close.”

During the same period, antitrust enforcement also began to fade, dropping sharply in the Reagan and Bush Sr. years. It ticked up during Democratic administrations, but not nearly enough to keep up with the growing numbers of mergers and dominant corporations in many markets. The government policemen formerly known as trustbusters seemed as eager as everyone else to embrace the new motto in Washington: Let the big guys do whatever they want.

Industry consolidation took off. In one market after another, a handful of competitors dominated.

•  By the 2000s, the number of major U.S. airlines dropped from nine to four. The four left standing—American, Delta, United, and Southwest—now have over 80 percent of all domestic airline seats in the country.

•  Two beer companies sell more than 70 percent of all the beer in the United States.

•  Five giant health insurance companies now own more than 83 percent of the country’s health insurance market.

•  Three drugstore chains—CVS, Walgreens, and Rite Aid—now manage 99 percent of all pharmacies in America.

•  Monsanto holds the patents for about 93 percent of all the soybeans and 80 percent of all the corn planted in the United States each year.

•  Four large companies now run nearly 85 percent of the U.S. beef market.

•  Three big companies now produce almost half of all chickens.

The list goes on and on and on.

Giant corporations now dominate much of our lives. Why does this matter? Because when a handful of giants dominate, markets don’t work very well. The whole free-enterprise system is built on the idea that when markets are competitive, we’ll get lower prices, better services, cool new innovations, and many other benefits as companies vie for our business. Antitrust laws help keep markets strong.

The impact of consolidation is everywhere. Prices go up: as Monsanto has dominated seed production, corn seed prices have risen 135 percent since 2001. Small competitors face an uphill battle: craft brewers are having a tough time challenging the giant beer companies. Same with drugstores. The meat monopoly has hit in all directions: consumers are paying more, farmers are earning less, and profit margins for Tyson Foods, the nation’s biggest meat producer, are breaking all records. 

Or think about the cable industry. Giant cable companies prefer to control most of their markets, which gives them the chance to boost their profits by raising prices, delivering inferior products, and providing lousy services—all at the same time. In Massachusetts, nearly two out of three towns have only one cable provider, and most of the rest have only two. That’s why I fought the merger of Comcast and Time Warner—number one and number three cable companies. (That’s a fight we won!) If you’re one of a handful of big corporations, why compete with one another when you can divvy up the markets, charge customers until they beg for mercy, and make much higher profits?

I’ll sing the song again: Markets without rules don’t provide value to customers and don’t work for small businesses, but they make the big guys as happy as pigs in mud.

WITHOUT COPS, ANOTHER CRASH

As more and more politicians preached the gospel of markets with few rules and even fewer cops, the role of government quickly changed. Starting in the 1980s, the federal cops—the ones who were supposed to keep the markets honest and competitive—began backpedaling, especially in banking. Timid regulators, timid investigators, timid prosecutors, and timid legislators made it clear that government would do little to help level the playing field or to guard against the kinds of booms and busts that had once wiped out our economy. While these officials looked sideways and shuffled their feet, billions of dollars traded hands as companies sold deceptive mortgages, smashed their smaller competitors, moved operations overseas, devised new tax scams, and rejiggered their own books to make their bottom lines look even rosier. Meanwhile, Republican leaders endlessly repeated the claim that government—not giant corporations—posed a dire threat to our economy.

One by one, the regulatory threads that had been woven together in the 1930s and the decades after were pulled out. What remained was a tattered fabric of laws and regulations that did little to protect people.

And here’s the thing: deregulation worked exactly as we should have expected.

For nearly half a century before Reagan swept into office, the mantra for both banks and bank regulators was “lend money only to people who can show pretty clearly how they will be able to repay.” This was part of what made banking so boring—and what made the economy so stable.

But as regulators started looking sideways in the 1980s, big banks began building high-risk, high-profit portfolios loaded with credit cards. They boosted profits by burying dozens of tricks and traps in the fine print, so that fees were tacked on and interest rates were jacked up long after a purchase was made. Families were losing everything in bankruptcy, while bank profits shot through the roof. Meanwhile, bank regulators looked off somewhere in the middle distance, wearing the same expression as a dog owner who’s pretending that his pooch isn’t pooping on your lawn.

After a decade or so of big profits on credit cards, the banks got an even more delicious idea. Credit cards had become kid stuff; why not target the real money and go after home mortgages? New, much bigger bottles, but it was the same wine. In the 2000s, the banks loaded up mortgages with variable-payment schedules, triggers, high fees, and lots of surprising gotchas buried in the fine print and sold them to unsuspecting buyers. When some buyers couldn’t pay, the banks refinanced the loans, added on new fees and more tricky terms, and started the game all over again. Again, bank profits exploded and regulators looked sideways.

Wall Street wanted in on the deal. This time, financial firms packaged these mortgages into bundles and sold the bundles to pension plans and municipal governments and other naïve customers. Those who purchased the bundles thought they were buying safe, steady investments; they didn’t have a clue about the dangers buried in the risky mortgages. And the bank regulators? Cue the foot shuffling.

There were a zillion variations on how the big banks pulled it off, but the bottom line is this: they made a fortune by cheating people. The bank regulators knew about the swindle and could have shut it down, but they did nothing.

When the housing bubble burst and no one could refinance anymore, the whole scheme came crashing down. And just like the busts leading up to the Great Depression, this crash blasted through the economy. During the financial crisis of 2008, more than twenty-six million people couldn’t find a full-time job. More than nine million families lost their homes. Hundreds of thousands of businesses were shuttered. Entrepreneurship plummeted as fewer Americans started new businesses. College students hit graduation with limited or no job prospects, and those who didn’t go to college faced an even bleaker future. Retirement savings took a nosedive. Thousands of suicides were linked to the crisis.

Overall, the 2008 crash cost the U.S. economy an estimated $22 trillion and more human pain than anyone could ever count.

And yet and yet: even after the crash nearly blew our economy back into the Stone Age, Republicans continued to sing the song of deregulation. In 2010, one bank-friendly congressman declared, “In Washington, the view is that the banks are to be regulated, and my view is that Washington and the regulators are there to serve the banks.” Yeah, the bank regulators served the banks, all right—and they nearly destroyed the American economy in the process.

FINANCIAL REGULATIONS MATTER

And that’s really my point here: regulations matter. From the 1790s to the 1930s, there weren’t many financial regulations, and the economy swung back and forth from boom to bust every twenty years or so. Banks boomed and banks crashed. The busts were long and hard; with no cop on the beat, uneasy investors held tight to money that might have funded good business ideas on Wall Street. With no antitrust laws, corporations began to grow much bigger, and many ran roughshod over both customers and smaller competitors.

When Franklin Roosevelt said we could do better, he reined in the big banks and giant corporations in ways that had never been done before. Government became a more active participant in keeping markets honest. Together, over time, we built economic stability and growth. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan turned that around. He declared that government was the enemy and began unraveling the regulatory net, and he led the country down a path that ultimately resulted in the greatest economic crash since the Great Depression.
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After the Great Depression, regulations helped stop crashes. When the regulations were undone, a bust followed.

The timeline above says it all: basic rules of the road bought us decades of financial stability, and weakening those rules put us back on the path to a giant boom and an even bigger bust.

Sure, there are lots of other pieces to the puzzle, and I’ll talk about some of them later. But it’s time to face facts: we have already paid dearly for the deadly mistakes of Reagan-era economics, and if we ignore the big lesson here, our country will ultimately pay an even higher price. Despite the evidence, a significant portion of the political elite seems determined to stay on the same path. The Republican president, the Republican leadership, and the Republicans in Congress continue to sing the same song: To propel this economy forward, put the regulators on a tight leash and then let giant corporations do whatever they like.

I’ve been in the U.S. Senate for four years, and I’ve listened to these guys until I can deliver most of their speeches in my sleep—after all, most of them are reciting the same mind-numbing nonsense they’ve chanted since Ronald Reagan first smiled and waved his way into the White House. It’s as if the deregulation of the last thirty-five years never happened and the crash of 2008 was just a bad dream that can be whisked away with an elegant silk hankie.

When Donald Trump says he wants to repeal the financial regulations that President Obama put in place, he’s just signing up for the same old deregulation strategy that Republicans have embraced for decades. He even said Dodd-Frank “made it impossible for bankers to function.” Well, it definitely made it harder for bankers to function in the reckless way they used to—that was the whole point! Republicans like Newt Gingrich say Trump’s presidency is one more “great effort to break out of the Franklin Delano Roosevelt model” of government. I wonder if Newt is planning to bail out the banks himself next time around.

I don’t love all regulations—no one does—but some problems can be solved only when our government writes and enforces a set of rules. How else are we going to take on fraud, antitrust issues, and a banking industry that has the power to wreck our economy? Look at it this way: if corporations can cheat people or crush their competitors or load up on risks—and if their top executives can stuff their own pockets by leading their corporations in those directions—then sooner or later, one of them will do it. And once one of them cheats, everyone else is caught in a bind—follow the cheater or get left behind? Not every CEO of a giant bank may have wanted to get into the scam-your-customer mortgage business, but once the competitors were raking in hundreds of millions of dollars from it, the practice got really hard to resist.

This big, dynamic, very complicated economy of ours needs some basic regulations in place to make sure markets work, and it’s not hard to come up with some straightforward rules that can make an enormous difference.

For starters, we should put in place a modern version of Glass-Steagall and separate plain-vanilla banking like checking accounts and savings accounts from crazy risk-taking on Wall Street. This doesn’t have to be partisan. My first cosponsor for a twenty-first-century Glass-Steagall bill was the Republicans’ 2008 presidential nominee, Senator John McCain. In 2016, Donald Trump campaigned on this idea, and, at his insistence, adopting Glass-Steagall was added to the Republican platform. But the Republican leadership in the House and the Senate has refused to move any such legislation, and now President Trump has put in place an economic team that is headed in the opposite direction. No one ever offers to explain exactly why giant banks should be able to benefit from government insurance and gamble on Wall Street at the same time, but the bank lobbyists have managed to block this bill from going forward.

Here’s another idea: the SEC should hire a leader who doesn’t work for Wall Street—and it should get a much bigger budget so that the agency can actually go out and enforce the law. There have been some good SEC commissioners who have shown some real courage, and this shouldn’t be partisan either, but the latest nominee to head up the SEC built his entire career by aggressively protecting Wall Street from government regulators. Anyone who thinks he’s suddenly going to get tough on the same people who fed him so well for so many years doesn’t know the chummy Wall Street fraternity.

Oh, and here’s a good one: when CEOs break the law, they ought to go to jail, just like anyone else. The words chiseled in stone above the Supreme Court are EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER LAW. This is not followed by EXCEPT FOR CORPORATE EXECUTIVES.

Let’s also put some steel in the spines of our prosecutors and start enforcing antitrust laws again. Small drugstores and start-up airlines and even innovative new approaches to health insurance should get a chance to try out their ideas. I believe in a government that works for the people—not for the giants in the industry—and that government should promote competition every chance it gets. Concentration is bad for consumers and bad for innovators; worst of all, it puts everyone at risk when things really go south.

I understand that not everyone will agree with me on each of these proposals. But let’s be clear: America has been warned, first with the S&L crisis in the 1980s and then with the crash of 2008. We survived, but that last financial bomb was nearly fatal for our economy—and for tens of millions of American families. We can’t afford another hit.

And the risk is still there. As one top economic commentator pointed out recently, “Since 2010, there have been major scandals at banks on nearly every continent for every reason: malfeasance, incompetence, complacency.” In 2016 alone—eight years after the financial crash and even after tougher regulations were put in place—three major banks got into serious trouble. Deutsche Bank hid so much risk on its books that the International Monetary Fund said it posed a substantial threat to the global financial system. Wells Fargo was caught pumping up its stock price by cheating more than two million customers. And Citigroup agreed to pay hundreds of millions of dollars in fines for manipulative practices that gave it an illegal advantage in trades.

Meanwhile, banks are still Too Big to Fail. Actually, some are bigger than ever, or So Big We Can’t Let Them Stub Their Little Toesies. The Federal Reserve Bank and the FDIC recently announced that Wells Fargo was so large and so badly managed that if that bank alone started to stumble, it could drag the whole economy down with it—unless, of course, it got a bailout. In a long academic paper, a former Treasury secretary and an economist analyzed volumes of financial data about banks. Their conclusion: in 2016, the big banks are not significantly safer than they were just before the crash in 2008—in fact, they may be even riskier. The financial crisis is long past, yet the banking sector is still loaded with corporations that could blow up the economy? Good grief. We need stronger rules, not weaker ones.

This stuff is serious—serious as a heart attack. The big banks put all of us at risk, and it’s the kind of risk familiar to my grandparents: it’s lose-your-house, lose-your-job, lose-all-your-savings risk. Giant corporations that jack up their prices or run over their competitors may not cause our economy to explode, but they squeeze us in so many ways that they’re capable of causing a long, slow decline, one that could become irreversible.

Every problem is made worse by the fact that the world in which these giant banks and corporations operate is getting faster and more complex every day. A debt crisis in Greece or Hong Kong can have ripple effects that influence lives in small towns in Ohio or Alaska. Republicans may want to look the other way, they may continue to make their mindless demand for smaller government, and they may pretend that helping giant corporations will always help America’s working families. But this is a fiction we can no longer afford.

Roosevelt was right: we can do better. We need some clear-eyed people in the room, people who recognize that we are heading straight into disaster. We need fearless public servants who will pick up the tools of government, put the interests of the people ahead of those of the banks, and do everything possible to reduce the risk of catastrophe.

Aunt Bee and I were on the phone in late 1999, not too long before she died. At ninety-eight, her health was beginning to slip a little, but she still loved to talk. We often spent these calls remembering the people who were gone—her brothers and sisters, my grandparents, little Jimmy, who died of leukemia when he was twelve. The other character in our family play—the Great Depression—was still there, too. “Those were hard times, Betsy,” she said during that call. “But we made it.”

Yes, the Great Depression was a bone cruncher, but it was also our chance to build a stronger America—and that’s what we did. We built a better country then, and we can build a better country now. We have to be smart: as conditions change and as corporations figure out new ways to cheat people or crush their smaller competitors, we must adapt our regulatory tools so we can fight back. But we’ve got to start by picking up those tools and using them.

Government is not our enemy; government for the people is our ally. Government—not corporate America—provides a way to enforce some basic rules so that all kinds of markets work. And as Roosevelt showed us, the markets must not be allowed to work only for the rich and powerful. They’ve got to work for all of us.
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Making—and Breaking—the Middle Class

When the kids were little, I took them to church most Sunday mornings. The Methodist church near our house out in the far-flung suburbs was not a big place—it looked a lot like a child’s drawing of a church and steeple. As a sign of keeping his priorities straight, the preacher started every sermon in the fall with an important reassurance: “Good morning. Kickoff today will be at twelve-oh-five. Relax. We’ll be out by eleven fifty-five.”

I helped out in little ways at the church from time to time, like corralling the shepherds for the Christmas pageant, but mostly we drove to church, stayed for the service, and went home. When the preacher pulled me aside one Sunday morning to ask a favor, I was surprised to learn that he wanted me to teach fifth-grade Sunday school. My children were still very young, I was just getting started as a law professor, and I had no experience with fifth graders. Besides, between work and children, I was barely keeping it all together.

I politely said no.

The preacher urged me, then finally pretty much begged me. Please, he said. Everyone else has turned me down. It’s an emergency. We’ve gone through four teachers in three months. The kids are very active. Please do this. You don’t actually have to teach them anything. Just make sure no one gets hurt.

I went in with low aspirations, and the first couple of weeks I didn’t even clear that bar. Boys climbed out the windows. An art project ended up with one girl’s braids cut off and a gaping hole torn in a boy’s shirt. One Sunday, several children left the class with parts of their hands, arms, and faces dyed blue (it’s a long story).

I finally realized that forty minutes of running art projects was going to result in more chaos—and possible permanent injury. So I decided to try the one thing I thought I could do: teach.

I figured that if I knew how to teach law students, I could surely teach something to these kids—right? When teaching the law, my approach was to use the Socratic method, which means that everyone reads the assigned materials, and the professor, instead of lecturing, asks questions. If it works right, the questions prompt the students to examine the materials more closely and develop tools to understand more difficult materials.

The next Sunday, I handed out a Bible story and told everyone they had ten minutes to read it before I was going to ask them some really hard questions. A few kids wiggled around and kicked their legs, but everyone made it through the story. Then I started.

“So what do you think Noah felt when he first heard God’s voice?”

It took a little pushing and a few very silly answers: “He thought he was going crazy!” “He thought Martians were talking to him!” “He thought he had a talking worm in his ear!” But the kids began to engage, just a little. And by the time the class was over, no one had escaped or been seriously injured.

Sunday after Sunday, we fell into a rhythm: a story and a lot of questions. We dropped the art projects, started passing out cookies, and talked about floods and lions and loaves and fishes. We also talked about fear and courage and mercy and revenge.

One day we talked about charity and giving. The particular story from the Bible mattered less than the fact that the fifth graders had their own stories to tell. They liked talking about why we give.

And then I reversed the question: What do we owe to each other? Not just what do we decide to give or not give, but what are the basic things everyone should promise to do?

Kids jumped in. At the top of their list was not to hurt each other. They started piling on examples—no pushing, no hitting, no calling names, no putting boogers in your little brother’s food. (That was a rule I’d never thought of.) But was that all? Did we owe anything more to other human beings?

One of the kids, Jesse, was bigger than most of the others. A sturdy boy already nearly as tall as I was, he was often a ringleader for trouble. Jesse had hung back for most the discussions, so when he raised his hand, I went straight to him.

Jesse said, “Everybody gets a turn.” 

THE AMERICAN DEAL

Jesse might have had playground rules in mind—including some he had chafed under—but I liked his answer. A chance. An opportunity. An opening. Everybody gets a turn.

Almost from the beginning, America defined itself as the land of opportunity. Opportunity had originally meant a chance to come to a new country to exploit its riches or to build a community of like-minded worshippers or to move west and homestead new land. By the twentieth century, education had created new opportunities. Our public school system helped integrate immigrant families and opened up new possibilities for poor children. Public universities were founded throughout the nation to give anyone who worked hard a chance to get an education and build a future. Our country wasn’t perfect, but we were opening up opportunity for more and more people, and growing a stronger, more innovative economy.

During the Depression, Roosevelt doubled down on what we owed each other. He pressed for assistance to our fellow citizens: unemployment insurance, Social Security for the elderly, aid for widows and orphans, and help for the blind. While many described these moves as acts of charity, they weren’t. Charity is freely given or withheld. Maybe help will be there, and maybe it won’t.

In the 1930s, when America created Social Security, unemployment insurance, and aid for those in trouble, we laid down a new social contract. Through our government, we worked together to form a giant insurance program, with each of us contributing through taxes. When we needed a hand, we could turn to each other, through our government, to help us make it through. It was a forceful statement that we were all in one big American boat together—rich and poor, working and nonworking, young and old.

The idea behind this statement may have begun with the desire to help those hit by misfortune, but it encompassed much more. It was also about helping people have access to more opportunity. Or, as a fifth grader like Jesse might put it, everybody gets a turn.

After World War II, a grateful nation offered soldiers returning from World War II the GI Bill to help them go to college or technical school. In the 1950s and 1960s, the federal government funneled even more money into our colleges and universities, both by supporting on-campus research and by making student loans and grants available to people who couldn’t afford tuition. The federal government also started pouring billions of dollars into building new elementary and high schools across the country. The impact was immediate: the number of Americans in elementary school, in secondary school, and in colleges and universities skyrocketed.

Government—all of us together—made other investments during the twentieth century that helped foster opportunities. We put a lot of money into infrastructure—roads, bridges, dams, power. That spending was also about building opportunity. By advancing giant projects all around the country, Roosevelt gave jobs to people stuck in bread lines. But long after the Great Depression had eased and World War II had created a labor shortage, the federal government continued to invest heavily in infrastructure, embarking on huge projects like an Interstate Highway System and magnificent dams, along with smaller projects like footbridges and new post office buildings.

Infrastructure spending was like education spending: an investment in future possibilities. No one knew who would dream up the next great business idea or where a new invention might come from, but we were pretty sure that to turn it into a successful enterprise, the innovator would need infrastructure—electricity to power their operations, roads and bridges to bring their goods to market, and public transportation so workers could get to work every day. It was an unspoken agreement with benefits for all: everyone would contribute to help build the roads and power plants, and then, when the businesses grew, there would be profits for the investors and better jobs for the workers. Not every business undertaking succeeded, not by a long shot. But every investment in infrastructure helped expand opportunities for all of us.

And one more form of public spending shot up during the postwar period: investments in research. Research of every kind—medical, scientific, engineering, psychology, social science—was honored and supported. Government agencies and universities brought together teams of researchers who worked on hugely ambitious projects. We were like explorers, and the unknown territories included destinations as near as our own DNA and as far as the moon.

This commitment to invest in research was an innovation in its own right. We had long invested in education and roads and bridges, but now we were even bolder: America was investing in ideas. The results were transformative; they included some of the greatest technological achievements the planet has ever seen. We took chance after chance, funding basic research that eventually led to the Internet, GPS, and a map of the human genome.

Most of the time, we couldn’t point to a specific outcome or benefit that we knew would result from our investment in research. But at the core of our American optimism was the belief that if we helped smart people study hard problems, our scientists and engineers and inventors would build a pipeline of ideas that would permit our children and grandchildren to do truly remarkable things. And for a nation of adventurers, that was the very definition of opportunity.

For me, this is the basic American contract, one that’s as simple as a handshake agreement. We all pay taxes, and in return we all benefit—sometimes immediately, sometimes down the road—and we also help build opportunity for the generations to come. I first tried to put this into words in 2011 when I was thinking about running for the Senate: “There is nobody in this country who got rich on his own—nobody.” My point was that everyone who succeeds gets some help from the investments we’ve all made. And we keep on making those investments so the next kid will get a chance, too.

Education, infrastructure, research—investing in all three during the twentieth century built a bright future for our country. And we forged that future together.

UNIONS HELPED BUILD AMERICA’S MIDDLE CLASS

The onset of the Great Depression forced millions of unemployed people to compete for jobs, and a lot of them would take just about any work. Aunt Bee watched as most of the women she worked with were sent home. People lined up by the dozens—and even the hundreds—for a single job opening. Most observers at the time thought the high rates of unemployment would be the death knell for American unions. For a while, it seemed they were right. By 1933, union membership had been cut almost in half from its high point in the 1920s.

But Roosevelt thought that stronger unions could help get America’s families back on their feet. During his first term, he pushed through laws that guaranteed unions the right to organize and that required companies to bargain in good faith with any union the workers chose. He protected workers who wanted to unionize; no longer could an employer intimidate or fire workers who tried to organize. And he used his bully pulpit, famously saying, “If I were a factory worker, I would join a union.” The laws weren’t perfect, but they set the groundwork and signaled that the president was committed, and the unions swung into action. They aggressively recruited members and then called strikes for better working conditions, higher wages, and more job security—right in the middle of a severe depression.

Amazingly, it worked.

Unions slowly began to gain strength, and the numbers of union workers started rising. The impact was felt by millions of union families; surprisingly, it was also felt by millions of non-union families, as unions changed the economics of the workforce and used their growing clout on behalf of all workers.

Over time, unions joined other groups to pass child labor laws, a federal minimum wage, the forty-hour workweek, workplace safety rules, and workers’ compensation. The unions lobbied aggressively for unemployment insurance—not just for union members, but for every worker. Together, the unions helped rewrite the social contract between American workers and American corporations.

Union membership rose dramatically in the late 1930s, and during the postwar years it continued to climb. By the mid-1950s, more than a third of all workers carried union cards. When she was in her fifties, Aunt Bee finally married. Her husband was a widower who had a tidy little house and a nice pension—courtesy of thirty years with the meat-packers’ union. Uncle Stanley’s hands were scarred from years of working long shifts around heavy cleavers and sharp knives, and his back and knees were pretty much shot. But I never heard him complain. When the cold weather made his hands ache, he would rub them together and tell me, “It was good to have a job, Betsy—a good union job.”

The rise of union membership in the depths of the Great Depression reflected—and influenced—a changing vision of how our country would build success. Union membership was as much a moral commitment as an economic strategy. Unions thrived on solidarity, a notion that people have greater power when they work together and that shared prosperity helps insulate everyone from the consequences of individual misfortune.

As unions gained strength, workers built more leverage, and they used it to bargain for a greater share of the wealth created by an expanding economy. The share of new income going to union workers increased, but the share going to non-union workers increased as well.
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Uncle Travis and Aunt Lucy with Aunt Bee and Uncle Stanley (on the right) in front of the tidy little house that a good union job bought.

Listen to that again: as more people joined unions, all workers did better. How much better? According to detailed studies by labor economists, unions raise the wages and benefits of non-union workers by about 28 percent. I should say that all workers did a lot better.

Decades after union membership began surging, I got a small taste of what union power meant—and how hard some corporations fought to keep it at bay. My first husband, Jim, was the full-package 1970s math geek: pocket protector, sci-fi addict, computer obsessive. IBM had hired him straight out of college, and he worked on the Apollo space missions. A couple of years later, he was assigned to work on the antiballistic missile defense system. He spent his days poring over spreadsheets and hunting down bugs. I confess that I was a little surprised when he breezed in one evening and announced, “I’m going to be a manager.” He wasn’t really a people person. But he’d be managing other math-geek programmers, so maybe it would work out fine.

IBM quickly packed him off to its own special management school. He came back loaded with notebooks and stories. Top among the instructions drilled into all new managers was the “one-breath rule.”

Okay, I was hooked. What’s the one-breath rule? I asked.

Jim explained that whenever any employee uttered the word “union”—at lunch, in the men’s room, while drinking a beer after work—a manager was allowed “one breath” before he passed the information up the line to his own manager. In other words, report this person immediately!

I didn’t get it. Why was this so important?

Jim sighed as if I’d missed a very obvious point and then spelled it out for me: Because our division of IBM isn’t a union shop, because we don’t want to have anything to do with unions, and because management needs to know whether there’s any union talk, so they can stop it immediately.

I must have looked a little shocked, because he rushed on. This is a good thing, he explained, because we don’t need unions. And here’s how we lock them out: we keep tabs on exactly how much union guys are getting paid for the same kind of work and then pay 2 or 3 percent more. Everybody wins.

I shot back, with maybe just a touch of acid in my voice: But wait, somebody else’s union did all the work to negotiate the best possible pay, and then you guys made sure no one at IBM joined up. How exactly does this mean that everybody wins?

The way I saw it, whether or not unions collected dues from workers at IBM or any other company, those unions helped push up wages and improve benefits for everyone who earned a paycheck.

GOVERNMENT WORKED FOR MOST AMERICANS

From the 1930s through the 1970s, America deliberately invested in opportunity. The government worked hard to expand chances for millions of people: the chance for children to get a good education, the chance for workers to build economic security, and the chance for seniors to retire with dignity. 

And here’s the best part: this dynamic investment in the future worked. We made it work for all of us, not just those at the top.

It wasn’t perfect, but for almost half a century, incomes in our country grew across the board. The median worker was doing better and better. Wages picked up rapidly from the end of the Depression through World War II, and then they kept right on climbing for decades. As I noted earlier, even after adjusting for inflation and even after the low wages of the Depression and the impact of World War II—even after all that, from 1947 to 1980, the man smack in the middle increased his earnings by about 65 percent.

The GDP kept growing, and as the country got richer, it was regular, hardworking America who accrued most of the benefits. From 1935 to 1980, 90 percent of America—everyone outside the top 10 percent—got 70 percent of all income growth. Sure, that’s not ideal, but when 90 percent of the country enjoys real growth in earnings—not including government transfers like housing subsidies or Social Security—it’s pretty great. For nearly five decades, when we built wealth in this country, just about everyone got a piece of it.

Let me underline that point: this isn’t a story about the very top and the very bottom—about the 1 percent or the 0.01 percent. It isn’t a story about billionaires. This is a story about widely shared prosperity. About people buying homes and washing machines. About people putting aside a little savings and helping the kids through college. About a paid-off mortgage and a secure retirement. About the understanding that Mom and Dad worked hard so the kids would do even better. Our extraordinary achievement as a country was the very ordinariness of what we built: millions and millions and millions of families had solid, secure lives, and millions more weren’t there yet but could see a path to their own home and their own security. We shaped federal policies to build a middle class, and then that middle class became the very identity of this country.
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From 1935 to 1980, most of America shared in the new income produced.

From 1935 to 1980, people at every income level—poor people, working families, middle-class families, upper-middle-class families, rich people—were doing better and better. In fact, incomes were growing faster for families across the bottom and the middle than at the very top. We designed our policies to make this country work for most of America, and that’s exactly what it did. It was truly amazing.

This is what makes me hopeful. We don’t need to sit around and say, “Gee, I wonder how we could get some serious income growth for most of America.” We don’t have to invent an anti-gravity machine or some other sci-fi wonder. It’s not necessary to debate whether such a thing is even possible. We know how to do it because we’ve already done it. 

THE SHADOW OF RACE

The story of how America built a great middle class—and how we were on track to expand that middle class to wider and wider circles of Americans—is not nearly so neat and tidy as I have told it. There were lots of potholes and backward steps along the way. 

One of the harshest failures was that our country didn’t provide equal opportunity for everyone. Growth was widely shared, but the New Deal loaded its gains toward white families and building a white middle class. For example, two occupations held by most black workers—farm laborer and household worker—were initially excluded from Social Security. Dragged down by more than a century of systemic racism, African Americans struggled to catch up with white families economically. The black-white wealth gap, which has been present for as long as we’ve been counting—with whites consistently earning more than blacks at the top of the economic ladder, at the bottom, and at every place in between—remained far too wide. Meanwhile, women and Jews were often deliberately and aggressively shut out of certain jobs and certain schools, while gays and lesbians were locked firmly in the closet.

But opportunity is a stubborn idea, and America kept expanding the dream. As the civil rights movement gained steam in the 1960s and 1970s, the belief that everyone deserved a chance at a good life began to grow in new directions. Laws prohibiting discrimination in employment, housing, and transportation were passed, and the Supreme Court banned the deliberate segregation of schools. Enforcement was tentative at best, but when African Americans trying to take advantage of their new freedoms met resistance, the federal government got more and more actively involved in protecting the equal rights of all people. Voting rights increased the political clout of African Americans as well.

The impact was measurable. Over time, the financial disparity between black and white families began to shrink. From the mid-1960s through the 1970s, the black-white wealth gap shrank by 30 percent. This was no more than a start, but it signified real and meaningful progress.

The period from 1935 to 1980 was both turbulent and exciting. Change didn’t come easy; it never does. But change did come, and as a country we slowly expanded the idea of greater opportunity to encompass more and more of those who had once been excluded. And as opportunity for everyone became a more essential part of our national identity, we strengthened economic security for ever-wider circles of Americans. For decades, government—the decisions we made together—was central to forging those changes. 

AN AMERICAN STORY

Growing up, I was the direct beneficiary of investments in America’s middle class. 

I was the family baby—the child born long after the baby crib and high chair had been given away, the surprise that came along after my mother thought (as I often heard her say) that she was “through with such things.”

I was a cheerful, high-energy kid. I careened through much of my early life covered in Band-Aids and a bright red antiseptic called Mercurochrome. I broke my nose for the first time when I was seven, and again in an accident with Uncle Stanley, before I hit my theoretically more ladylike teens.

We lived in Norman, Oklahoma, in one of those little houses thrown up in the years right after World War II. One living room, two bedrooms, and a single bathroom, which was in high demand by our family of six. My three older brothers slept in the converted garage, with a slab floor that was cool in the summer and icy enough to freeze your toes off in the winter. Years later, when I was preparing a university lecture about housing finance, Daddy told me that he and Mother had gotten a federally guaranteed loan to buy that little house.

It was twelve blocks to Wilson Elementary, an old, red brick building that had recently been expanded, with a new wing out back. I loved that school. Even today, I can describe countless details of my second-grade classroom: the arrangement of the chairs for the reading groups, the big charts on the wall where we recorded the books we’d read, the too-sweet flavor of the orange drink that cost a dime. Our classroom was sunny and cheerful, organized and calm, and Mrs. Lee presided over all of it—a woman with sturdy shoes, an ample bosom, and a surprisingly gravelly voice. I lived for her soft, smoky hugs.

Back in the 1950s, not many women worked, especially after they were married. But teaching was different, or so Mrs. Lee said. In the fall of my second-grade year, she took me aside to say that, if I wanted to, I could do something. Sometime around the middle of the year, I went up to Mrs. Lee and delivered the announcement that I would be a teacher—a schoolteacher just like her! She smiled her small but satisfied smile and said to me, “Yes, Miss Betsy, you can.”

After that, she put me in charge of the Yellow Birds reading group, the kids who couldn’t read as well as the Blue Birds or the Red Birds. I settled in on the teacher’s chair while eight or nine kids sitting in a horseshoe around me read out loud, and I patiently (I hope) filled in the words they didn’t know. When the kid with thick glasses finally recognized the word “together” after three or four tries, a blast of pure delight shot through me. Sure, I knew how to read it, but now, so did he!

I was a goner. I harassed the neighborhood children to read out loud so I could play teacher, and when I couldn’t get any takers, I lined up my dolls and propped books in their laps.

My mother thought the whole idea of my being a teacher was ridiculous. No one in our family had graduated from college; besides, Mother was suspicious of women who had families and worked. Working was for women who weren’t lucky enough to have a husband and children. I think she assumed that I’d give up on the idea as I got older, but I didn’t. She fretted that I didn’t do “normal girl things” like trying on makeup or curling my hair, and she used to remind me not to wear my reading glasses. “Men never make passes at girls who wear glasses,” she would say.

By the time I was a teenager, whenever she heard me talking about my dreams of teaching, my mother would break into the conversation and explain to whomever I was talking to, “But she doesn’t want to be an old-maid schoolteacher.” (You could almost hear the fright music playing in the background.) Then she would turn to me, pause, and narrow her eyes. “Right, Betsy?” 
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Scattered through this picture are the kids from my reading group. I hope I was nice. (I’m in the middle of the back row with the tall kids.)

At seventeen, I headed off to college on a scholarship, listing my intended major as “education.” Two years later, Jim Warren, the same math geek I mentioned earlier, took me out for a cheeseburger and proposed. We were married less than eight weeks later.

I know it sounds nuts. How could I have said yes? I was in college on a full scholarship, halfway to graduation and my teaching certificate. But I didn’t hesitate to drop out of college and marry Jim.

For nineteen years I had absorbed the lesson that the best and most important thing any girl could do was “marry well,” which roughly translated into “find a decent man” and “get some financial security.” And for nineteen years I had also absorbed the message that I was a pretty iffy case—not very pretty, not very flirty, and definitely not very good at making boys feel like they were smarter than I was. Somewhere deep in my heart, I believed that no man would ever ask me to marry him. When Jim popped the question, I was so shocked that it took me about a nanosecond to say yes.

I was going to get to be a wife after all, and probably a mother, too. I was walking on air. And that whole plan to go to college and teach? My mother had predicted that it would go away, and now I supposed she was right.

A week after Jim and I were married, I started doing temp work at an office, mostly answering the phones and substituting for people who were sick or on vacation. I still thought about teaching. I mentioned it, but with the kind of I-wish tone that meant I knew it wasn’t going to happen. Then one day, my supervisor asked me if I knew that there was a commuter college about forty minutes away. I’d never even seen the University of Houston, but I got on the phone and started asking questions.

That night, I pounced on Jim as he came in the door: “I could go back to school. I could get my degree.”

We were already on a tight budget, and Jim immediately threw up the most obvious objection: “We can’t afford it.”

But I was ready with my counterargument: “Tuition is only fifty dollars a semester. Even with books and gas, I can cover the cost with a part-time job.”

And that’s what I did. Along with the thousands of other people who filled up the University of Houston’s parking lots, raced to classes, and then returned to their families and jobs just as quickly, I worked my way toward a college degree. This was my chance, and I was desperate to make the most of it.

A year and a half later, Jim was transferred from Houston to New Jersey, and we moved to the Northeast. This time I didn’t let anything throw me off: I finished up my degree with two correspondence courses. With my college diploma at last in hand, I found my first teaching job, working mostly with special-needs kids.

And that was how it went. One door opened, and behind it was another door. After Amelia was born, Jim didn’t want me to work full-time, but after a couple of years, he was okay with my going back to school. I loved my work as a teacher, only now I headed in another direction. What I knew about law I’d learned from television; still, working as a lawyer and defending those who needed help sounded good.

A little research led me to Rutgers, a public law school that cost $460 a semester. The tough part would be getting there: a long drive through back-to-back towns, dotted with stoplights and school zones and tangled traffic. Then, just a couple of months before the fall term began, a new section of the interstate highway opened, a spur that made it possible for me to zip from our house in Rockaway, New Jersey, to the law school in Newark in just twenty-five minutes. If it is possible to love a highway, I loved that highway.

Every weekday morning, I packed up little Amelia and dropped her off at day care, then aimed my old Volkswagen Beetle toward the interstate and drove to Rutgers. The students proudly called the place the “The People’s Electric Law School.” The people’s school—that sounded about right to me.

I graduated nine months pregnant and 100 percent unemployable. I practiced law out of my living room for a while. When clients came by, I kicked the toys under the couch and tried to look calm and lawyerly. And then I got another chance to do the thing I loved most: teach. The call came, and this time I was teaching law students in their twenties instead of little kids, but I loved it all the same. The prospect of bringing someone right to the edge of a new discovery—and then watching them make the leap—was as thrilling as ever. Even now, I still have dreams about teaching. 
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Big kids or little kids, I loved teaching.

I worked hard, really hard. But I never forgot that a big part of my opportunity to become a law professor came from the fact that America invested in kids like me. Together, America built decent housing, good public schools, a state-of-the-art transportation system, and affordable state colleges. Our economy provided plenty of good jobs for people with all sorts of backgrounds. And woven throughout was the strong belief that even if you fell off the track, you could pull yourself up and get another chance. To this day, I remain deeply grateful.

TAX CUTS FOR THE RICH

After future Supreme Court justice Lewis Powell wrote his secret memo in 1971 urging conservatives and the leaders of giant companies to fight for a more pro-business agenda, Republicans seized on the notion that deregulation could do wonders for corporate and individual wealth. But limiting regulations was only half of the loaf, and businesses wanted the whole loaf. If the taxes they paid could be cut, these corporations would have more money—more money to distribute to shareholders, more money to pay executives, more money to buy other businesses, more money to expand. So the essence of what became known as trickle-down economics was a two-pronged approach: fire the cops and cut taxes for big companies and those at the top. 

Tax cuts were a key ingredient in the magic, trickle-down formula. And in 1981, President Ronald Reagan was sworn into office and became the chief wizard. Picture Reagan and a bunch of other old guys waving magic wands as glitter dust sprinkles across the land. With each wave of the wand, corporations (and millionaires and billionaires) could keep more of their money, and then—here comes the magic part—everyone else would be richer, too! Even the national debt would shrink, because when rich people have more money, the government will also have more money. In fact, these apparently benevolent wizards promised us that incomes and government revenues would grow so fast that all those tax cuts would just pay for themselves. The future was all rainbows and pots of gold—really, just like magic!

True, there were a few Debbie Downers raining on the magical parade. Reagan’s own vice president, George H. W. Bush, once labeled it “voodoo economics.” Others worried that those tax cuts wouldn’t make anyone richer except the rich people who pocketed more money. Eventually, study after careful study—government studies and academic studies—showed that Reagan’s tax cuts did exactly what a lot of people had expected they would: they reduced government revenues and increased the national debt.

Sure, the whole idea was nuts. It was a little as if Marie Antoinette told the starving French peasants that they were better off every time she got another piece of cake.

In France, the starving peasants wouldn’t buy it, but Reagan and all his economic advisers kept selling their wacky idea, and eventually tax cuts became the new religion. First there was one tax cut, and then another and another. While he was president, Reagan slashed rates across the board, but especially at the top, resulting in small breaks for working families and giant breaks for giant corporations and millionaires. 

Over time, this bad idea got worse. Instead of demanding across-the-board tax cuts (the kind that would show up on charts like the one on the next page), corporations began to press for more targeted—and more secretive—cuts. Lobbyists devised highly specific loopholes in the laws, then sold them to pliable friends in Congress. As the tax code got more and more complex, special breaks often applied only to a specific industry or even a particular company. Best of all, at least from the corporate perspective, the complexity of these tax loopholes kept them hidden from the public. And without public oversight, it got easier and easier to make changes to the tax code. Inevitably, the corporations and their lobbyists got greedier and greedier.

Some of these loopholes rewarded big corporations for doing exactly what they were already doing. So, for example, guys who owned golf courses got a loophole that had been intended for environmental conservation. (Donald Trump, for one, used this deduction more than once.) I’m all for protecting the environment, but giving developers a special tax break for their fancy private golf courses is crazy.
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Once Reagan became president, the wealthiest Americans got to keep more of their money.

Some loopholes gave corporations breaks for investing overseas instead of here at home. One loophole even gives corporations a tax deduction for paying punitive damages when they break the law. In 2015, the New York Times reported that “at least 80 percent of the more than $42 billion that BP has paid out because of the 2010 Deepwater Horizon rig explosion that killed 11 people and spewed oil into the Gulf of Mexico qualifies for a tax deduction.” Think about that: BP got fined for killing people and nearly destroying the Gulf of Mexico—and its fine was tax deductible, sort of like a charitable contribution or a regular business expense. And BP wasn’t the only corporation rewarded this way. In the same article, the paper reported that “the same day in 2013 that JPMorgan Chase announced a $13 billion deal [to escape prosecution] from the Justice Department, the bank’s chief financial officer emphasized that $7 billion of the total would be deductible.” Golly, that sort of takes the sting out of being fined for nearly destroying the U.S. economy.

The next time Republicans proudly point out that they have not raised a single tax by so much as one thin dime, I hope someone holds up a picture of smiling executives at BP and JPMorgan Chase. Refusal to close tax loopholes has worked just great for a company that nearly destroyed the Gulf of Mexico and one that helped wreck the economy—but not so much for everyone else.

This high-level game of Find the Loophole had another consequence. These new tax cuts were effectively out of reach for anyone who couldn’t devise all kinds of sophisticated accounting techniques and complex business arrangements and who couldn’t hire the most expensive tax lawyers and lobbyists in the country. Local businesses, smaller companies, and industries that didn’t invest in lobbying were just plain left out. This was one more way to rig the economic system.

The lopsided system is on full display in our international tax rules. Most small businesses keep their money in a local bank or credit union. Not so for a handful of giant U.S. corporations that today hold a collective $2.3 trillion overseas. (Just to provide a little context: that’s more money than all reported corporate profits in the United States in 2013.) How much do those companies save? Well, for the corporations that stash their money in tax havens, their average federal income taxes run about 3 percent.

For years, numerous high-powered business commentators and CEOs, usually with well-coiffed hair and hand-tailored suits, have appeared on business news shows to whine that the 39 percent corporate tax rate in the United States is one of the highest in the world. Hold on just one little minute here. What all those executives and corporate suck-ups fail to mention is that, after all the deductions, exceptions, and credits, the average corporation’s tax rate is about 20 percent.

And where does our corporate tax rate rank us compared to other countries? Not compared to the tax havens, but to the rest of the developed world? In the bottom 25 percent. Yup, about three-quarters of all developed nations, including Japan, Canada, and the United Kingdom, charge higher corporate tax rates than we do. So when the CEO of Chase, Jamie Dimon, gives an interview about the advice he’s offering to Donald Trump, and he explains, “The problem is that our tax rate is so much higher than the rest of the world,” either he’s badly misinformed or he’s just doing a little old-fashioned, hands-on, slick-move lobbying by telling the president to give corporate America another tax cut.

But what the give-us-lower-business-taxes crowd really doesn’t want to talk about is plain old tax evasion. In fact, the tax code is now so knotted with exceptions and credits that, for some of the biggest companies, their effective federal income tax rate is zero. You heard that right: not 39 percent, not 20 percent. Zero percent.

Want some examples? For five years, Verizon, Boeing, and General Electric paid nothing in net federal income taxes. These three Fortune 500 companies hauled in nearly $80 billion in combined profits and actually got tax rebates from the federal government. How clever is that? They dodged all federal income taxes—and the government essentially paid them a bonus to do it.

Who actually pays to keep the lights on at the Social Security Administration? Who pays the heating bill at the Pentagon? Who pays to pave our interstate highways and keep our research labs open? Who pays to make sure our military has equipment and our veterans have medical care? That burden increasingly falls to families and small businesses. In the early 1950s, corporations paid about one out of every three dollars it took to run the government. Today, that share has dropped, and now corporations pay about one out of every ten dollars.

No question: the crazy “cut taxes for those at the top” mantra never made any sense. But it worked magic for the giant corporations, for their highly paid lobbyists, and for Marie Antoinette. It helped the rich get richer. 

MORE BOMBS AND FEWER TEXTBOOKS

More cake for the rich and privileged may sound harmless enough, but there was a far more sinister game at work here. One of the central players was Grover Norquist, the former chief economist for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. It was his strong-arm strategy that gave away the darkest secret of the tax-cut game. 

Starting in 1986, with a strong push from Ronald Reagan, Republicans made a big show of demanding that loyalists sign a “no new taxes” pledge. Norquist became the movement’s lord high executioner. As the enforcer who had the power to banish any Republican who didn’t sign the oath, he didn’t pledge that tax cuts would somehow grow the economy and put caviar on every table. His pledge didn’t pay lip service to trickle-down nonsense or say that somehow America would still find the money to build roads and fund medical research. Nope, not good old Grover. He just put on his brass knuckles and explained that the goal of his tax cuts was to shrink government so much that he would be able to “drown it in the bathtub.”

And that’s what began to happen—well, sort of. No, the military didn’t shrink. In fact, defense spending rose by 34 percent during Reagan’s presidency. And spending that was already guaranteed by law, like Social Security and Medicare, remained out of the Republicans’ reach. But all other spending that Congress had to approve year after year was now on the chopping block. All the spending on education, on infrastructure, and on research. All the spending that had once helped build opportunity for America’s families.

For decades, the surest sign that America was committed to opportunity was the government’s consistent effort to provide ever-expanding access to education. From Head Start for children barely out of diapers to a growing public university system available to nearly everyone, we had been a country that lived by the rock-solid belief that a good education opened doors.

But the trickle-down policies of the Reagan years shifted America’s priorities. At the same time that military spending expanded significantly, school funding was slashed by 15 percent. More bombs and fewer textbooks. And when the politicians figured out there was no price to pay politically, the cuts just kept on coming. Even during the Obama years, federal funding for education took a hard hit. In 2011, Republicans bargained for another 15 percent cut in return for increasing the debt ceiling and thus preventing the complete disruption of financial markets around the world. (Thanks for being such good-hearted patriots, guys!) Meanwhile, the states played their own trickle-down tunes. By 2014, thirty-one states had cut their K–12 funding to the point that it was below the 2008 prerecession levels.

It wasn’t just the little kids whose opportunities took a beating. College kids’ prospects also got pounded. Over the past thirty-plus years, the modern economy has crashed headlong into trickle-down economics, with disastrous results for students. Three things happened at the same time:

•  A post–high school education was increasingly necessary for anyone who wanted a shot at the middle class.

•  States cut their per-student support for public colleges, shifting more costs to students.

•  Instead of reducing the burden on student borrowers, the federal government insisted on making a profit off lending to kids.

A $50-a-semester tuition changed my life. Today those kinds of options have simply disappeared. The commuter college I went to in 1970 now charges tuition of $10,312 a year for in-state students—and that’s cheaper than most state schools. (Just so we’re all on the same page: my $50 tuition from 1970 works out to about $300 in 2016 dollars.) The tuition for the University of Massachusetts Lowell, for example, now tops $14,000 a year for in-state students, and of course that doesn’t include books, a dorm room, or any living expenses. Tuition for out-of-state students is more than double that amount. So it shouldn’t be a big surprise that by 2015, more than 70 percent of college graduates had to borrow money from the federal government to make it through school. No wonder students have amassed a loan burden of $1.4 trillion.

And good luck to anyone who wants advanced technical training. A lot of companies desperately need highly trained workers: in manufacturing alone, there are an estimated six hundred thousand unfilled jobs, good jobs that could go to people with advanced technical training. But federal funding for career, technical, and adult education is minuscule; less than 3 percent of the Department of Education’s budget goes to these sorts of programs. In many cases, there’s too much demand for too few slots in community and technical colleges that offer vocational–technical training.

The quality of that training varies widely as well. Some community colleges offer first-rate vo-tech programs. Too often, however, these schools treat technical training as less important than their other programs, and they often measure their success by how many of their students go on to four-year colleges rather than by how many go on to good jobs. Making a bad situation worse, when there are budget cuts—and there have been plenty of them across the country—the vo-tech programs are frequently the first to be slashed, denying even more students a chance to enroll.

Recently the federal government has taken a stab at supporting apprenticeships, but the amounts available are far smaller than for other educational paths. Federal funding for certain kinds of apprenticeships currently ranges from $100 to $4,000 per student, versus $11,400 per student for those enrolled at two-year public colleges. And although some community colleges have expanded their training programs, no one believes that the supply of openings in good programs matches the need.

Some for-profit colleges have also discovered there is money to be made from students looking for technical training. A number of these schools boost their bottom line by making big promises and not delivering any real education, leaving their students saddled with high debts but little improvement in their job prospects. Remember Kai and her high-promise, low-performance art school in Seattle? These students are the losers in a cruel Darwinian game. Today, about 10 percent of all students are enrolled in for-profit colleges. Those students have signed on to about 20 percent of all student loan debt. And those same students, who heard great promises on the front end but often didn’t get the training they needed, are responsible for more than 40 percent of all the student loan defaults.

The failure to invest in education is trickle-down economics at its ugliest. Cut taxes for those at the top and then pay for part of the resulting gap in federal revenues by forcing kids who need student loans for college to borrow more and more? That sure sounds like a plan to make America proud: crush the dreams and opportunities of millions of young people so that rich people and big corporations can pile up even more wealth.

What kind of country does something like that?

POLITICIANS SIDE WITH THE BILLIONAIRES

This is what really burns my behind: the trickle-down Republicans paid no price politically for helping the rich get richer and leaving everyone else behind. Okay, they could get away with it, but this still raises a serious question: Why would any elected official in this country want to push tax cuts for billion-dollar corporations while jacking up costs for kids just starting out? 

Partly the answer is money—campaign contributions and subtler forms of financial grease, along with the lobbyists and the partisan marketing campaigns that play like background music in our democracy. (More coming up about that in the next chapter.)

But there’s a deeper, uglier explanation for this disaster: a lot of people with real power simply don’t care about these students.

People who hire lobbyists and wield a lot of political clout are often the same people who can pay for the finest private preschools and the most exclusive prep schools for their own children. Some of them don’t get terribly alarmed when there are forty-two kids in a sixth-grade class and tiles are falling off the walls in the kids’ bathrooms, because those things don’t happen at the schools their children attend. And even if millions of kids have fewer and fewer opportunities, they know their kids will be guaranteed plenty of opportunities—all the opportunities money can buy. For some people, the problems faced by everyone else’s children seem very far away.

So when I joined the U.S. Senate in 2013, I decided to plant a flag: whenever and however I could, I would take on some of the enormous challenges we face as we try to improve educational opportunities in our country. As it turned out, my first target would be the obscene amounts of money the federal government was making on student loans.

Not long after I was sworn in, my top education staffer was digging around in a federal budget document. Buried deep in the document was some complex language that, when carefully parsed, seemed to say that student loans were turning a profit for the U.S. government. We dug deeper still and then began asking a bunch of questions. Soon we learned that the Congressional Budget Office had estimated that overall, the federal government was on track to make about $174 billion in profits on its student loan portfolio. That’s $174 billion. Off the backs of a bunch of young people who had to borrow money to make it through school. Oh, Lord.

The way I looked at it, that $174 billion was basically an extra tax on kids who go to college but whose parents can’t afford to write a check for it. It’s not a tax that Grover Norquist focuses on—he’s devoting all his attention to long-suffering global corporations and rich people—but it’s a real tax all the same.

Back in the 1960s, the government set up the student loan program to give middle-class kids and working-class kids the same shot at college as their wealthier counterparts. The students wouldn’t get a free ride—the terms of their loans required that they pay a modest amount of interest—but at least they could borrow enough money to cover their basic expenses. Back then, the interest received by the government didn’t cover all the costs, but because the American people believed in expanding educational opportunities, the loans were subsidized by the taxpayers. Imagine that: once upon a time, the government deliberately lost money on student loans.

Once again, I had been touched personally by this policy. When I’d first set off for college, at seventeen, my scholarship had come with a loan package. I would have to pay a small amount of interest, but the rest of the cost of that package would be picked up by U.S. taxpayers. That’s how I got started. And now, here I was, a United States senator, and the government budget that I would soon vote on would include profits made off students. The world had turned upside down.

During my first few weeks in the Senate, a parade of corporate executives had trooped through my office. One of these executives, Jamie Dimon, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase, had deigned to offer me his advice on everything from public education to trade policy.

Mr. Dimon was not alone. The president and CEO of the Mortgage Bankers Association, the head of the American Bankers Association, and several representatives from big hedge funds all came knocking on my door—and the doors of most of the other new senators. Bankers and their highly paid lobbyists swarmed Congress like bees scouting out new flowers.

These were the guys who had made it through the crash, and now they were riding high again. In many cases, the government had lent a generous helping hand: JPMorgan Chase had picked up $25 billion in the bank bailout, and Bank of America had gotten $45 billion, unmistakable signs of how close to oblivion these giants had come. But the part of the story that had never gotten much attention involved the backdoor handouts that JPMorgan Chase, Bank of America, and the other big banks had received. During the crash, when sensible investors were fleeing for their lives and no one knew if the banks would survive until tomorrow, much less pay back anything they borrowed, the Federal Reserve Bank stepped up and very quietly lent them a truly astronomical sum: $1.1 trillion. Just to put that amount in perspective, the entire U.S. GDP in 2009 was a little over $14 trillion. To keep the giant banks solvent, we were giving them 8 percent of our entire economy. And better yet—at least from the banks’ point of view—the government charged interest rates that were laughably low.

At the same moment that the taxpayers were shoveling money into the hungry mouths of the big banks, those same banks were pulling the plug on small business loans across the country. That didn’t seem to matter to the people opening the federal government’s wallet: they were too intent on playing sugar daddy for the likes of JPMorgan Chase and Bank of America to ask hard questions about what those giant banks were doing with the money.

As we know, the big banks recovered. Boy, did they recover. In fact, by 2013, they were making money hand over fist. They were slathered in money. They rolled around in money. They skinny-dipped in money. And yet, rich as they were, these giant banks could still borrow as much of the taxpayers’ hard-earned money as they wanted—and pay less than 1 percent interest for the privilege.

While banks were paying a fraction of 1 percent, students were paying 6 percent, 8 percent, or higher on their student loans. I wanted to climb to the top of the Capitol, hang off its side like King Kong, and shout at the top of my lungs, Unfair! Wrong! Stop this craziness RIGHT NOW!

Okay, I didn’t do that. But when I discovered this bizarre disparity, I instantly decided that it was time to find a way to reduce the interest rate on student loans. And then I thought: “In fact, let’s wrap it all up in a neat package. Why don’t we charge students the same amount the big banks pay?”

I was a freshman senator. I had an office (well, a trailer posing as an office), a few pieces of furniture, and about half the staff I would eventually hire. By then I had given my first speech, though it wasn’t the one I’d expected to give. Instead, it was a speech delivered shortly after the Boston Marathon bombing, during which I did my best to honor the dead and injured and the heroes who helped get the city through that awful day.

I was past the “maiden speech,” but I was still a newbie, and lots of people were offering plenty of advice, including tips about when and what to propose as my first bill in the Senate. “If you go for boring,” said one of these wise counselors, “you’ll never get embarrassed.” Or: “Wait—no rush to do this.” Also: “Don’t make anyone mad.” And my personal favorite: “Read the bill first, because someone might ask you a question about it.” Gee, what a good point!

But I didn’t want to wait. I had an idea, and I wanted to go after it now—right now. This was the first thing I wanted to use my Senate seat for: cutting the cost of college. My staffers and I wrote up the bill, I took it to the floor of the Senate, and then I stood up and gave a heartfelt but not very exciting speech about it.

I wasn’t sure what would happen next, but the bill caught fire. Television reports, newspaper articles, online editorials. Petitions started making the rounds; combined, they gathered nearly a million signatures. Groups started organizing. Twenty-five colleges in Massachusetts alone endorsed it. Suddenly, lots of people wanted to know why the banks paid so little and why students paid so much.

Legislation like this was sure to irritate a lot of rich and powerful bankers. They and their well-paid lobbyists could cite chapter and verse on why they—and not some grubby mob of student hooligans—should get such favorable loan rates. Their excuses came thick and fast: Banks were sure to pay back the loans, and students might not. (So charge a fee to cover bad debts. And anyway, the U.S. government was making a profit after all those bad debts were accounted for.) Bank lending helps the economy. (And student lending doesn’t?) Students could afford to pay more. (Really? More than JPMorgan Chase?) But the excuse machine couldn’t keep up with the growing demand for an answer: Why did the banks get a subsidy while the students paid a penalty?
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Demonstrators hold a lighted message on the University of Wisconsin– Madison campus protesting the high cost of student loans.

Students began to latch onto the idea and make noise about it. As word spread, the bill picked up some momentum. I started getting inquiries from other senators. Harry Reid, our party’s majority leader, asked me to attend a leadership meeting for the Democratic caucus so I could explain what I was up to.

But it didn’t take long to realize that my bill faced a serious problem. No matter how much attention the bill got or how many Democrats were interested, it would go nowhere for a very simple reason: if the bill required the federal government to give up the profits on student loans, a bunch of people in Congress—both Republicans and Democrats—would insist that Congress had to find enough money somewhere else to fill the new hole in the budget. That would mean stitching up a tax loophole or two, and Grover Norquist and his acolytes would call that a tax increase. For Republicans (and many Democrats), anything that smacked of a tax increase was a bill killer.

So my staffers and I wrote other versions of the bill. We finally settled on an interest rate for anyone who wanted to refinance old student loans (3.9 percent) that would cover all the bad-debt losses, the administrative costs, and the capital costs; most important, it would still lower the interest rate for most students. We also realized that we could offset the profits the government would lose by proposing that Congress close up exactly one tax loophole: the bill would require that anyone who earned more than a million dollars per year had to pay a tax rate of at least 30 percent. According to the scorekeepers at the Congressional Budget Office, that one small change in the tax laws would more than compensate for all the profits lost from refinancing student loans.

It galled me that I couldn’t find a way to write the bill so that students would pay an interest rate of less than 1 percent, the rate the government was giving the banks. But it was important to find allies in the fight, so I picked a rate that other senators liked. I also picked a way to pay for it that President Obama had proposed in 2011, a sensible idea that had been endorsed by Warren Buffett. By the time I was done, I figured that it would be pretty hard for reasonable people to object to the bill.

Of course, Washington isn’t exactly full of “reasonable people.” Democrats introduced the final version of the bill in June 2014, and the Republicans immediately launched an all-out filibuster to block it.

But now the battle lines were drawn, and battle lines can be valuable. People are forced to confront an issue. And now, with a bill on the table, the Senate’s Democrats got on board—100 percent of them. We got both independent senators as well. We even picked up three Republican votes. And we persuaded Congress to reduce the interest rates a little bit on all new student loans. By this point, we were almost there: if we could find just a few more votes, we could refinance all those ridiculously expensive student loans. But on June 11, the Republican filibuster held and the bill died.

In 2015, the Republicans took over the Senate, and they made absolutely sure there were no more votes on the student loan bill. I’m a long way from accepting the idea that this fight is lost, but for now I must acknowledge the bitter truth that we’ll have to bide our time before we get enough votes on our side.

How can this be so hard? The government should not be making a profit on student loans—period. We should cut the interest rate on new loans and refinance the old ones. And we could do so much more: Invest in colleges so the next kid has a chance to go to school without taking on any debt. Step up our oversight of nasty for-profit colleges like the one that trapped Kai. Fund more technical training to help people keep their skills right at the cutting edge. Add extra support for colleges that demonstrate real results in helping disadvantaged kids make it into—and through—school. There is so much we can do to open up opportunities for more people, but the Republicans have consistently blocked even the smallest step in that direction.

The effort to lower the interest rate on student loans is a sober reminder that although spending money is about math, it is also about values. Which matters most to us: Money for loopholes that favor giant corporations and the ultrarich—or money for education? Money for those who have already made it—or money to give the next kid a chance to make it big?

The night of the vote on student loans I lay in bed in the dark thinking, “What has happened to this country?” What has gone so horribly wrong that democratically elected officials can offer a big wet kiss to rich people and giant corporations while they spit on students? And why isn’t every one of these elected officials who voted to keep raking in profits by overcharging on student loans facing an angry mob back home? “Government for the people” still looks great printed on all those souvenirs for sale in Washington, D.C., but it doesn’t seem to be working so well anymore.

Where do we go from here? In 2014 and 2016, a lot of Democrats who ran for office argued for debt-free college, and that issue may have helped Democrats win a couple of new seats in the Senate. We also got debt-free college included as a core plank of the Democratic Party platform. But is the new president of the United States going to give our country’s college students a break? Here’s a good indicator of Donald Trump’s approach to education: a few weeks before he was sworn in, he settled one of the lawsuits against his own for-profit university for $25 million. Sorry, but even an optimist like me finds it hard to be hopeful when the man who now sits in the White House built a business by cheating people who were looking for an education. 

CHOKING OFF GROWTH

Once Ronald Reagan moved into the White House, Republican orthodoxy grew stronger and stronger. Education wasn’t the only investment in our future that got squeezed. The country’s infrastructure—our roads, bridges, railroads, power grids, water supply, and all the other stuff we don’t pay a lot of attention to but we need to carry on our lives—also took one hit after another. Year after year, decade after decade, both new construction and plain old maintenance of existing structures were short-changed. One economist calculates that, adjusted for depreciation, America currently spends nothing—zero—on infrastructure. It’s little wonder that the American Society of Civil Engineers now gives the United States’ infrastructure a grade of D+.

The failure to maintain infrastructure can be seen in nearly every city and town in America—pipes leaching lead into the drinking water in Flint, Michigan; bridges collapsing in Minnesota; and a once-proud mass transit system in Boston that is so ancient that it simply shuts down during heavy snows. 

Recognize the picture on the next page? That’s a photo of the bridge on a stretch of highway in Minnesota that fell down in 2007. I sometimes think about that bridge when I’m zipping along other parts of the Interstate. How did we arrive at a point where we’ve starved our government so badly that we can’t even keep our roads and bridges safe, up-to-date, and in working order?

Not investing in infrastructure inflicts damage everywhere. That aging bridge in Minnesota was carrying about 140,000 cars every day. When it collapsed, 13 people were killed and 145 were injured. With the bridge shut down, drivers were rerouted for more than a year. Small businesses took a hit, people lost jobs, and the county applied for disaster relief. The economic impact of the collapse rattled through the region for years—and that was just one bridge.
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When this bridge in Minnesota fell down, 13 people were killed and another 145 were injured.

Infrastructure matters. Shortchanging our commitment to building and maintaining it causes more than spectacular calamities like a falling bridge or everyday irritations like bone-jarring potholes. The failure to invest in clean energy has left us with a dirty supply system that pumps poison into the air and an aging power grid that is vulnerable to storms and rising sea levels. The failure to invest in new communications means that many small towns and rural areas have been delayed in their chance to participate in much of the high-tech boom. The failure to invest in the upkeep of our eighty-four thousand dams and levees means that catastrophic floods threaten cities like Sacramento and great masses of stinking algae occasionally close South Florida beaches. The failure to invest in planned drainage and canal projects played a key role in the devastating floods that swamped tens of thousands of homes and claimed thirteen lives around Baton Rouge in 2016. And we all remember Katrina.

It’s not like we’re actually saving any money. Look at communications, even something as simple as basic Internet access. It’s pretty hard for any business to operate or any family to get by without a cheap, reliable Internet connection. Lacking sufficient tax revenues, most cities and towns have left it to the private sector to lay the fiber optic cables and deliver services. And how’s that working out for us? Internet speeds in U.S. cities tend to be slower than those around the world—but we pay more. Those tax cuts that starve government so that it hands over basic services to private companies are really paying off for a few people, but not so much for everybody else.

Worst of all, the country’s failure to build and maintain infrastructure has robbed us of our vitality. In the short run, infrastructure spending works. Real infrastructure spending—not phony tax breaks for projects that were going to get built anyway or giveaways to campaign contributors—creates good, well-paying jobs that give workers money to spend in their local economies. Over the long run, infrastructure dollars buy workers something even more important. Infrastructure spending is a collective investment in our country that makes it easier for businesses to flourish right here in America. Roads and bridges, cheap and dependable energy, rapid communication, educated workers—all these investments create a more favorable business climate.

Much is uncertain about the economy of the future. We know that we are already competing on a global scale, that information is exploding, and that technical innovations will continue to appear at breathtaking speed. Inevitably, we’re all uncertain about who the winners of the future will be—and scared about who the losers might be. But if we’re going to have a prayer of competing, we must invest in the building blocks of our economy.

Consider just one of our competitors: China is spending 8.6 percent of its GDP on infrastructure. Why? Because the Chinese are working hard to build a country where their businesses and their people will have a better chance to be winners in the global economy. And here in the United States? Our infrastructure spending is stuck at 2.5 percent of the GDP—and it has been for years and years. By that measurement, America now lags behind India, most of Asia, the Middle East, and Eastern Europe. In fact, the only region of the world spending less on infrastructure than the United States is South America, which comes in just a smidge lower, at about 2.4 percent of GDP.

America ramped up its infrastructure long before many other parts of the world, but our refusal to maintain and upgrade it is catching up with us. The overall quality of infrastructure in the United States is now rated just slightly ahead of Taiwan’s and far behind the quality of that in Germany, Spain, and, of course, Japan.

This failure to invest in our future is incredibly shortsighted. It means that we’re planning to compete for jobs and resources and markets in the coming decades wearing a blindfold, handcuffed, and with our shoelaces tied together. This plan isn’t pro-business. This plan is pro-stupid.

More investment in basic infrastructure would transform much of our daily living, along with our long-term prospects. What would those investments buy us? Clean, cost-effective, renewable energy (with the added bonus that America’s economy would no longer be dependent on a handful of oil giants in the Middle East, but that’s a story for another day). Top-of-the-line Internet and communications infrastructure. A state-of-the-art transportation system, so employees can get to work, customers can get to markets, and goods can get everywhere. This means investment in roads and bridges, but it also means airports and train tracks, subways and bike lanes, cable lines and fiber optics. Because let’s face it: we’re not going to build the economy of the future sitting on our couches or stuck in traffic all the time. And we’re not going to attain success by suffering through rolling power brownouts, unable to connect to the Internet.

Farmers plow their fields. They fertilize the soil and dig drainage ditches. They pry out rocks and uproot tree stumps. Why? So they can do better in the future. For a big, diverse country, infrastructure is the same thing—it is how we get ourselves ready for a more productive future. First-rate infrastructure would give America a crucial advantage in the competition for twenty-first-century jobs. Instead, a crumbling infrastructure is a drag on new investment by forward-looking companies and an obstacle to the successful launch of new companies.

When we fail to invest in infrastructure, it’s as if everyone in America is joining hands and saying, “Let’s get poor together!”

HAVE WE STOPPED INVESTING IN DISCOVERY?

Tax cuts also put the squeeze on federal research spending. Think of the irony: as science is opening new frontiers everywhere—from altering the human genome to probing black holes in outer space—America is cutting back on investments in all kinds of science. As a proportion of the federal budget, more than half of our federal investment in research has been lopped off since the 1960s. 

I’ll admit it: I love research. I enjoy reading research papers, and I get a kick out of those video clips about weird things scientists have found, like the rare sea turtles that glow green and red. I know that not everyone shares my enthusiasm for science, but even a confirmed stick-in-the-mud should be glad to see government invest in research, if only because it’s a smart financial investment. All that work on new tests for cancer or targeted therapies pays off big-time. Here’s just one example: for every dollar spent on medical research, the American economy gets back $2.20 immediately. Long-term, new research translates into new industries, new approaches, new cures, and new businesses.

And then there’s this: just like with infrastructure spending, if we don’t invest in research right here in America, other countries are champing at the bit to take over. They want to move these discoveries—and all the ancillary business activities and patents and copyrights and start-up companies that come with them—from the United States to their home countries.

A while back, I spent part of an afternoon talking with the head of a Massachusetts medical school. This is a fellow I really like. He’s passionate about medicine in all its aspects. His face lights up when he talks about how changes in medical science have made it possible for tiny babies who wouldn’t have survived just a few years ago to live long and full lives. He loves talking about how delicate new eye surgeries and cutting-edge treatments for balance problems allow seniors to care for themselves and their spouses and reengage with the world. He’s a happy warrior for his medical students, his medical researchers, and the future of medicine. But on this day, he wasn’t any kind of cheerful.

Worry lines etched his face, and frustration tinged his voice. He was in the middle of a bidding war to keep one of his top young researchers, and he was afraid that he was on the verge of losing this woman to a competitor. After he described his researcher’s new approach to dealing with an intractable problem affecting millions of people around the globe, I asked where she was about to go. A fancier medical school? A big-time drug company? A hot new med-tech start-up?

Nope. To a foreign country.

And here was the part that really stung: his researcher had no family ties to that country and did not speak the language, and she really didn’t want to leave. But her research was very promising, and the government officials who were wooing her understood that if their investment in her paid off, a new industry might be born in their country. So they were bidding hard and fast, offering every kind of support for her research: lab space, assistants, equipment, materials—whatever she needed.

The dean finished telling me this story, then added flatly, “I can’t compete.”

Today, only two out of every eleven research proposals that are finalists for research grants at the National Institutes of Health get funding. The NIH is leaving good science on the table because it is chronically short of money. One in five biochemistry research scientists admit that they are considering leaving the United States so they can continue their work. It’s not an exaggeration to say that an entire generation of young researchers is threatened with extinction—or exile.

Some of the work may migrate to another country, but much of the research that is desperately needed simply doesn’t get done. Shortly after I settled in as a new senator, the Senate’s Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee (HELP) held a hearing with the director of the National Institute of Mental Health. I asked him what he could do with more funding, and he described how we are “on the cusp of a revolution.” He and other scientists believe that researchers are right on the edge of unraveling the most important puzzles about the brain. They believe that we are inches away from opening exciting new lines of treatment for mental illnesses, Alzheimer’s, autism, Parkinson’s disease, Huntington’s disease, psychosis, and schizophrenia. But there’s a catch: without government funding, those discoveries will be delayed by years, maybe decades.

And then there’s the personal impact of these untreated conditions.

People often drop by our office in Washington. We get visits from folks who are in town from Massachusetts for a convention or business trip or vacation. School groups and families on spring break come by. Some people come to talk about a particular issue they care deeply about—the oceans, human trafficking, music education. Some people just want to say hello and stick a pin on the Massachusetts map next to their hometown.

When I can, I have an open house. Visitors form a rough line. We shake hands, they tell me a little about their issues or themselves, and we usually take a picture together. (We’ve done some killer selfies.)

At one of these gatherings, a nice couple stood first in line, holding hands. The guy was sturdy and about my height, with close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. As I stretched out my hand, his face lit up with a broad smile. He wore a dark suit and a nice purple shirt and tie, but what caught me were his eyes—bright and engaged and completely locked on mine.

“Hi, Senator,” he began. “I’m Mike, from Douglas, Massachusetts, and I have Alzheimer’s. Early-onset—I’m fifty-five. Soon, I will have forgotten this conversation. I will have forgotten everything. You. My children. My wife.”

His wife stood quietly as he paused, searching for words.

Finally he said, “Everything I know will be taken from me.”

That was all it took. My eyes filled with tears, and I held my breath. How does anyone deal with that future? For an instant, the faces of those I loved flitted across my mind. My grandchildren. My husband, Bruce. My brothers. All those who had already died. Daddy. Mother. Aunt Bee. Our beloved dog Otis. Who would I be if I forgot them?

Before I could recover enough to speak, Mike bounded on: “I will have forgotten, so I’m here today, while I can remember. I’m here to ask you to fight for more funding for research on Alzheimer’s. Please. I’m going to forget, so I need you to remember.”

I’d walked into that room with my mind on some annoying paperwork, thinking ahead to my next meeting, and Mike had stopped me cold. His story was like a spear thrust between my ribs, reminding me that everything we do in Washington matters to real people—people who never planned to ask for help but who needed it right now.

Alzheimer’s disease offers the perfect example of how foolish it is to shortchange investments in research. In 2016 alone, Americans spent $236 billion caring for people with Alzheimer’s. That’s $236 billion just for care: all that money didn’t delay the advance of the illness by a single day. And we will keep on spending these astronomical sums year after year; in fact, the amount will continue to grow, so much so that by 2050, Alzheimer’s could bankrupt Medicare.
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Mike and Cheryl Belleville, near their new home in Bellingham, Massachusetts

We know that this financial tsunami is coming, and we’ve still got time to do something about it. So how much does the NIH allocate to Alzheimer’s research? In 2016, the amount spent on research was less than one half of 1 percent of the money spent on care. The NIH isn’t heartless or stupid—it just doesn’t have enough funding. Even as the population ages and the number of diagnoses increases, Congress continues to cut research dollars. Medical research at the NIH now receives 20 percent less funding than just ten years ago.

And Alzheimer’s isn’t the only pressing medical concern. Think about other diseases on the cusp of scientific breakthroughs, like diabetes, heart disease, breast cancer, and HIV. Think about kids with life-threatening allergies or autism. Think about people with ALS, trapped in a nonresponsive body until they suffocate. Think about people addicted to opioids and people in chronic pain. Think about how a single medical breakthrough could give new life to hundreds of thousands of people.

I get worked up over this. But the way I figure it, we should all be worked up. It isn’t just medical research. If our government had spent the same proportion of its 2016 budget on research that we spent back in the mid-1960s, we would have devoted an additional $162 billion to basic research in just one year. That would more than quintuple the budget for the National Institutes of Health and the National Science Foundation combined. Five times the funding. Think of the additional scientists and laboratories that would have been working hard to solve problems. Can you imagine how much further along we’d be on clean energy development or disease-resistant crops or cheap ways to turn seawater into fresh drinking water? And if we made progress on those three fronts alone, just think how much money we could save and how much better off our people and our planet would be.

A large majority of Americans agree that we should increase the money we spend on research. If we can’t come together as a country and make this happen—if we can’t, at the very least, double the tiny fraction of our federal budget that we invest in basic research—then what kind of future do we believe in?

*   *   *

A COUPLE OF years ago, I got an up-close look at what the Republicans and their determination to hold tight to trickle-down economics has done to research funding. The 2014 midterm elections had been a bloodbath for the Democrats, so the Republicans were now firmly in charge of both the Senate and the House. This meant that the Republicans would chair the committees and, therefore, decide which legislation moved forward and which died without a vote. By early 2015, I knew my student loan bill was going nowhere, but I was still on edge, waiting to see what other ideas the Republicans would offer and what we might do with them. 

When the Senate Republicans started outlining their legislative initiatives, “medical innovation” was high on the list. When I saw that, I wanted to break out my infamous rendition of “Yankee Doodle Boy.” “Now they’re talking my language,” I thought. Surely their bill would provide a chance to get more resources for scientists. It would fund new labs, which, in turn, would deliver exciting new inventions. Or maybe the bill would go for something really ambitious, like funding the BRAIN Initiative to map the brain, or fully supporting President Obama’s precision medicine initiative announced that year. Whatever the details, “medical innovation” had to mean more money for research. Right?

Wrong. Turns out, medical innovation Republican-style meant something entirely different. No new money for scientists or labs or doctors. Nope, to the Republicans, “innovation” evidently meant “weaken the FDA” and “help out giant drug companies.” It was called the 21st Century Cures Act—or Cures, for short—because, after all, who could be opposed to twenty-first-century cures? But when push came to shove, they just wanted to deregulate.

The effort to get a bill like this one passed doesn’t start on the floor of the Senate. Instead, a lot of the work is done through committees, and in this case I was on the right committee—HELP. Now I’d have the opportunity to force the Republicans to talk about what they were up to. I decided I would show up for every single hearing or meeting and raise this issue every single time. I might not be the most popular girl on the block, but I also might get something done.

I also looked for allies, starting with the senior Democrat on the committee, Senator Patty Murray of Washington State. I asked Patty if we could make getting more research money on the Cures bill a priority. She has been a longtime supporter of medical research, and her answer was immediate: “Go for it!”

Over the next few weeks, I talked with every other Democrat on the committee, and I quickly learned that there was a real enthusiasm for more NIH funding. And not just more—a lot more. Senator Al Franken of Minnesota, one of my favorite partners in the Senate, was also on the committee. He kept needling me. Every time I would name a number, he’d say, “Hey, this is a big deal. Couldn’t we ask for more?” Al is my kind of guy!

For months, I kept banging on the issue in both public hearings and private conversations. To anyone who would listen, I would say: We need more money for medical research. I said it over and over and over.

I worked it every way I could. I had good conversations with several Republicans, and every one of them agreed: the NIH needs more money. When the New York Times ran an op-ed from Newt Gingrich, former Republican Speaker of the House, in April 2015, I immediately called him. He had argued that America should double its NIH funding, and I said “Hurrah!” about ten different ways. In the course of our conversation, I asked if he would be willing to work with me on getting more funding.

I put together an informational hearing, and I invited Speaker Gingrich to make a presentation. He was terrific. His best line: “To allow research funding to languish at a time of historic opportunity when you could be saving lives and saving money takes a special kind of stupidity that is reserved for this city.”

In October 2015, I asked for an appointment to see the HELP Committee’s chairman, Senator Lamar Alexander.

On the appointed day, I walked over to the chairman’s office with my top health-care staffer. I had not been there before, and I confess that I was surprised. It was an amazing office. The walls were adorned with lots of memorabilia and all sorts of things I’d never seen before. A sign explained that all of it was from Tennessee, the chairman’s home state. There was a violin made of matchsticks, a display of old tools, and the original sheet music from “Tennessee Waltz.” Beside the chairman’s desk was his prized possession: Sam Houston’s walking stick.

Chairman Alexander greeted me cordially, and we observed all the rituals. He offered me a seat on one of his heavy, upholstered chairs. He opened the conversation with a few pleasantries. He showed me his walking stick, and I expressed my admiration.

After a few minutes, I introduced my senior health-care expert, and he introduced his senior health-care expert—sort of like our seconds at an old-fashioned duel.

I thanked the chairman for considering some provisions that I had written for the Cures bill. He thanked me for “engaging so thoroughly in the process.” I wondered if that was Senate code for being a pain in the neck, but I thought it was better if I didn’t ask.

By now we were on a first-name basis. “Thank you, Lamar,” said I. “Thank you, Elizabeth,” said he.

From there, the conversation got a little bumpier. We each had a bottom line: I believed that real medical innovation would come only from increasing funding for medical research, and now was the time. Chairman Alexander feared that any requirement for new money would kill the bill.

Chairman Alexander was gracious and courteous, but his job was to protect his bill. I had made it my job to fight for more funding for research. In fact, I had already proposed a bill to add funding to NIH. I thought that whenever the biggest drug companies in America broke the law, they ought to pay an extra fine that would be used to help fund NIH. How much money would that deliver? If this bill had been in place over the preceding five years, NIH would have had nearly $6 billion more every year to fund thousands of grants to scientists and universities and research centers around the country.

Chairman Alexander and I went nowhere.

But he really wanted to pass the Cures bill. So he tried to find another way to move it along—without adding more funding for the NIH. In the spring of 2016, he broke the bill into lots of small parts; he included modest proposals supported by various Democrats, on the theory that, one by one, these givebacks might pick up support from just enough Democratic senators to allow him to get the bill through the committee without adding funding for medical research.

To be fair, I was happy about some of the things he added. He included a provision on genetic privacy I’d written and another section on targeted therapies that would help kids with rare diseases. He also inserted a section I’d helped develop about using more women and minorities in clinical trials and squeezing more information out of the research we already funded.

I loved every one of those provisions, but I wasn’t giving up my fight for more research money. So I made a countermove: I rallied Democrats behind an amendment to create a Biomedical Innovation Fund that would add $5 billion a year to the NIH’s budget for the next ten years. The Republicans didn’t support it, but at $5 billion, every single Democrat signed on—and Senator Al Franken promised he’d throw in a few bucks of his own. And in the end, the Democrats held together: without more money for the NIH, the bill wouldn’t go forward.

Before long, Chairman Alexander realized that he had been blocked—there weren’t any more Democrats to pull over to his side. In the final markup of the Cures bill, he conceded this, noting that he understood that the only way his bill would move in the Senate was if it included new funding for medical research.

The Senate Republicans, however, still refused to agree to more money. Instead, they looked for another way to get the bill moving. On June 22, my birthday, I received a not-so-friendly present: one of the Capitol Hill newspapers ran a story with the headline “Republicans Blame Warren for ‘Cures’ Delay.” One Republican senator talked about the “significant contributions to improving health care” that the Cures bill would provide—and he made it clear that I was holding up these significant contributions. Another accused me of being “desperate to find a partisan issue to ruin a bipartisan committee.”

I guess they figured that a little heat might soften me up and get things moving. It didn’t.

The Democrats held firm right through the 2016 election. When Trump was elected, and the Republicans held on to control of both the House and the Senate, suddenly the Cures bill moved with lightning speed—at least as measured in congressional terms. Over Thanksgiving, while most people were off eating turkey, the House revised the Cures bill and loaded it up with giveaways. Drug companies would be allowed to hide kickbacks to doctors; a Mitch McConnell donor got a provision to facilitate FDA approvals of some regenerative medical products he wanted to bring to market; and Big Tobacco would get a lot of smoking prevention defunded. I was stunned. Kickbacks? Donor deals? Big Tobacco? I wondered if the House had provided free gift wrapping as well.

Even the good parts came with hidden traps. There were a lot of “future money” promises that might or might not be kept, but the guaranteed money coming in was pretty limited. For example, there were promises of—sometime, maybe down the line—$400 million for opioid-addiction treatment. The money was desperately needed; in fact, ten times that much was desperately needed. I had met families all across Massachusetts that had been devastated, mothers who had lost children to addiction and children who had lost mothers. I’d talked with people who spoke of loved ones who seemed to disappear in front of their eyes, only to be replaced by a stranger. I’d held hands with those who had kicked their addictions and who fought every day to stay clean and to help others do the same. And all of them, the grandmas and the teenagers, explained how there weren’t enough treatment centers, not enough beds, not enough help.

The opioid crisis knew no limits. Old and young, rich and poor—all sorts of people had been hit hard. The need for money was urgent. When I heard that the bill had actual funding, and not just promises, I was hopeful about its impact on the families I knew across the Commonwealth. But, as I was quickly learning, it paid to read the fine print. The Cures bill would let the incoming Trump administration play politics: they would get to decide which states would receive the funding—and which states would be shut out completely. They would have full authority to decide on whatever distribution they wanted.

I couldn’t believe my eyes. I read the revised bill and thought: good luck to Massachusetts and every other state that voted for Hillary Clinton. How deeply unfair could these guys be? We all needed help for people suffering from deadly addiction, people who were dying, people whose families were being torn apart—and these guys wanted to poison it with politics.

There was also $100 million for Vice President Joe Biden’s cancer moon shot. I was glad for every extra penny for cancer research, but $100 million is only about 2 percent of what the NIH already spends in a single year on cancer research. This work is very expensive, and even $100 million doesn’t shoot very far.

Worse yet, under this bill, Republicans could also just cut the underlying budget and there would actually be less money next year.

This kind of smoke-and-mirrors funding was deeply disheartening, but what made me downright angry was the revised bill’s kick in the face to general medical research. After supporting billions of dollars of new money in earlier drafts of the Cures bill, the Republicans slashed the funding portion and put in a grand total of $300 million for new NIH money. That’s about half a penny for every dollar the Democrats had asked for in our amendments. Half a penny to fund more work on Alzheimer’s, ALS, autism—the list breaks my heart.

The bill did have some good parts, and lots of Democrats signed on, including President Obama. Several of my friends said, in effect: Take this, because it will only get worse once Donald Trump is sworn in as president. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. I objected—very loudly. I gave a speech, made calls, talked to the press—whatever I could do. There was a lot of back and forth, but the Republicans finally caved and the doctor-kickback provision came out. Yes! I couldn’t believe it had been in there in the first place, but I was very glad to see it removed. Score one for the good guys!

There was also another change that had a positive impact much closer to home. Again, after much pushing and shoving, the opioid money would now be distributed by a set formula, giving a fairer distribution to every state, including Massachusetts. This meant that some of the families struggling with this crisis would get help. I thought the funding was still too little, especially when spread among fifty states, but at least I knew I could face people at home and say we would get a part of it.

This was a lesson for me: sometimes it pays to fight back, even when everyone says it would be better to give up. I still couldn’t stomach voting for the bill, but at least the fight made it better. We would get some help in battling the opioid epidemic that was sweeping through our state. In December, the Cures bill was passed into law.

Although we didn’t get the money we desperately need for research, I will keep fighting for it. I’ll fight for money for the National Institutes of Health and money for the National Science Foundation. Money for the Centers for Disease Control, the Food and Drug Administration, NASA, and Department of Defense research.

For me, this fight is about building a future. This fight is also about remembering Mike from Douglas, Massachusetts, because Mike is starting to have trouble remembering his wife and children.

LESS POWER FOR WORKERS

During all this trickle-down time, during all the tax cuts and all the cuts to education and infrastructure and basic research, what was happening to workers? Where were the unions?

Back in the 1970s, when Lewis Powell urged corporations to “fight back,” unions had real power—both in the economy and in politics. But that was about to change.

Eight months after he was sworn into office, Ronald Reagan delivered big-time for corporate America. The air traffic controllers called a strike. Because they were public employees, the strike was illegal, but brief, illegal strikes had occurred with some frequency for decades. Besides, as a candidate, Reagan had sought (and won) the endorsement of the air traffic controllers’ union, with the promise that he would improve their terrible working conditions. Now that he was president, Reagan changed his loyalties: he threw a lightning-quick punch at the union. No negotiations or discussions of the problems they faced. Instead, he told the workers they had forty-eight hours to return to their jobs, and when most of them did not, he fired them on the spot and banned them from government service for life. The blow was devastating. The union went bankrupt, and many of the air traffic controllers were personally broken as well.

After that union was smashed to pieces, nothing was ever the same for American workers, whether union or non-union. In the same way that Roosevelt had sent a strong message to workers to join unions, Reagan sent his own unmistakable message to corporate America: It’s now open season on unions. They heard him loud and clear.

Over the next few years, unions came under powerful pressures. As automation increased and jobs migrated overseas, membership steadily declined. When my uncle Stanley carried a union card, unions represented about a third of the workforce. Today, they represent about 11 percent of workers.

It is no surprise that the political party that advances trickle-down economics has relentlessly attacked labor unions for decades. As union membership has declined, Republicans have redoubled their attacks. For example, they delayed confirmation of President Obama’s second secretary of labor for months, and they stalled filling vacancies on the National Labor Relations Board, all in the hopes of grinding government protection of workers to a halt. And now President Trump has named a secretary of labor who made his fortune squeezing low-wage workers and who railed against unions—the kind of unions that would have given his fast-food workers a chance to bargain for a raise or maybe even some sick time. Republicans continue to use every possible tool to break the backs of unions.

The battle lines on this issue are drawn and unlikely to change, but what’s at stake in this fight should be front and center: when the Republicans attack unions, they attack everyone who works for wages. It’s like an undertow: it may take people a while to feel it, but over time the effect of these attacks will pull them under. And that is without a doubt the Republican plan: sink more and more workers, union and non-union alike.

I saw it again at a birthday party last fall. After the candles were blown out and the presents were opened, the conversation turned to local politics. A terrific young teacher at a charter school said she was hoping the teachers’ union would fight to boost wages—maybe even strike for more money. I was puzzled. Is your charter school unionized? I asked.

She laughed. No, she said—in fact, the charter schools in her city were known for union busting. “But my school pays exactly what union teachers get in the school district—plus ten thousand dollars. That’s how they can pick off good teachers and not have a union.”

Pass the cake.

The teachers’ unions are under attack; some people want to weaken the unions, and some people want to get rid of them altogether. I wondered if this cheerful young woman understood that the day the teachers’ union dies is the day her $10,000 bonus disappears—along with a lot of other benefits that she takes for granted.

The diminishing power of unions has caused a subtle shift in our economy. As union membership declines, all workers end up losing. That 28 percent boost in wages and benefits that unions add for non-union workers is real, and the decline in union membership has tracked the decline in middle-class wealth.

America’s unions helped build America’s middle class. Now the Republicans are working to destroy both.

DESTROYING AMERICA’S MIDDLE CLASS

From the 1930s through the 1970s, government took an aggressive role in leveling the playing field and reining in corporate giants and gargantuan banks. In 1980, Ronald Reagan shifted the political dynamic, declaring instead that government was the enemy to be most feared. 

Across the two time periods, the country headed in two very different political directions, but the economy kept right on growing. And our nation kept getting richer—richer through the stronger regulations of the first four decades and through the deregulation of the next three and a half decades. Through higher taxes and lower taxes. Through world wars and a cold war, through inflation and stagnation, through growing international competition and a tech revolution. Through race riots and a feminist revolution and fierce debates over marriage equality. Through the crash of 2008 and the subsequent recovery. Through it all, the GDP has maintained a relatively steady upward climb. In other words, despite all the debates and differences, the economy has continued to work.

The economy kept working. What changed is who the economy worked for.

From 1935 to 1980, as the economy grew, prosperity was widely shared. Remember when I pointed out earlier that 90 percent of America—everyone outside the top 10 percent—got 70 percent of all income growth? Take another look at the graphic on page 106. Look at all those coins for 90 percent of America. For nearly half a century, when we built wealth in this country, pretty much everyone got a piece of it.

Trickle-down economics fundamentally changed that division. Instead of taxing giant corporations and millionaires and using some of that money to build opportunities for our kids, the rich and powerful got to keep more money. And, over time, opportunities for everyone else began to shrink.

[image: image]

Since 1980, nearly all the new income produced in America has gone to those at the top.

From 1980 to 2015, 90 percent of America—everyone outside the top 10 percent—got almost nothing. Not even 1 percent. Yup, since 1980, nearly 100 percent of the growth in market income—the income individuals earn before taxes and government transfers like Social Security—has been gobbled up by the top 10 percent. Or, to put it more simply, the 10 percent got just about everything and the 90 percent got essentially nothing.

True, government aid softened the blow a little, as more Americans qualified for—and received—food stamps. And as the population continued to age, more seniors got Social Security. But the basic point still stands: 90 percent of America didn’t receive even a measly 1 percent of the new income produced in the past thirty-five years!

Let’s be clear on this point. Someone like Gina isn’t looking for a handout from the government. For his part, Michael has worked double shifts and extra hours and jumped on every job he can find in order to take care of his family. And Kai just wants a chance to get started. All three of them are part of the 90 percent who have gotten nothing from a generation of Republican-led trickle-down policies. Nothing, that is, except pain.

And for African American families, trickle-down has been a double disaster. Remember how, during the 1960s and 1970s, the black-white wealth gap began to shrink? Since the Reagan years, black families have been falling behind again—waaaaay behind. From 1984 to 2013, the wealth gap between black and white families tripled. Adjusted for inflation, in 1984, the median white family had amassed about $83,400 more in net worth than the median black family, but by 2013, that gap had grown to $245,000. So much for bending the arc of history toward equality. 

THE TRICKLE-DOWN LIE

Trickle-down economics promised that if the rich got richer and Marie Antoinette got more cake, everyone else would benefit. But study after study showed that tax cuts did not boost the economy. Careful, sober studies by the International Monetary Fund, the Roosevelt Institute, and the nonpartisan Tax Policy Center came to the same conclusion. Trickle-down did not produce more jobs. Tax cuts did not build opportunities for our children. This wasn’t just a broken promise—it was a shattered, pulverized, ground-to-dust promise.

Trickle-down is a lie. But thirty-seven years after Ronald Reagan’s election, it’s the lie that won’t die. Donald Trump has clearly embraced Reagan’s voodoo economics. Cutting corporate taxes, he declared in September 2016, is “going to be a job creator like we haven’t seen since Ronald Reagan.” Trump clearly believes that he can ignore all the data and analysis that showed that trickle-down economics was pure fiction. Why? Because in Trump World, facts don’t matter: he knows in his golden gut that once the tax cuts kick in, the economy will grow so fast that the new tax revenues will more than make up for the money lost from tax cuts. There it is, the same old trickle-down lie.

Trump isn’t alone in his stubborn belief in trickle-down economics. Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell has said pretty much the same thing, and Speaker of the House Paul Ryan has also chimed in, calling tax cuts for rich people the “secret sauce” that will help poor and middle class families. Evidently, all the current Republican leaders were issued the same songbook.

In other words, nearly forty years after Ronald Reagan launched his presidential campaign and unveiled an economic approach that is at best dangerous fiction, trickle-down is still the best the Republican leadership has to offer. Even now, they are still waving their magic wands and spreading glitter dust across America.

I’d laugh, except this is deadly serious. If we don’t put a stop to this nonsense, trickle-down economics will eventually wipe out our middle class. It will complete the job of turning America into a country that works for a narrow slice of economic royalty at the top while the peasants live on the crumbs carelessly tossed off the banquet table.

Does that mean we should go back to everything Roosevelt did during the Depression? Do we invest in the Interstate Highway System of the 1950s? The moon landings of the 1960s? The computer technologies of the 1970s?

No and yes.

No, not the same projects. Times have changed, and needs have changed. We need to invest in digital highways as well as concrete highways. The brain—rather than the moon—is likely to be the new frontier. Global warming and the threat of worldwide extinction should change every calculation we make when deciding which investments make sense and which don’t. And there are lots of problems that don’t fit neatly on a list of potential investments, problems like how to negotiate trade deals that produce jobs and how to rethink the employer-employee bargain in a gig economy.

So no: let’s not do the same old same old.

But yes, we should go back to the idea of taxing those who have already made it, so that everyone else will get a chance, too. Yes, it is time to bury the idea that tax cuts for the rich will pave the way to a bright future for everyone. And when we bury that lie, we must also bury the poisonous idea that our children will have a good future if they get only a second-rate education. Bury the foolish notion that businesses will flourish here in America with decaying infrastructure. Bury the staggeringly shortsighted idea that innovation will continue to drive our economy as we choke off investments in basic research. We must bury trickle-down economic theory deep and call out every last person who tries once again to sell this dead-end idea.

Government gives us a way to come together to create opportunity, and opportunity is and always will be about education, infrastructure, and research. We need to seize that principle with both hands and hang on for dear life, because it’s going to take some really hard work and really smart ideas to start rebuilding America’s middle class. The future is coming fast, and we can’t afford more policies that undercut working people.

Republicans and their corporate buddies and billionaire donors say they believe in free markets. They get their sheep to bleat about “liberty” and “freedom.” I don’t know if they’re deeply cynical or if they’ve just drunk too much of their own Kool-Aid, but markets without a cop on the beat are not the free markets of our dreams. The cops make sure that everyone follows the rules—and those rules are critical to the functioning of a free market.

This truth applies everywhere, but I’ve watched it up close and personal in financial markets. When giant banks weren’t held to some basic rules and accountability, people got ripped off, risk-taking exploded, and markets blew up. And hard-working people got hurt, badly. That’s just a fact, one that was obvious in 1929 and obvious again in 2008.

I’m a deeply pro-market person. I believe that competition delivers great value for American consumers. That’s why I also believe in enough regulation to keep those markets honest. When I buy aspirin, I don’t want to wonder whether the company is boosting profits by substituting baking soda for a key ingredient. I don’t want to wonder if managers cut costs by failing to steam-clean their equipment or mop their floors. And I don’t want to wonder if the firm’s executives jacked up the price by figuring out back-alley ways to wipe out any competition. I believe in competitive markets, but I know that following a few basic rules is key to keeping those markets competitive.

The same is true for building our future. If we create honest markets, invest in education, infrastructure, and research, and take in enough tax revenue from those who have made it big, then we will have the schools and roads and bridges that will give the next kid a chance to make it big, too.

This isn’t about magic wands and glitter dust and economic theories that make no sense. This is about living our values, about making our laws and our rules line up with what we believe in. All those years ago, my Sunday school student Jesse had it right: everybody gets a turn. It’s up to the rest of us to make sure that happens.
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The Rich and Powerful Tighten Their Grip

On Tuesdays and Thursdays at one o’clock, senators gather for lunch. The doors are flung open to two large rooms, each across wide hallways leading from the Senate chamber. Both rooms are ornate: gold-trimmed plaster curls, giant paintings of men who once led the Senate, carpets patterned in deep shades of red and blue, high ceilings. Both are outfitted with round tables and heavy white tablecloths. A lectern with a microphone is placed up front. In one room, Democrats meet with Democrats; in the other, Republicans meet with Republicans.

These lunchtime gatherings provide a chance for the leadership to explain the current bills or the latest procedural strategies. They also give the rest of the members a chance to complain—loudly about the other party, but also in softer voices about one another.

Lunch is served buffet-style. The dishes are unremarkable, though one stands out, at least on the Democratic side: there’s always a big pile of red Jell-O cubes. It always gives me the vague feeling that I’m stuck in a fancy elementary school, with white-haired children play-acting their parts.

Throughout the fall of 2014, each Democratic caucus lunch included a report about the current status of negotiations over federal spending for the coming year. This giant bill had taken the name “cromnibus,” a made-up word that described a cross between extending the current funding (Continuing Resolution) and the sprawling reach of a full budget rewrite (Omnibus). The Democrats’ negotiating team was led by Senator Barbara Mikulski, the longest-serving woman in Congress and, at four foot eleven, as tough a broad as any who has ever walked the halls of the Capitol. Men a foot taller and a hundred pounds heavier openly feared her.

Negotiations over federal spending took place behind closed doors, and the details of the cromnibus—now running to more than sixteen hundred pages—were kept quiet. Trying to settle on the spending numbers created huge friction between the two parties: our side thought there should be more money available for background checks on gun purchasers and food safety inspections, while the other side wanted more cuts in the operating budgets for the IRS and the Environmental Protection Agency. The battle went on and on. It didn’t help that the Republicans used the appropriations process to attempt to block administrative actions they despised but didn’t have the votes to overturn. For example, they used this process to try to defund anything related to the president’s administrative orders on immigration. Other bills that had nothing to do with federal spending, such as an attempt to undermine Washington D.C.’s move to legalize marijuana, were also rolled into the negotiations.

On Tuesday, December 9, 2014, with time running out, Senator Mikulski stood up to deliver the news we all wanted to hear: We have a deal, and it’s a pretty good one. She explained that we’d need to pass a short-term resolution to keep the government funded while the final papers were inked, but the negotiators had reached the finish line. The House would pass the new spending bill, send it to the Senate for a vote, and then it would go on to President Obama to be signed. Important priorities had been protected. The government would stay open. All was good in the world.

To much applause, the then-Democratic leader, Senator Harry Reid of Nevada, praised Senator Mikulski and her negotiating team. Several other senators stood up and appreciatively mentioned their collaboration with her on their own legislative priorities, such as the ongoing work to support the health exchanges for the Affordable Care Act and the work to deal with the drought in the West. As the speakers began to repeat one another, the audience’s attention flagged and small conversations broke out around the tables. A few people wandered back over to the buffet table for more Jell-O.

With the speeches winding down, Sherrod Brown, a strongly progressive senator from Ohio, raised his hand. Sherrod usually doesn’t speak unless he has something interesting to say, so when he talks, people listen. He started by delivering the same praise that several others had offered, but he quickly pivoted. “This all sounds great,” he said, “but what did we have to give up?” The room grew quiet. Sherrod ticked off several Republican priorities and asked what had happened to those. Then he added, “And what about Dodd-Frank? Any changes?”

My head snapped up. Dodd-Frank? The banking regulation that had passed after the 2008 crash? The law that had established the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, a.k.a. the CFPB? My staff and I had been watching the appropriations process like hawks, and we thought we’d been able to beat back any attacks on the financial regulations laws. If Sherrod was worried, I was worried.

Senator Mikulski said that, as usual, we had had to accept some things we didn’t like, but she had cleared the details with others in our caucus, mostly the committee chairs, and they had signed off on each one. My heart skipped a beat or two as she spoke, and then it started to pound. I was pretty sure that no one would have cut a deal on the consumer agency without consulting me, but there were a lot of complex pieces in Dodd-Frank and other opportunities to do serious damage to the law—and Republicans and their banker friends were always swarming around them.

Now on high alert, I left the lunch before it was over. I was too impatient to wait for the little underground train that ferries senators and staffers between the Capitol building and the Senate offices, so I took off on foot. I generally walk fast, but now I was really hustling. Dodd-Frank had been passed in 2010 to put more cops on the beat and, thus, keep the big banks from wrecking the economy again. Getting the bill through Congress had required a brutal fight. The financial services industry had spent more than a million dollars a day lobbying against it. Back then, I was still in teaching and also working for Congress to try to force some accountability in the bank bailouts, but I had joined many good people and we’d built a grassroots coalition and, near the end, shed blood (at least metaphorically) to get the legislation passed. The final bill had some good parts—particularly the provisions setting up the consumer agency—but it was not nearly as tough as it should have been. Cutting back the protections provided by the bill would be not only infuriating but dangerous.

Since arriving in Congress in 2013, I had been on the Senate Banking Committee and I knew that lobbyists were always on the prowl for opportunities to roll back some or all of Dodd-Frank. But in the nearly two years I’d been in office, Senate Democrats had drawn a protective line around it. The Republicans had fulminated, but we’d held strong, and there were no Senate bills advancing that would water down financial regulations. So what had the Republicans slipped into the bill? Fearing that something really bad was up, I nearly broke into a run.

As I banged through the door of my office, my legislative director, Jon Donenberg, was waiting for me. Jon is young, smart, and totally plugged in. He also has another advantage: the staffer grapevine is much better than the senator grapevine. Jon had already gotten hold of a copy of the bill and was deep into an analysis of it.

Jon had news for me, and it wasn’t good. Buried in the more than sixteen hundred pages of that budget deal were a few lines that would knock a big hole in Dodd-Frank. They wouldn’t mandate an across-the-board rollback. Instead, they would deliver a precision-aimed rifle shot to take out one rule, and when that rule was gone, four of the biggest banks in the country—and pretty much no one else—would benefit handsomely.

Then Jon hit me again: “Guess who wrote the Dodd-Frank amendment.”

“Who?”

“Citigroup lobbyists.”

I clenched my jaw.

The provision under assault was not only about the safety of the banking system, it was about the safety of our whole economy. The provision was called “Prohibition Against Federal Government Bailouts of Swaps Entities.” In other words, this section of Dodd-Frank stopped FDIC-insured banks from engaging in risky swaps trading, a type of transaction that could once again blow up the financial system and force the government to bail them out. As the New York Times explained, this kind of trading had been “a main culprit in the 2008 financial crisis.”

And now the Citigroup lobbyists had persuaded the congressional negotiators to knock out this basic protection and convinced the rest of Congress to fall in line.

Hello? Did anyone remember the financial crash? Millions of jobs lost? Millions of homes lost? A whopping $22 trillion flushed down the toilet?

The banks didn’t remember because they didn’t want to remember. This was about profits. Swaps trades are complex, but the basics are pretty simple: partly because they are very risky, they are also potentially very profitable. As long as they guessed right, the giant banks could make big bucks off these trades, but Dodd-Frank prevented them from doing so.

Because they didn’t engage in these risky forms of swaps trading, community banks, credit unions, and even billion-dollar regional banks weren’t affected by the rule. Besides, community banks and credit unions weren’t ever going to be Too Big to Fail. The giant banks, however, wanted exactly what they’d had before the crash: both the profits from high-risk trading and government guarantees for their regular boring banking. For more than a year, we had fought off their relentless efforts to undo the prohibition on swaps trading, and the banks hadn’t come within a mile of succeeding. But now Citigroup, along with JPMorgan Chase, Goldman Sachs, and Bank of America, had slipped in a provision that would eventually let them add about $10 trillion of risky swaps to their books—all backed up by the U.S. taxpayer.

These four banks believed that their fervor to make bigger profits should override the interests of millions of taxpayers, thousands of smaller traders, and hundreds of smaller banks. They wanted Congress to once again ignore the regulators and economists who had warned of the risks posed by these huge banks. And they wanted the American people to forget that just six years earlier, this country had suffered the worst crash since the Great Depression. Yup, these four ravenous banks wanted more—and at the moment, it looked like they had figured out a way to get it.

The swaps provision would never have passed Congress if it had come through the Senate Banking Committee. Once it was public, there would have been too much public outrage, and the cromnibus would have been stopped in its tracks. Heck, for two years I’d watched as the House passed one bill after another in an attempt to gut Dodd-Frank, but the bills rarely even made it onto the Senate’s agenda because a lot of my colleagues figured they would be radioactive. So the lobbyists devised the perfect play: bury the swaps provision in a giant funding bill and hope no one understood or even saw the language until after all the votes were counted.

I was too angry to sit down. I stood behind my desk, throwing questions at Jon like poison darts. My rational brain kept reminding me that my frustration was misplaced—Jon was on my team. But the battles we’d suffered through during the fight over Dodd-Frank were still too fresh.

Finally, I calmed down enough to take a few deep breaths. Then I asked what we could do. Jon said we could launch an attack and try to get the provision removed, but he wasn’t very optimistic about our chances. The leadership of both parties had already signed off on the deal, and it would be a Hail Mary pass to get anything changed, much less something that had this much lobbying muscle behind it. And since the first vote on the bill would be in the House, not the Senate, it would be very tricky to lead the opposition from our side. But the only alternative was to play dead, and I didn’t feel like playing dead for anyone.

So Jon and I made a list and hit the phones. We called Democrats in the House of Representatives, asking them to oppose the budget deal unless the swaps provision was taken out. I called Nancy Pelosi, the former Speaker of the House and leader of the Democrats, to ask for her help. This was a tough request: the Democrats badly wanted to get a bill passed, so that the government would be funded and remain open, and yet I was asking her to slow down that process. But she was strong, and she quickly agreed to work on getting the provision removed. The next morning, Wednesday, I went to the floor of the Senate and publicly asked the House—especially House Democrats—to remove the provision. I gave interviews and e-mailed supporters and called more people and sounded the alarm on Facebook and Twitter.

This was a really complicated provision, buried in a really complicated bill. And by this point, six years had passed since the financial crash. I think the Citigroup lobbyists figured no one would care. They were wrong—really wrong.

Petitions and YouTube clips flew around the Internet, and as the deadline for a government shutdown drew nearer, dozens of House Democrats announced that they couldn’t support the current spending bill. Reporters camped out in the hallways, shoving microphones in people’s faces and asking how they would vote. Now that we had most House Democrats on board, I went back to the Senate on Thursday to give another speech, this time calling on House Republicans to take out the provision.

For a few hours, it looked like we might actually turn up the heat enough to persuade the House to change the bill. But the banks had no intention of being denied their prize right at the finish line. Jamie Dimon, the CEO of JPMorgan Chase, got on the phone personally to persuade his friends in Congress to help. Bank lobbyists swarmed Capitol Hill and issued statements to the media, zealously defending the provision. Late Thursday night, the House voted on the cromnibus: 219–206 in favor. The spending package with the Dodd-Frank bullet hole passed.

Then the House Republicans made the next move: they adjourned for the holidays. Very slick. They passed the spending package, closed up shop, and went home—back to their states or off on vacation or whatever.

Slick, because now they’d really stuck it to the Senate. We could either ratify the spending package in exactly the form that came over from the House—warts, bullet holes, and all—and forward it on to the president to sign. Or we could amend it and send the nation spiraling toward a government shutdown.

We knew what a shutdown would mean. A year earlier, Republican Senator Ted Cruz had led a sixteen-day shutdown over Obamacare, and it had halted paychecks to government employees, closed national parks, and shuttered Head Start classes. The impact of the shutdown echoed through mighty defense contractors and small sandwich shops alike. The final cost of the closure was pegged at $24 billion and 250,000 lost jobs.

But maybe we could avoid a shutdown. If the Senate amended the bill, the House might come back into session. If it did, maybe, just maybe, it could be persuaded to pass the Senate version of the cromnibus.

But if the House stayed out of session for even a day, the costs would be enormous. In the end, the Democrats had no stomach for the fight. The math was impossible: it would take forty-one votes in the Senate to stop the cromnibus, and the votes just weren’t there. The bill would pass, the swaps trading restriction would be repealed, and the president would sign it.

I went back to the floor to give one more speech. I had already lost—and I knew it. Shoot, anyone who followed the news knew it.

I guess I should have felt humiliated, or maybe depressed. But that’s not what was pumping through my veins as I prepared my speech. I was mad, spitting mad. Four big banks had dictated a change in the law, and the United States Congress had obediently bowed down as instructed.

I stood on the floor of the Senate. I took a deep breath, asked to be recognized, and then said:

Here we are—five years after Dodd-Frank—with Congress on the verge of ramming through a provision that would do nothing for the middle class, do nothing for community banks, do nothing but raise the risk that taxpayers will have to bail out the biggest banks once again.

There’s a lot of talk lately about how the Dodd-Frank Act isn’t perfect. There’s a lot of talk coming from Citigroup about how the Dodd-Frank Act isn’t perfect.

So let me say this to anyone who is listening at Citi: I agree with you. Dodd-Frank isn’t perfect. It should have broken you into pieces.

It’s true. In the aftermath of the great crash of 2008, the biggest banks—the ones that got bailed out by the U.S. taxpayers, including Citigroup, JPMorgan Chase, Goldman Sachs, and Bank of America—should have been broken up. They posed so much risk that if even one of them failed again, either they would need another bailout or they would risk bringing down the entire economy. It was wildly reckless to let these banks get even bigger by adding $10 trillion of risk to their balance sheets, especially since taxpayers would be shouldering that risk. But that’s exactly what this new provision did.

The bullet hole in Dodd-Frank is devastating, but in the end it’s about more than four giant banks. In fact, it’s about more than economics or bailouts. This kind of attack on existing law is about power—raw, naked, unapologetic power. Think about it: just a few years after a major crash, bank lobbyists wrote a provision that blasted a hole in a crucial financial regulation. Then the banks muscled it through Congress.

A handful of giant banks called the tune, and America’s lawmakers danced. Now a provision that protected taxpayers and kept bank risks under control has been blown to bits. The biggest banks have once again found a way to boost their bottom lines, and the American people are once again the losers.

And these few banks aren’t the only ones who play this game. Time and again, giant corporations or super-rich individuals have gotten favors, breaks, exceptions, special deals, riders, subsidies, loopholes, and all kinds of handouts from the government. From one industry to another, these companies and people have persuaded the government to tilt the system in their favor. Eventually, all those favors add up. The power to bend a democratic government now threatens our entire country.

Long ago, when the trustbusters first swung into action in America, they focused less on the power of giant corporations to dominate markets and more on the power of giant corporations to dominate government. In the 1930s, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis warned, “We can have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.” The fights to break up those powerful trusts were ferocious, but democracy eventually prevailed, and the big corporations were finally reined in and denied the power to write their own rules.

In 2014, four giant banks proved once again that they had the loudest voices in Washington. Three years later, it’s about to get a whole lot worse. When President Trump assembled his team, he abandoned all pretense of appointing people committed to public service. Instead, he invited billionaires who took special favors on their way to Washington (yes, Rex Tillerson, I’m looking at you) and who refused to resolve their conflicts of interest (Betsy DeVos is the latest poster child). Now they are on the inside, with their hands on the controls. Big corporations call the shots in Washington and rig the system in their favor. These companies now exercise so much political power that we can no longer deny an ugly truth: when they marshal their resources, giant corporations are fully capable of holding our country hostage until the government does whatever they want.

THE MONEY GRAB

Big corporations and rich individuals have more influence in Washington than everyone else because they can offer politicians the ingredient that’s essential to any battle for reelection: money. In recent years, campaigns have become really, really expensive. Television ads, radio spots, grassroots organizing, mailings, campaign offices, travel, staff, yard signs, coffee, pizza—it all adds up. In 2016, the average winning Senate campaign raised more than $10 million, and an additional $10 million was spent by outside groups to aid that campaign. In the 2016 presidential election, the Trump campaign was fueled by $932 million in funding, and the Clinton campaign had $1.4 billion behind it. Wealthy donors and corporations help shoulder that burden, and they are now well positioned to use their influence to tilt the playing field in their direction.

This stinks of corruption, an issue Trump tried to sidestep by vowing to self-fund his campaign. But it was just one more empty promise: he held out his hand for cash, raked in huge donations from billionaires, and benefitted from spending by groups that kept their donors secret.

Money slithers through politics like a snake. And, like a snake, it sometimes bites unexpectedly. I watched this up close. When Justice Antonin Scalia died, in February 2016, President Obama nominated a highly respected judge, Merrick Garland, to replace him. Garland looked like a safe choice. Back in 2010, one of the Senate’s most senior and most respected Republicans, Orrin Hatch, had declared Garland “a consensus nominee,” the kind Republicans and Democrats could support. But six years later, Majority Leader Mitch McConnell quickly declared that no one nominated by this president—regardless of qualifications—would be considered by the Senate because the Republican leadership preferred to keep the seat vacant until the next president took office.

Most people, including a lot of Republican senators, were taken completely by surprise, first by Scalia’s death and then by the quick announcement that no nominee would get a hearing. In all of U.S. history, no leader of either party had ever tried to block a president with a year remaining on his term from filling a Supreme Court vacancy, and no one had ever suggested that the Senate, bound by the Constitution to “advise and consent,” could issue a blanket refusal to act. It was one of those so-far-over-the-edge moves that a lot of people felt as if the ground beneath their feet had disappeared—shades of Wile E. Coyote and his still-churning legs when he’s run off a cliff but hasn’t quite realized it.

One of those who needed to find some solid ground was Republican Senator Jerry Moran. At a small gathering back home in Kansas, he was asked about the Republicans’ refusal to consider Judge Garland. Moran is no novice, having spent fourteen years in the House before winning his Senate seat by a very wide margin. He had held Republican leadership positions, but he also prized his independence. He is fond of saying, “I will always put Kansans ahead of the pressures in Washington.” His campaign website emphasizes his core beliefs, which include “Never backing down from what you believe in.”

Since joining the Senate, I had talked with Moran several times about the importance of increasing funding for medical care and other issues, and he always seemed like a straight shooter, a really solid guy. So I wasn’t surprised when I read that he’d declared that it was wrong to hold up the Supreme Court nominee, that Judge Garland should get a hearing and a vote.

Senator Moran was no friend of President Obama’s, but he believed in fair play. “I can’t imagine the president has or will nominate somebody that meets my criteria, but I have my job to do,” Moran said in a statement. “I think the process ought to go forward.”

Not long after the statement was made public, two billionaire brothers took note. These ultrarich brothers, Charles and David Koch, are also ultraconservative. They aggressively push their political agenda, and money is their primary tool. It works for them because they have plenty of money to spend: their various corporate interests in chemicals, coal, and oil pull in about $100 billion every year.

When the Kochs heard about Moran’s statement, they quickly brought down their well-financed fist: if Moran did not change his position instantly, they would find another Republican to run against him in his next primary and launch an all-out offensive from the right. Koch-funded groups then flooded Moran’s office with tens of thousands of e-mails and distributed flyers at one of his local town hall meetings.

Moran assessed the threat and realized that even his very safe Kansas seat could be at risk. With head-snapping speed, he reversed his position.

In effect, two men—excuse me, two billionaires—turned a United States senator 180 degrees merely by threatening to spend big money. And they did it so brazenly that Senator Moran had to publicly humiliate himself to satisfy the brothers’ demand. Maybe they also made him kiss their feet, just to make sure he’d learned his lesson.
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David Koch at a meeting of a conservative group he and his brother sponsor

When Chuck Schumer, now our party’s leader in the Senate, stood up at the next Democratic caucus lunch and told the whole story, he finished by saying, “I almost feel sorry for the guy.”

After a couple of seconds of silence, I shouted from my spot at the back of the room: “I don’t!”

And I didn’t. My sympathy level for anyone who gives in to this kind of pressure is exactly zero. If my job ever depends on pleasing a couple of billionaires, I’ll quit.

*   *   *

POLITICAL MONEY FLOWS through many conduits. Direct giving to campaigns or PACs, the organizations that gather up money and give it to campaigns. Giving to super PACs, the organizations that run parallel efforts to get a candidate elected—or get the other guy defeated. Giving to groups that can receive money without having to disclose who contributed the money. Giving publicly. Giving secretly. Giving personal money. Giving corporate money. Giving money through multiple shell companies. Give. Give. Give. Or, more to the point: Take. Take. Take.

Small contributions can keep campaigns going without the stench of influence purchasing. But the influx of big dollars—particularly the big dollars that come from rich individuals and corporations trying to pull in the same direction—looks a lot like thinly disguised bribery.

For example, assignment to the House Financial Services Committee is regarded as a plum assignment because lots of corporate executives and lobbyists for the banking industry are likely to shower the representatives with lavish campaign contributions. No one is crass enough to say it out loud, of course, but when the financial services industry spends nearly half a billion dollars a year on political contributions, much—not all, but much—of that money comes with an implicit understanding that banking interests will be well protected by the people taking the money. And who is on the front lines to help out the banking industry? Who else but the elected officials on the House Financial Services Committee.

Even when no legislation that might affect the financial services industry is on the committee’s agenda, all those dollars represent access. A big contribution from a bank or a financial company buys nothing specific, but it means that the company’s lobbyists are much more likely to get a meeting—and maybe two or three or four meetings—whenever they request one. It also means that everyone is all smiles when the company’s CEO places a personal call to one of the committee members just to chat about industry concerns. It means building ties—holiday cards, birthday calls, drop-by visits—between those who hold elective office and those who have lots of money.

The Koch brothers may have come by their political views from the cradle. Their wealthy father was a founding member of the ultraconservative John Birch Society, which saw Communist conspiracies throughout the government and railed against the 1960s civil rights movement. The Kochs have also supported a number of issues that are not related to their business interests, including criminal justice reform and marriage equality.

But follow the money. Koch money comes from oil, gas, and coal, and the brothers’ business interests have expanded into chemicals, mining, and finance. Think of the Paris climate accord, EPA rules on clean air, mining regulations, worker safety rules, offshore oil exploration—because of their business interests, the Kochs are directly affected by such matters. Meanwhile, their dual mantra of low taxes and small government and their consistent efforts to weaken the regulatory framework of the government are all part of their relentless drive to put more money in their own pockets. At every turn, they provide major financial support to causes that help out billionaires just like themselves.

Raising money requires a huge investment of an elected official’s time. The battle to win and keep a seat in Congress is an endless arms race: incumbents are always trying to amass more money than any potential opponent, so it’s no surprise that many in Congress spend hours every day dialing for dollars. Estimates vary, but it’s probably accurate to say that candidates and members of Congress generally spend 30 to 70 percent of their time raising money. Think about that. If these public servants work a six-day week, then somewhere between two and four days every week are spent doing nothing but asking people for money. And who gets all those phone calls and invitations to meet? People who have lots of money to give.

In 2016, Congressman Steve Israel announced that he would not run for reelection. “I don’t think I can spend another day in another call room making another call begging for money,” the representative from New York explained. Keep in mind that this is the man who sought and won the chairmanship of the organization in charge of raising money for Democratic congressional campaigns. In an interview with comedian John Oliver, Israel said that fund-raising “is, in my view, a form of torture.” After Israel described what it’s like to dial for dollars—sitting in a featureless call-center room, asking donors for money for hours and hours on end—a stupefied Oliver muttered, “Oh my God, that’s depressing.” Israel replied, “Not what our founders had in mind.” That’s for sure. But nowadays, the constant need to raise money is very much on the minds of most members of Congress.

The consequence of spending all those hours and weeks and months talking to people who are rich enough to put thousands (or millions) of dollars into political campaigns goes beyond the question of whether an elected official will cast votes that promote the business interests or personal causes of those who gave money. In fact, I believe that all that time with zillionaires and CEOs actually alters a person’s worldview. Think of it this way: Does a candidate for Congress spend more time with people who worry about whether drug companies will be able to continue seventeen straight years of revenue growth or with people who can’t afford the $100,000 cure for hepatitis? Does a senator spend more hours talking with Walmart investors or with Walmart employees? Political priorities are shaped by the perception of what problems need to be addressed, and money powerfully shapes perception.

Without money, campaigns sputter and die, but what is the cost of raising all that money? I do my level best to make sure that fund-raising and campaign contributions never interfere with my job and I know many of my colleagues do the same, but this isn’t about just the intentions of individual candidates for office. It’s about misaligned incentives and enormous structural problems.

Small donations help undercut the influence of big donors. In his 2016 presidential race, Bernie Sanders raised hundreds of millions of dollars with an average contribution level of just over $27. In 2012, in my race to represent Massachusetts in the Senate, I raised millions of dollars in $5 and $10 contributions, and more than 80 percent of the contributions to my campaign were for $50 or less. Fortunately, small-dollar donors still power the heartbeat of at least a few big political campaigns, and I’m grateful to every small donor, regardless of whom they support. They can help keep our campaigns and our political system honest. But in the current system, not everyone can power their campaigns that way.

The more-money, more-money, more-money drumbeat is relentless. Its corrupting influence is felt everywhere, and it is transforming Washington into a place where a cornucopia of favors are for sale. If we don’t fight to stop this dangerous trend, our democracy will turn into the political version of a shopping mall.

Many books have already been written about the need to root money out of politics. Many sensible proposals have been made. My small addition to this movement is to say as loudly as I can that this is an emergency: we need to get started now with a comprehensive strategy for ending this money madness. We need constitutional amendments, reversal of the Citizens United Supreme Court opinion that let money flood into politics, new ways to finance campaigns, better disclosure of political spending, restrictions on giving by government contractors—and that would only begin to clean up the muck. Until then, the politicians who know best how to work the money angles will be among the most powerful in Washington, and the playing field will tilt even further away from the people who voted them into office.

LOBBYIST HORDES

I wish I could start this section with a joke, but the only one I can think of is this: As a presidential candidate, Donald Trump promised that if he was elected, he would “drain the swamp” and get rid of Washington’s lobbyists. Once he was elected, he quickly put in place a transition team made up of—you guessed it—lobbyists!

Okay, that’s not funny, but there’s more to this story.

When I saw who Trump had appointed to his transition team, I sent him a letter that said, in effect, “Hey, what gives? You said no lobbyists!”

Others asked the same question, so he fired all the lobbyists and replaced them with former lobbyists—that is, people who had just turned in their official lobbying credentials.

Still not funny? Let me try again.

Right after the election, Trump’s former campaign manager, Corey Lewandowski—the guy who led the charge against lobbyists during Trump’s campaign—set up his own lobbying outfit precisely one block from the White House. When asked how he squared this move with his campaign rhetoric, he explained that when Trump said “drain the swamp” and railed at all the lobbyists in Washington, he was criticizing “bureaucracy that has run amok,” not actual lobbyists.

Okay, maybe this story never gets funny. But it gives a little glimpse of what Washington is really like. Corporations and the ultrarich advance their interests by hiring lobbyists—lots and lots and lots of lobbyists.

Lobbying is big business. In a single year, lobbyists make about $2.6 billion while trying to persuade Congress to do their clients’ bidding. Corporations now spend more money lobbying House and Senate members every year than taxpayers spend keeping the House and the Senate running. It’s almost as if there’s a shadow government that’s been hired by rich and powerful people to make sure that the elected government doesn’t get out of line.

Remember the U.S. Chamber of Commerce? That’s the organization that commissioned Lewis Powell’s secret memo, the document that rallied the poor, downtrodden corporate executives to demand a bigger share of America’s economic pie. Well, decades later, the chamber still follows Powell’s advice. In fact, in the world of lobbyists, the chamber holds a special place as leader of the pack. Its name might lead you to assume that it’s an organization of small business owners who get together at a local restaurant for a lunch meeting once a month, but don’t be fooled. The national Chamber of Commerce is a well-funded giant that swings a heavy stick in Washington and works full-time to further enrich a number of very wealthy corporations.

The chamber is located in a massive temple directly across Lafayette Square from the White House. A tourist might easily mistake it for a government agency. The organization brags that it owns “one of the most historic and valuable pieces of real estate in the nation’s capital—if not in the entire country.” The building sits on the original site of the home of Daniel Webster, the famous orator and Massachusetts senator who served twice, from 1827 to 1841 and from 1845 to 1850. But in the 1920s, the chamber tore that building down and hired the same architect who had recently designed the very grand United States Supreme Court Building. The chamber wanted a much bigger and more lavish building “to reflect the organization’s prestigious mission.”

Mission? No. The Chamber of Commerce runs a business—a lobbying business. It gets its revenues from dues and special financial deals with its members. The service they sell is influence over our government.

In April 2011, while I was setting up the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, I met with the CEO of the chamber. As I walked into the building, I was struck by how much this lobbying business cloaks itself in trappings that suggest that it runs a powerful alternative government: the giant Corinthian columns, the grand entrance, and the elevated office that permits the chamber’s CEO to look down on the president of the United States sitting in a smaller office directly across the park. The chamber even has a Hall of Flags—seriously, I’m not kidding—which reinforces the impression that it just might be a sovereign nation.
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The Chamber of Commerce’s building, located directly across from the White House

In those days, I was merely a newly appointed government official running an agency out of a rented space in an anonymous office building. I wondered if I was expected to bow. No, I decided, but I did wonder how many other people who visited the chamber’s grand offices asked themselves the same question.

The chamber spends its time explaining to the federal government what laws should and should not be passed. Its employees’ time costs money—bags and bags of money. In 2013, the chamber and its affiliates raised $260 million to advance the interests of big business. That’s a one-year price tag, and to keep its army of lobbyists well fed, the organization raises it over and over again, year after year. As Tom Donohue, the silver-haired head of the chamber, calmly explained, “We have to raise $5 million a week to run this place.”

Lobbying at this level is quite profitable for those who do the lobbying. CEO Donohue, for one, is at the top of his class. According to a profile a few years ago, “He zips around town in a chauffeured Lincoln and flies around the globe in leased private jets.” His salary was reported as $6 million in 2014, which makes him the highest-paid trade association head. It also means he pulls in fifteen times the amount the president of the United States makes. After all, it’s a big responsibility to peddle influence all over Washington.

The chamber collects annual dues from all its members; although many small companies are included on its roster, the big money comes from big businesses. The chamber also offers one very special service to its biggest contributors: secret lobbying. If the price is high enough, the chamber will take a corporation’s money and then lobby the government without triggering pesky reporting about how much that company or even that industry is spending to influence a specific piece of legislation.

The tobacco industry uses this dodge to great effect. Now that America has discovered that tobacco kills—and that the tobacco companies knew this fact for years and hid it from the public—tobacco companies have decided that they should keep a low profile. For a price, the chamber steps in and does their dirty work. When foreign countries have tried to pass anti-smoking initiatives, for example, the chamber has actively lobbied overseas to block those actions. And when the FDA was working to develop warning labels that would discourage children here in the United States from starting to smoke, the chamber fought against those restrictions. One internal memo from tobacco giant Philip Morris described how the game is played: the tobacco giant directs the chamber’s work while Philip Morris “stays in the background.”

Tobacco, health insurance, megabanks—the chamber’s list of clients is long, but the overall plan is clear. Not shy about promoting his organization’s value, Donohue once told Washington Monthly magazine that he wanted to give the chamber’s members “all the deniability they need.”

Donohue has also been there for the Wall Street big banks. After the 2008 crash, he proudly described how, when the public was furious over the bailout and Congress was under a lot of public pressure to regulate them, the chamber would “build coalitions and go out and help them.”

Translation? The chamber’s job is to help big companies hook kids on cigarettes and rewrite financial regulations to sell a self-serving story—and do it all as loudly and obnoxiously as it wants, while its corporate clients stay quiet and out of sight. No wonder the chamber pulls in big bucks. Service like that is priceless.

The chamber is the eight-hundred-pound gorilla stomping through the Washington jungle, but there are plenty of somewhat smaller animals that are equally deadly. Many businesses hire their own lobbyists or pitch in together for industry lobbyists—often to great effect. The collective choice by corporations to invest billions of dollars every year on lobbying usually boils down to a simple business decision: if they can persuade the federal government to favor their company, what kind of return will they get on their investment? One study found that $1 spent on lobbying earned a company $220—a return of 22,000 percent. And an investment-research firm created a financial index of the companies that spent the most on lobbying as a percentage of their assets; when the firm ran the numbers, they found that this index outperformed the S&P 500 by 11 percent a year.

But there’s no need to rely on the researchers to shine a light on this issue, because the lobbyists aren’t at all ashamed of their influence peddling. On the contrary, they make “bang for the buck” their selling point. One of the most notorious lobbyists ever was Jack Abramoff, who raked in tens of millions of dollars in fees from clients. In 2006, his enthusiasm for his job landed him in prison for tax evasion, fraud, and conspiracy to bribe public officials. Twenty others connected with him (including a Republican congressman) were also convicted of crimes. After he was released from prison, Abramoff was asked about that 22,000 percent return-on-investment figure. His response? “Surprised it’s so little.” He was pretty sure he’d done better.

Not to put too fine a point on it, but lobbying is one of the most profitable investment strategies in the history of the world. No wonder it flourishes.
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President Reagan meeting with Jack Abramoff (center) and Grover Norquist before Abramoff was sent to prison for bribery

Lobbyists didn’t always own Washington. An award-winning 1963 study by three political scientists described lobbying in the 1950s as “poorly financed, ill-managed, out of contact with Congress, and at best only marginally effective.” The study’s authors added that lobbying’s “opportunities to maneuver are sharply limited, its staff mediocre, and its major problem not the influencing of Congressional votes but the finding of clients and contributors to enable it to survive at all.” Many businesses resisted the idea that they should hire people to represent them in Washington.

Over time, attitudes changed. Businesses began to recognize that persuading the government to favor them could be highly profitable, and that lobbyists were the right tool for the job. And they found an ever more willing audience in Washington. Drug companies, for example, had long argued against the notion of providing a prescription benefit for Medicare because they feared that the federal government would use bulk purchasing to drive down the cost of the drugs. But, as lobbying expert Lee Drutman explains, “Sometime around 2000, industry lobbyists dreamed up the bold idea of proposing and supporting what became Medicare Part D,” which requires the federal government to pay for prescriptions without any price negotiations. That provision delivers enormous profits to the drug companies—and costs American taxpayers an estimated $25 billion a year.

Bold lobbying indeed! My hunch is that the drug industry’s backup plan was to tell the U.S. government to hand over one of the Treasury’s printing presses so the industry could simply print its own money.

Although the size of our Congress hasn’t changed, the growth in the size of the lobbying business is mind-boggling. Take a look at the chart on the next page, which has been adjusted for inflation.

Lobbying is like a gold rush: after a few prospectors tried influencing Congress and struck gold, more and more showed up to make their fortunes. Now Washington is a boomtown, thick with newly rich lobbyists and people ready to be their new friends.

As businesses discovered the benefits of jawboning the government and ramped up their lobbying efforts, the balance among lobbyists also shifted. In the 1950s and 1960s, most experts agreed that labor unions and public interest groups had far more influence on Capitol Hill than business groups did. Today, there are still some lobbyists that don’t hail from the business world. The Sierra Club has lobbyists, for example, and so do a number of labor unions. But the seismic shift has been in the amount corporations spend on trying to influence the government. One expert calculated the change this way: “For every dollar spent on lobbying by labor unions and public-interest groups together, large corporations and their associations now spend $34. Of the 100 organizations that spend the most on lobbying, 95 consistently represent business.” It’s as if corporate lobbyists have erected a series of giant flashing billboards by the side of the road, while other groups have put up a handmade poster. Yeah, they’re both trying to persuade passing drivers, but one has a much better shot than the other of getting its message across.
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The growth in lobbying has been staggering.

What the businesses want is nearly always some variation of tax breaks or deregulation or both. They want a piece of the trickle-down action, in other words, but they want it custom-tailored, built just for themselves. With all the money they can spend—or, more accurately, invest—in making their arguments, these lobbyists tilt the playing field a little more every day.

Think about complex regulations. Who, other than the government, has the resources and the skills to dig into a thousand-page document, read every single line, and tweak a sentence so that it no longer bans some profitable industry practice? Who will find the paragraph that, if changed just slightly, can create a giant loophole? Who? A partner at a big law firm paid by a big corporation to lobby, that’s who. Lobbying is effective because a major industry can hire an army of lobbyists, and those lobbyists can dedicate a vast supply of resources to scouring every law, regulation, and opinion letter issued by the government. All this work provides the ammunition to get the government to change the rules in that industry’s favor.

Lobbying has so distorted the legislative process in Washington that our congressional representatives now have real trouble connecting with the people who sent them to D.C. A few years ago The Onion published a story with this fictional headline: “American People Hire High-Powered Lobbyist to Push Interests in Washington.” Beneath that tease was an article about a lobbyist from the high-powered firm Patton Boggs who was hired by the people to represent their interests because they lack “a voice in the legislative process.”

But truth overtook comedy. The vice president of the Association of Government Relations Professionals—the lobbying group for lobbyists—asserted that lobbyists don’t crowd out ordinary constituents. He declared that “ordinary constituents can have just as much influence ‘if they organize’ or ‘hire a professional to help them make their case’”—in other words, if the people hire a lobbyist.

Just when I thought I’d come across a good joke, a lobbyist snatched it away.

GOVERNMENT/CORPORATE REVOLVING DOOR

It was Thursday, November 13, 2014, and I was rushing through Reagan National Airport to catch the five-thirty plane back to Boston. Jack Lew, the secretary of the Treasury, was on the phone. “I’m calling about Antonio Weiss,” he began.

The day before, the White House had nominated Weiss for a top spot at the Treasury Department. I’d told the Obama administration right out of the gate that I thought this was a big problem.

Now Secretary Lew was on the phone in full sales mode. “I think you’ll like him,” he said cheerfully. I stopped dead at the top of the escalator, causing the person behind me to bump into me. I mumbled an apology to the man I’d blocked and then shuffled off to the side, acutely aware that I was not in a private place.

Antonio Weiss. He had spent his whole career working for Lazard, an investment bank on Wall Street. Oops, let me correct that: Lazard isn’t a Wall Street investment bank, because it officially moved to Bermuda a decade ago to avoid paying U.S. taxes. Weiss’s most recent claim to fame, in fact, was that he’d played an important role in an $11 billion “tax inversion” deal to help Burger King become a Canadian company so that it could also avoid paying a big chunk of its U.S. taxes. Weiss was a guy who in his twenty-year career had no record of public service, who had been behind job-cutting deals that looked just like the ones Barack Obama slammed Mitt Romney for, and who had much more experience in international mergers than in domestic economic policy. And he was also the guy Secretary Lew thought should be put in charge of domestic economic policy at the U.S. Department of the Treasury—a job that included protecting the Dodd-Frank financial reforms.

Secretary Lew’s hail-Senator-well-met approach to our phone conversation suggested that the secretary expected me to thank him for calling, then politely sit down and fold my hands in my lap. I tried as calmly as I could to explain my concerns. But with each back-and-forth, my voice got a little louder. I moved away from the escalator, looking for a place where I might not be overheard.

Secretary Lew continued to press his case. Finally, in a cajoling tone, he said, “C’mon. He’s a progressive. He was even the publisher of the Paris Review.”

What?

You know, he said, the literary magazine.

I laughed out loud. Did Secretary Lew seriously think that I was the kind of idiot who would assume that just because someone liked poetry he shared my concerns about stagnating middle-class incomes or the importance of reining in giant Wall Street banks? This was like some kind of a comedy show, and it was getting crazier by the minute.

By this time, I had worked my way over to a deserted corner of the airport near a rarely used ladies’ room. And now I was speaking into the phone at full volume. A woman exiting the bathroom looked over, startled, when she saw me facing a wall and carrying on a heated argument.

I told Secretary Lew that Weiss was an awful choice for a high-ranking policy position at Treasury. As strongly as I knew how, I said the administration needed more voices for Main Street and fewer for Wall Street.

Secretary Lew finally seemed to grasp that I would not support his pick for the job, so he suggested I stay quiet long enough for Weiss to “get to know some people.” In other words, Secretary Lew wanted me to let him line up support for his nominee before I raised any red flags.

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

Over the years, I had watched person after person go through the revolving door from Wall Street to government and back again. Some were well qualified, and some had shaky qualifications. Many were already in place by the time I’d joined the Senate, and I’d done my best to play nice with them. Then this guy shows up. Was I really supposed to ignore the fact that he had no relevant experience beyond working on Wall Street and making friends on both sides of the revolving door?

Enough was enough. 

I said no again.

Secretary Lew wasn’t happy. Neither was I.

After Weiss was nominated, Bloomberg.com reported that Lazard had paid him $15.4 million over the previous two years. But that wasn’t enough. It also turned out that Lazard had generously agreed to give him an additional $21.2 million in “unvested compensation” on his way out the door. As best as I could determine, that compensation would not be available if he went to work for a competitor. But Lazard would definitely write out a $21.2 million check for a top employee who wanted to spend a little time working in a high-powered government position where he could influence policies that would directly affect Lazard and Lazard’s many clients.

I wasn’t the only one who understood what was going on. David Schmidt, a specialist in executive compensation, explained to a Bloomberg reporter why Lazard would make a multimillion-dollar gift to a departing employee. Such companies “may want to stay in their former employee’s good graces for policy influence,” the story noted. Schmidt expanded on that: “If he does come back after his term in government, he’s coming back with a pretty interesting resume that could be helpful to the company.” Oh, goody.

That’s the revolving door in a nutshell: the executive moves to a government job where he can help his former employer, and as soon as the government service is over, the executive comes back to the corporation with government connections that he can use to help that same employer.

The rest of us can wonder: Exactly who does this guy work for? The taxpayers? The corporation? Or some secret-sauce blend of the two?

Secretary Lew had plenty of reasons to be shocked by my response. After all, Weiss was just the latest to join the parade of travelers through the government/Wall Street revolving door. Secretary Lew himself had circled through that revolving door, picking up a sweet bonus along the way. From 2006 to 2008, he worked for Citigroup, the outfit that, when all the checks were added up, received nearly half a trillion dollars in bailout money during the crash—almost $140 billion more than the next bank. Citi was also the bank that had its lobbyists write the amendment that blew a hole in Dodd-Frank.

How did Citigroup get that kind of juice? Let me count the ways: Three of the last four Treasury secretaries under Democratic presidents had close Citigroup ties. The fourth was offered the CEO position at Citigroup but turned it down. Both the vice chair of the Federal Reserve System and the undersecretary for international affairs at Treasury were former Citigroup executives. The U.S. trade representative and the person nominated to be his deputy were Citigroup alums.

Wait, there’s more: a recent chairman of the National Economic Council at the White House was a Citigroup exec, and a recent chairman of the Office of Management and Budget went to Citigroup immediately after leaving the White House. And that counts only the guys at the tippy top.

The Republicans have their own in-house banking team. Henry Paulson was the chairman and CEO of Goldman Sachs when he was named as George W. Bush’s secretary of the Treasury, and when he joined the government, he brought along a team of Goldman executives. In fact, the team was so big that other bankers gave the firm a new nickname: Government Sachs: ha, ha, ha.

Pretty funny, right? Except that when the economy cratered in 2008, the guys in charge were the same guys who were supposed to have been on guard duty and prevented this crash. They were also the guys who turned right around and told Congress that it had to pony up for a $700 billion bailout, pointing out that the banks had gotten so big that if Congress didn’t agree to give them the money, those banks would collapse and bring down the entire economy. Government Sachs, ha, ha.

For some people, the first spin of the revolving door is from Wall Street to Washington, but for others the trip is from Washington straight to Wall Street. Eric Cantor, a Republican from Virginia, spent nine years in the state legislature, followed by almost fourteen years in Congress. Ultimately, he rose to House majority leader, the second-in-command role. When he lost his seat in 2014, the shock must have run deep. But the blow was surely softened by his new job: within weeks of his defeat, he was hired as vice chairman of an investment bank, with pay totaling $3.4 million. Despite Cantor’s complete lack of experience in banking, the firm said that he would earn that juicy paycheck because he would play “a leading role in client development and advise clients on strategic matters.”

Wow, that’s not very subtle. But I guess the negotiations for a $3.4 million newcomer salary included leaving subtlety at the door.

The revolving door also works for ambitious staffers. In 2015, Republican Congressman Jeb Hensarling became chairman of the influential House Financial Services Committee, that plum assignment for anyone eager to raise political contributions. Within weeks of Hensarling’s elevation, his chief of staff made a beeline for the exit and promptly became a lobbyist working for the American Bankers Association, one of Wall Street’s top trade groups. His new employer boasts on its website that the former staffer is Hensarling’s “go-to guy.” In other words, the congressman with the biggest role in writing the laws that govern the financial sector will continue to lean on his former longtime employee—who is now on Wall Street’s payroll.

And that’s just two stories out of a zillion. As Congress debated Dodd-Frank, no fewer than 125 former members of Congress or former Hill staffers were working as lobbyists for financial firms. Each and every one of them was trading on those government connections as they helped promote the rules and regulations the banks wanted.

Big banks aren’t the only corporations taking full advantage of a well-oiled revolving door, of course. So, for example, Navient, the spin-off from student loan giant Sallie Mae, had fifteen “revolvers” on its payroll in 2015. It seems that Navient hired three former members of Congress, two former agency staffers, and ten former congressional staffers, all offering their employer inside knowledge about the Department of Education’s operations and plenty of connections to the people who still work there.

Of course, a big daddy corporation needs big daddy lobbyists. In 2014, ExxonMobil had three former senators—a Democrat and two Republicans—lobbying Congress on behalf of just this one corporation. The oil and gas industry’s stable of lobbyists included twenty-six former members of Congress, fifty-four former White House employees, twenty-one former staffers from the Department of Energy, and ten employees of the Department of the Interior. Jeez. That’s enough lobbyists to field a baseball team, four hockey teams, eight basketball teams, and three football teams, with a handful of sumo wrestlers left over.

*   *   *

THE REVOLVING DOOR spins faster than ever when a new president comes to town. Sure enough, as soon as the Republicans took back the White House in 2016 and Donald Trump began making appointments, Goldman Sachs was once again riding high. Within days of winning the election, Trump named Stephen Bannon, a former Goldman banker, as his chief strategist. Three top economic positions—secretary of the Treasury, director of the National Economic Council, and senior counselor for economic initiatives—went to Goldman execs.

Make no mistake about what these executives are expected to do for Goldman Sachs and for investment bankers generally once they are supposedly working for the government: soon after the appointments were announced, Bloomberg Businessweek ran a story saying that Goldman execs “are poised to preside over a rollback of financial regulations that arguably threatened Goldman more than any other top bank.” After Trump’s election, Goldman’s stock price shot up 31 percent, adding another half billion dollars to its valuation. Move over, Disneyland: as one writer put it, Goldman Sachs is now known as the “Happiest Place on Earth.”

At Goldman, the revolving door is so important that the New York Times reported, “It is a widely held view within the bank that no matter how much money you pile up, you are not a true Goldman star until you make your mark in the political sphere.”

Goldman’s Masters of the Universe obviously have stellar résumés, but just how much special expertise do they bring to their new jobs? Take a look: When Henry Paulson needed someone to manage the huge TARP bailout in 2008, where did he turn? Was it to someone with years of experience in housing finance? Was it to someone who understood that the way to rebuild this economy was to focus on how to get families back on their feet and boost consumer demand? Was it to someone who had such a sophisticated understanding of our economic system that they had sounded the alarm and warned us that dangerous mortgage lending would crash our economy? Nope. Here’s how the New York Times crisply described Secretary Paulson’s pick:

When Mr. Paulson needed someone to oversee the government’s proposed $700 billion bailout fund, he again recruited someone with a Goldman pedigree, giving the post to a 35-year-old former investment banker who, before coming to the Treasury Department, had little background in housing finance.

Now, with Trump in the White House, a new Goldman team is taking over our government. Shortly after the election, Trump nominated Steven Mnuchin, a hedge fund manager, to be his Treasury Secretary. Many years ago Mnuchin followed his father into the upper echelons of Goldman Sachs, and he made his money early on by selling the high-risk financial instruments that eventually destroyed the economy in the Great Recession of 2008. Then he ran a $32 billion bank and earned the nickname “the Foreclosure King.” Mnuchin was not only a Wall Street insider, he was a hands-on executive who brazenly squeezed a fortune out of other people’s misery.

The idea that Wall Street executives and executives in training can waltz in and out of the government, claiming they have special knowledge of how all the machinery works, was unmasked by the financial crisis. Goldman Sachs executives such as Paulson and Mnuchin had worked at the firm while it was peddling mortgage products like the kind that caused the 2008 crash. These executives, once reputed to be savvy managers and detail-oriented experts, later claimed to know nothing—nothing—about any of the wrongdoing. So what exactly was their expertise? Making profits by swindling people? Forcing risks onto the taxpayers? Padding their own bank accounts?

It makes me gag.

Don’t get me wrong: experience on Wall Street shouldn’t disqualify someone from government service. Shoot, when I set up the Congressional Oversight Panel, which reviewed the Treasury’s management of TARP, I brought in people with experience in the financial industry. When I built the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, I had Wall Street professionals on my team. They were good people, and I appreciated the work they did. But they had other, non–Wall Street experience too, and they were surrounded by coworkers who had never been steeped in Wall Street culture and were highly skeptical of business models that rely on cheating people.

Wall Street experience shouldn’t disqualify people, but how does that experience alone qualify someone to serve in government? What has Steve Mnuchin done to demonstrate that he has even a shred of independence from his old buddies on Wall Street? Where is the evidence that he has the backbone to stand up to Wall Street giants? What line on his résumé can reassure us that he has the experience and the judgment necessary to run the U.S. Department of the Treasury in the interests of homeowners and small savers and students and investors all across this country?

With no good answers to these questions, why would we hand over the country’s top economic job to him? More to the point, why should we hand over our entire economic system to the same guys who completely wrecked it less than a decade ago? That idea is stupid on its face.

It makes no sense to entrust every one of these crucial jobs to people who have absorbed a culture that focuses almost exclusively on profit making. At least some of our highest-level public officials should be people with experience working on problems like stagnating incomes, market transparency, and trade deals that undermine job growth here in America—the issues, in other words, that government officials should be thinking about. The revolving door puts people in charge who shouldn’t be in charge and shuts out people who could help build a stronger economy for the rest of America.

Wall Street executives roll into Washington and start calling the shots in government, while both elected officials and young government staffers start thinking about their post-government futures. There’s a reason why Congress is known as the “farm team” for lobbying firms and industry. But let’s speak plainly: much of the “team” operating in our country’s capital has mixed loyalties at best, and somehow an awful lot of people have accepted the idea that it can never be anything better, that it’s just “the way things are.”

No, and no again. I don’t care how many people, Republican or Democrat, tell me that this is reality; I will not look at this filth and call it clean. The American people deserve a government that’s better than a training camp for those planning to cash in.

EXECUTIVES RUN IT ALL

Sometimes corporate CEOs get to call the shots in government without leaving the comfort of their corner offices and executive washrooms.

Several months after I arrived in Congress, I met with Michael Froman. He had already taken several turns through the government/Wall Street revolving door. Back during the 2008 crisis, at the same time that he was a high-level Citigroup executive and Citigroup was getting a ginormous government bailout from TARP, Froman was personally helping pick the Obama economic team—straight from his desk at his Citigroup office. Now, in June 2013, he had left Citi again, and was back in government as a senior White House official. He was about to take over as the U.S. trade representative, which meant he would lead the U.S. negotiations involving any trade deal. He would be helped by teams of “advisers,” who would whisper in the ears of the official negotiators, counseling them about how to shape the details of these trade deals.

Trade touches all of America. Sure, multinational corporations are directly affected, but so is every small business that wants to sell supplies or services to bigger companies. Every start-up company that hopes to compete with a multinational will also be affected by our trade deals. Every farmer who competes with a grower in Vietnam or a rancher in Argentina will be touched. If American workers are undercut by child labor or prison labor because of trade deals, then labor is affected. And if a trade deal makes it easier and more profitable to move a company to a country where there are no environmental regulations and expand operations there, then everyone will feel the impact. I could go on, but the point is that trade is hugely important to pretty much everyone in America.

It matters who helps call the shots on America’s trade deals, so that was the first question I asked Froman: Who is on the trade advisory teams?

Froman knew about my concerns before he ever walked into my office, and he immediately reassured me: about half represented corporations and half represented labor and other nonprofit groups.

Really? Half and half?

Yes, absolutely, for sure.

When he left, I asked my staff how hard it would be to find out who was actually on the advisory teams and what their affiliations were. The answer: it would take some work, but the names were public. So we dug in, and our math didn’t match Froman’s—not by a long shot.

In fact, according to an analysis published by the Washington Post eight months after Froman was confirmed, corporate executives and industry lobbyists filled 85 percent of advisory roles. Everyone else—workers, environmentalists, human rights activists, small farmers—split up the remaining 15 percent. Of the twenty-eight working groups, more than half didn’t have even a single adviser who wasn’t working for the corporations that potentially stood to gain from the trade negotiations. Not one.

These trade deals are negotiated behind closed doors. It matters who sits at the table. Here’s how I saw it: rigged process, rigged outcome.

Remember Michael Smith, the man from the Chicago suburbs who lost his home? He didn’t expect to be affected by our country’s trade policy—why should that ever have anything to do with him? After he lost his job at DHL and the bank foreclosed on his house, he kept searching for steady work. He had good references, and he was determined—determined to see his youngest daughter, Ashley, through high school, determined to buy another home, determined to regain his footing in America’s middle class.

His break came late in 2011 when he got a good job offer at a Nabisco plant. He was in his fifties by now, but when the company started him out on the eleven-to-seven graveyard shift, working all night putting the creme in the middle of Oreo cookies and packaging belVita biscuits, he thanked the managers and worked as hard as he could.

Eventually he worked his way to a day shift. He really enjoyed the job. He explains, “My wife absolutely loved belVita, and I was proud because I was the one who made it! I actually knew which ones I made.” Did he like to sample the wares, too? “Oh man, yes!”

He took every shift he could get and piled on extra work whenever he could. In 2014, with the foreclosure in his rearview mirror and three years on the new job, Michael could finally qualify for a mortgage again. He and his wife, Janet, bought a new home nine miles from his old one. Ashley was in college, Michael had a new driveway to shovel, and once again he felt like his family was part of America’s middle class.

The Nabisco plant was profitable, and in 2015 Nabisco’s parent company, Mondelez, posted revenues of $30 billion. Michael was happy to know that people everywhere seemed to love their belVita biscuits. And he was proud to help make Oreos, which he calls “part of American culture.”
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Michael and Janet Smith

In fact, as demand for Nabisco’s products grew, investing in expansion began to make more and more sense. Nabisco and its parent company, seeing a big opportunity, worked all the angles. In the 1990s, the company had been given $90 million in incentives to stay in Chicago. That had boosted its bottom line, and from 2013 through 2015, Mondelez had sucked up tax rebates and loopholes and slashed its average federal taxes. In 2015, the corporation’s tax rate was 7.5 percent of earnings—a whole lot lower than the rate Michael paid.

But after taking a close look at all their costs, Nabisco and its parent company estimated that they could save $46 million a year by building a plant in Mexico. Because of America’s trade deals, it was far cheaper to make Oreos in Mexico and then ship them back to the U.S. So what was the point of investing in Chicago? In March 2016, the company handed Michael and about six hundred other Chicago workers a pink slip.

An endless parade of government officials, experts, pundits, and oh-so-sophisticated commentators point out that opening up U.S. markets boosts our gross domestic product, which means that sellers are making bigger profits and shareholders are getting richer. Sure, the liberals among them might be willing to throw a few crumbs in job-retraining money to Michael and his laid-off coworkers. But the basic premise is that what’s good for giant multinationals is good for the almighty GDP.

A lot of economists who look at our economy from ten thousand feet up will undoubtedly agree. So will executives staring at spreadsheets that turn people into “heads” and plants into “facilities.” But Michael can’t pay his mortgage with the GDP. He can’t buy health insurance with the GDP. He can’t eat the GDP. Michael needs a good job, but neither Nabisco nor the U.S. trade team worries about Michael, or his family, or his home.

What really makes this infuriating is that most of the pro-trade guys act like everyone who opposes a trade deal is some medieval troll who thinks we’ll survive by crushing our own berries, weaving our own cloth, and eating raw squirrels. But the alternative to a bad trade deal is not to shut down all trade. The alternative to a bad trade deal is a trade deal that works for everyone and not just for a handful of corporate executives and big investors.

No surprise: trade deals are complicated. They are sort of like very long contracts with lots and lots of fine print. They include all kinds of promises about things that countries will and won’t do, but—also no surprise—not every country follows up on every one of those promises. Deep in the fine print of our trade deals is a provision saying that if a multinational corporation thinks a country has not done what it promised to do under the terms of the deal, then the corporation can go to an arbitration panel made up of corporate lawyers, get a quick judgment, and, if the corporation wins, it can demand immediate payment from the government. No appeals, no nothing, just pay up. But what if that country violates other terms of the trade agreements, such as those that prohibit companies from using prison labor or dumping toxic waste in the rivers? Can workers or environmental groups go to that same high-speed arbitration panel? No. They have to go to their own government and try to persuade it to bring a lawsuit in an international court. Ask the steelworkers how that’s worked out. On just one product, the steelworkers union filed case after case for violations of trade laws and watched our government drag its feet while more than seven thousand workers lost their jobs, capacity was shut down, and local companies teetered on the brink of bankruptcy. Yes, the union was persistent, and yes, they eventually won, but as Steelworkers president Leo Gerrard testified, “a substantial portion of the industry will never come back.”

This is why it matters who advises the U.S. trade representative. Currently, trade deals favor giant corporations because giant corporations help write them. But what if industry had, say, only 25 percent of the seats at the negotiating table while unions, small business owners, non-union workers’ groups, and environmentalists had the other 75 percent? Would our workers still get their legs cut out from under them by the low-wage labor and prison labor and child labor too often used by other countries? No way. If labor representatives had a substantial number of the seats at the table, I guarantee that the trade deals would be written differently and that any promises that were made would have some serious muscle to back them up.

There’s so much more we could do if we actually had a trade policy that was about making the economy work better for more of America. If companies that invested in the United States had better access to American markets than companies investing overseas, then those companies would be more likely to invest here and American workers would be in greater demand. If companies that moved jobs overseas paid higher taxes on their foreign profits, and if those tax revenues were reinvested here in the United States, then the benefits of those trade deals could be shared by more of our country’s middle class. This isn’t just about asking corporations to pay more taxes; it’s about using a portion of the profits generated from trade to invest in American industries and to put serious money into things like low-cost renewable energy or state-of-the-art infrastructure or better education. Those are the kind of investments that would build a bigger, more resilient, more highly skilled workforce here in the United States.

There are many ways to make trade work better for all Americans, but as long as 85 percent of the trade rep’s advisers care about little more than corporate profits and their own executive bonuses, it won’t happen. And as long as companies aren’t given incentives to invest in America’s workers rather than pay low wages to foreign workers, it won’t happen. Trade deals that are great for giant corporations are rarely quite so great for America’s middle-class families.

And that brings us back to Nabisco, which had no interest in how to make trade produce benefits for Michael or for any other American worker. As Americans ate more and more Oreos and belVita biscuits and other signature products, Nabisco closed plants in Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and Houston; it shuttered factories in Niles and St. Elmo, Illinois, and in Buena Park, California. It closed American plants and hired Mexican workers for twelve dollars a day, which no doubt did wonders for its bottom line.

But hey, the GDP kept going up, so who cares?

Michael cares. He feels deeply betrayed. He was part of “the Nabisco family,” as he still calls it. He worked hard and did whatever was needed. And now that his job has been shipped to Mexico, he has thrown himself wholeheartedly into the struggle against the Nabisco layoffs.

His union has launched a campaign to boycott Mexican-made Nabisco products. “Check the label” has become the campaign’s top message. “If a Nabisco package says ‘Made in Mexico,’ do not buy” it. Michael has spoken with reporters, appeared in videos, and traveled the country to spread the word about the boycott—just about everything humanly possible to publicize the campaign and fight the corporation’s move. Still, Michael never wanted to be an activist. He just wanted to do his job. He keeps hoping that the Nabisco jobs will come back to Chicago. He is once again looking everywhere for work, and he worries about whether he can keep up with his mortgage payments.

Meanwhile, Mondelez’s CEO is doing just fine. She has distinguished herself through her focus on cutting costs. For her efforts, she has been raking in about $20 million a year.

Michael and the CEO—on average, they are doing just great.

SECRET SECRETS

The same techniques that can be used to sell soap and cat food can also be used to sell really bad policies. But with soap and cat food, at least we know who is paying—and that reminds us to keep a hand on our wallets. Not so with ads aimed at tilting the political playing field in favor of giant corporations.

Okay, I’ll admit it right up front: I’ve appeared in one of these ads, and it was just plain bizarre. Here’s the backstory.

Coming out of the financial crash of 2008, I proposed that the government set up the consumer agency mentioned earlier—the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau—and when Dodd-Frank passed, the agency came into being. Its mission was simple: make sure families don’t get cheated on financial contracts like mortgages and credit cards. So far, the agency has handled more than a million complaints and forced big banks to return nearly $12 billion that they had scammed from families. In 2016, when Wells Fargo was caught trying to boost its profits by creating a couple million fake accounts, it was the CFPB that smacked it with a $185 million fine.

For the big banks, that’s the problem: the CFPB works. Families are doing a little better—$12 billion better. And financial institutions are doing a little worse—$12 billion worse. In fact, the true impact of the consumer agency is greater than that, because at least a few financial institutions have noticed that there’s now a cop on the beat and so decided to dial back on padding the bottom line by cheating people.

Some banks may tolerate the CFPB, but a lot of Wall Street financiers hate it, so they spend heavy-duty bucks lobbying against it. Enter: the American Action Network.

AAN is the same group that a few years ago made the bizarre accusation that Democrats want to give Viagra to sex offenders. This time around, it stepped up and spent millions of dollars on a television commercial suggesting that the CFPB is some kind of Commie plot. And here’s where I come in. The commercial featured a photo of me imposed on a Chairman Mao–style banner hanging above a hall full of robotic-looking workers. It was my “Mao and me” moment.
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From an ad against the CFPB. If I’m going to get the Chairman Mao treatment, I really wish they’d use a better picture.

By the way, the face on the other banner is not the guy from The Office. It’s Rich Cordray, who runs the consumer agency—and who, by the way, is one of the most effective and honest public servants I have ever met. It nearly broke my heart when I couldn’t stay on to run the CFPB, but every time I think of what a terrific job Rich does, I smile.

So who is this American Action Network? And what exactly were they trying to sell by running commercials that alerted America to this Commie threat using weirdo pictures of Rich and me?

AAN’s board includes a hedge fund executive, a venture capital executive, and two registered lobbyists for a student loan company that was under investigation by the CFPB during the time the commercial was running. Naturally, none of that was mentioned in the ad.

If banks and student loan companies hate the CFPB, they certainly have the right to say so. And if they hate the agency even more when they are under investigation, they can say that, too. Have at it, boys. But how about putting that information out in the open, where everyone can see it?

What really makes this whole thing galling is that the American Action Network is considered tax-exempt as long as it spends its money on “promoting social welfare”—and anti-CFPB ads seem to count as “social welfare.” This means that a corporation that’s getting investigated by the CFPB can put a bucket of secret money into a nonprofit group, install its own lobbyists on the board, and then watch as the group runs ads attacking the CFPB. Meanwhile, because of the way the organization is structured, taxpayers will give it a special break.

Think about that. Our tax code is so screwy that consumers who got cheated and who like having a cop on the financial beat are forced to subsidize a group that runs stupid ads attacking the consumer agency. The owners of a community bank and the members of credit unions—people who don’t make it their business to cheat other people—are subsidizing those ads. Students who got swindled by a student loan outfit are subsidizing those ads. Shoot, Rich Cordray and I are subsidizing those ads. I know it sounds nuts, but that’s how crazy things are in Washington.

But for the people behind outfits like AAN, there’s one more cherry on the whipped cream: those corporate donations and backroom conversations are kept secret. I’m all for free speech, but free speech is about the open exchange of ideas. Secretly funded speech is a lot harder to evaluate. And secretly funded speech that is bought and paid for by big corporations doesn’t create the marketplace of ideas that the founders envisioned.

Groups like AAN and its board members—some of whom may be working for companies under active investigation by the agency they are attacking—have a legal right to do what they do. But don’t try to pretend that it’s a level playing field and we’re going to hear from everyone, because we’re not. All those people who got cheated on mortgages or student loans might like to run their own ads about how important it is to have a strong consumer agency, but most of them don’t have the money to get into the political ad game. Inevitably, their stories won’t get the same kind of play.

Corporations want you to think their campaigns come from the grassroots, from real people, so they create nonprofit organizations as fronts. The fact is, the corporate nonprofit business is one more scam. A big company sets up a group that sounds like it’s pro-consumer or organized by a grassroots movement, but the group pushes the corporation’s point of view. Fake grassroots movements are so common they have their own name: AstroTurf movements. Their ads are often expensively produced, and they frequently show actors posing as family farmers or concerned doctors who explain the benefits of sugary drinks, pesticides, or restrictions on malpractice suits. As one reporter noted, “Voters may not readily be able to identify the patrons behind the millions of dollars in ads, but a who’s who of corporate America—soda king Coca-Cola, agriculture magnate Monsanto and malpractice insurer The Doctors Company—are among them.”

Some corporations take a different approach. When the defense budget was working its way through two committees in Congress, weapons manufacturers were spending tens of millions to advertise all around D.C.—in Capitol Hill newspapers, in the Metro, on local radio. As the Washington Post observed, “The ads are seen by many but are intended for just a few. With two of the largest defense contracts ever on the verge of being decided, the targets are the several hundred—and in some cases, several dozen—people who determine how billions of federal defense dollars will be spent.” Or consider the American Petroleum Institute spending $85.5 million on advertising in 2012 while the Keystone XL Pipeline was under consideration. With billions on the line—billions of corporate profits—a few tens of millions on advertising to a handful of people who might affect those policies looks like a good investment. Too bad the American public doesn’t get equal time.

All those corporate dollars have another impact: big ad purchases can also shape the news coverage of those same corporations. A recent academic paper examined whether the coverage by U.S. newspapers of their advertising clients was affected by advertising dollars. The researchers sampled newspapers published from 1999 to 2012, analyzing both advertising purchases and news coverage. They concluded that the ad dollars often produced better news coverage for the corporations that purchased those ads. Does a corporation want lighter coverage of its illegal conduct or better promotion of its campaign against a new city ordinance? Start by writing a fat check to the local news outlets.

Farm News, an Iowa newspaper with a readership of twenty-four thousand households in thirty-three counties, illustrated the point with deadly seriousness in 2016. Rick Friday is a farmer who also sketched editorial cartoons for Farm News for over twenty-one years. But his cartoon career abruptly ended when he poked a sharp stick at Big Agriculture. I thought his cartoon was pretty tame, but when a seed company protested by withdrawing its advertisements, Farm News fired its cartoonist.
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This cartoon got Rick Friday fired.

Rick Friday’s story hit the news, but it’s anyone’s guess how many other cartoonists, columnists, reporters, and editors have learned the brutal lesson that they should be tough and fair and honest—except when it might anger paid advertisers.

Money talks. Everyone else whispers.

EXPERTS FOR HIRE

If too many politicians seem bought and paid for and the lobbyists are just guns for hire, is there anyone left in Washington who can be trusted?

Bring on the experts.

I like experts. I like people who do research, who come up with new ideas, who test out theories, and who are willing to push against the conventional wisdom. I like people who live in the world of data, even if they’re sometimes a little, um, unusual. I even like most of the conservative experts. Stands to reason, I guess, since I’ve spent a lot of time in universities.

Academia has long provided a home for experts, but in recent years Washington has become a magnet for them as well. The nation’s capital is chock full of think tanks that employ dozens of experts to churn out reports, studies, and testimony designed to shape America’s policy agenda.

The oldest and one of the most prestigious of these think tanks is the Brookings Institution. Founded more than a century ago, its stated mission is “to conduct high-quality, independent research and, based on that research, to provide innovative, practical recommendations.” Sounds impressive, doesn’t it? I certainly thought so, which is why in July 2015 I was glad to see that Robert Litan of the highly prestigious Brookings Institution would be a witness at an upcoming Senate hearing about investment advisers.

The issue was kickbacks. Yes, the people who accepted them called them something else, but here’s how the game worked: The investment advising industry is huge, and for many years some (though not all) investment advisers had been receiving “prizes” in return for steering retirees to higher-priced annuities and other investments. These prizes included points toward vacations at fancy resorts, luxury cars, “Super Bowl–style rings,” and plain old cash. The Department of Labor eventually figured out that these prizes were costing American consumers about $17 billion a year, and for years they had tried to pass rules to shut down the practice, but the industry had beaten them back.

In 2015, the Labor Department developed a tough new set of regulations to clean up the investment advising industry, and once again the advisers and their bosses fought back. Of course, they had a lot of reasons to fight back—about 17 billion reasons, in fact. Unsurprisingly, Republicans in Congress sided with the industry. To put pressure on the Labor Department to back off, they called a hearing about the proposed rule.
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When Dr. Robert Litan testified, he was introduced as a nonresident senior fellow at the highly reputable Brookings Institution.

Like most witnesses at congressional hearings, Dr. Litan submitted written testimony in advance. He described a study he had done that came to a pretty shocking conclusion: banning the kickbacks could actually cost consumers as much as $80 billion. Holy cow! This well-credentialed expert was basically saying that if investment advisers couldn’t steer people to bad products, the customers would lose money.

But wait. Litan’s claim ran exactly counter to studies prepared by the Council of Economic Advisors at the White House and by the Department of Labor, as well as independent peer-reviewed academic studies. Besides, his conclusion just didn’t make sense. How could kickbacks possibly be good for consumers? Something didn’t smell right.

As it turned out, there was indeed some serious stink. While I was reading Litan’s prepared testimony, I noticed that it carried the bland notation that “funding for this study was provided by the Capital Group, which provides investment services worldwide.” The Capital Group had publicly opposed the new regulations, but Litan had been called to testify as an independent expert. He didn’t describe himself as a gun for hire. Instead, he was introduced at the hearing as a Brookings Institution “nonresident senior fellow” and was referred to by that title in the hearing notice.

When the hearing was over, I followed up with some questions and learned that the Capital Group had paid $85,000 for Litan’s report. And there was more: corporate executives from this investment company had “helped” Litan prepare the report by providing “feedback” and “editorial comments” before the document was made public.

Here we go, I thought—time to grab the bull**** whistle. I fired off a letter to the president of Brookings, asking about the connection between a reputable think tank and a study that had been bought and paid for by the financial services industry to advance its political agenda. (Okay, I said all those things in much more polite language, but I don’t think anyone missed the point.)

The Washington Post picked up on my complaint, and others followed. One commentator pointed out that Litan’s work was “a spectacularly unpersuasive hack-job” and that his report had not undergone peer review by other experts, a process that is standard for reputable research. Even the Brookings Institute didn’t remain utterly silent: without naming Litan specifically, another prominent Brookings researcher described how the investment advising industry was trying to influence Congress, noting that special interest groups had “paid for research to try to discredit the proposed rule.”

Litan’s research looked pretty shaky, but a lot of daggers came flying my way just for asking about it. I was accused of “McCarthyism,” “intimidation,” and “silencing any viewpoints different from” my own. Wow—I’d clearly struck a nerve. Simply by asking who’d paid for research that favored the investment advising industry, I had upset a lot of people. Perhaps I was threatening to disrupt a very cozy—and very profitable—relationship between corporate sponsors looking for experts to turn out pre-screened and very favorable reports, testimony, and commentary, and the experts who were willing to sign on to such deals. If so, it wasn’t surprising that lots of folks on both sides of that relationship weren’t happy about my nosy questions. And why should they be? If senators become a bit more skeptical about some of those “expert reports” passed around Washington, a lot of experts-for-hire will stand to lose money and a lot of corporations will stand to lose influence.

That dustup about the investment advising industry led to some real nastiness, but in the end, Robert Litan left Brookings and Brookings updated its rules about conflict of interest.

*   *   *

THE STORY OF my row with an expert doesn’t qualify as the tip of an iceberg. It isn’t even a little ice shaving on a snow cone. I found out about this so-called expert because I stumbled across a small disclosure in his testimony and kept asking questions until I discovered the payments and editorial influence. But there’s no general requirement that anyone testifying before Congress reveal who paid for the research that’s offered up or what influence they had over its content. None. These guys could be taking wheelbarrows full of money on their way into the hearing rooms and the senators listening to all the sober testimony wouldn’t know about it—and some wouldn’t mind anyway.

Drummed-up expert opinions and slanted research aren’t used just in congressional hearings, though. Corporations use this kind of sleazy work all the time to influence legislation, rulemaking by regulators, and litigation. Robert Litan’s study had one goal: get the Department of Labor’s fiduciary rule about giving prizes to investment advisers overturned and let the industry continue collecting kickbacks. But it was just one example of a widespread practice.

Often this sort of research-for-hire is salted into press releases. Summaries of the bogus research is handed out by publicists to gullible reporters and then picked up in the news as if it were gospel. It’s used in advertisements—remember those actors playing farmers and doctors?—and it shows up in op-eds and “fact” sheets circulated by lobbyists. Over time, the “research” is accepted as truth, and its authors are happy to serve in a standing army that is ready to prove anything for a price.

Some experts-for-hire come from the world of higher education. In the stuffy atmosphere of high-prestige universities, published articles are the mark of great accomplishment. But these articles aren’t published in newspapers or popular magazines. The articles that count—really count—appear in academic journals, which are highly specialized publications that few people other than professors, grad students, and other researchers (and, occasionally, the author’s mother) actually read. Getting published in these journals is so critical to furthering one’s career that academics call it “publish or perish.”

The articles in these journals bear all the hallmarks of scientific objectivity—technical language, numerous citations, lots of numbers. The articles themselves might as well be wearing little white lab coats. Some journals require complete disclosure about where research funding came from, but what is hidden from sight in many of them is how businesses use sponsorship dollars to influence both the journals and the research that gets published in them. And once that favorable research is published, the corporations that supported the research peddle it whenever they lobby Congress or the courts.

Here’s an example. In 2006, a New England Journal of Medicine article compared three diabetes medications. It reported that Avandia, a diabetes drug produced by GlaxoSmithKline, performed best. Yay! GlaxoSmithKline touted the findings everywhere, but it failed to mention that all eleven of the article’s authors were on the company’s payroll. Worse, it turned out that every one of these well-paid authors missed the evidence of something that became tragically apparent years later: Avandia significantly increased the risk of heart attacks. Before the drug could be pulled off the market, it was estimated to have been associated with eighty-three thousand heart attacks and deaths.

Or how about this nasty little story. Over lunch one day, Senator Sheldon Whitehouse told me about the time he sued the lead paint industry. He was the attorney general of Rhode Island, and he had uncovered evidence that several paint manufacturers had kept selling their product long after they’d learned that the lead dust it produced was poisoning children. The jury agreed with Whitehouse, and the manufacturers were ordered to pay to help remove lead paint from homes.

But the paint companies didn’t give up. They appealed to the state supreme court, which reversed the jury’s decision, based in part on an article published in a scholarly journal. That’s hardly unusual: convictions sometimes get overturned, and courts often cite law review articles when they are dealing with complex issues of law. But Whitehouse later discovered that the “independent expert article” that the supreme court relied on was in fact, as Whitehouse put it, “a piece planted mid-litigation by a paid adviser to the lead paint companies.” All in secret—all to bail out corporations that a jury believed had poisoned our children.

Because of the court’s ruling, the paint companies didn’t have to put up a large sum of money to fix the problem. A little baby can keep breathing the lead dust that’s shaken loose every time his mommy raises or lowers a window, and that mother’s toddler can eat little bits of brightly colored paint that have chipped off the baseboard trim. And the CEO of a paint manufacturer can sleep snugly, knowing that his next quarter’s profits are up another tenth of a percent.

Fake experts put everyone at risk. Consider the climate deniers. Let’s be clear: when these experts lie to us, they put all of us in grave danger, because the climate of our planet is changing in ways that could make life as we know it impossible. This issue is hugely complicated, and scientists are grappling every day with the challenges involved in interpreting enormous volumes of data. But the basic evidence is unequivocal: 97 percent of climate scientists agree that climate change is here. Already, the American Academy of Pediatrics has warned that global warming endangers the health of our children, and the American Lung Association has concluded that “millions of people face greater risk to their health because of climate change.”

Then comes the second blow: humans are affecting the change in climate. Those dirty power plants and emissions from our cars and the clear-cutting of forests are accelerating changes that are likely to have catastrophic consequences for our planet. There’s overwhelming scientific consensus on that, too.

The solutions to this monumental problem—and, happily, there are some—may make a lot of people pretty uncomfortable, and in many cases they will cause severe disruptions. But for giant polluters, the pain is financial, since many of these solutions could cost them real money. So these companies are faced with a difficult task: shift their power sources, change their business models, and make every possible effort to reduce their environmental impact. Or they can take a simpler and much cheaper approach: find some “experts” and pay them to say the problem doesn’t exist.

Guess which option the billionaire Koch brothers took? Here’s a hint: their vast conglomeration of businesses has been one of the top polluters of our country’s air and water, as well as one of the top emitters of greenhouse gases. No surprise, then, that they (among others) bought up a bunch of experts-for-hire and gave them PR training so they could serve as spokespeople. They funded phony op-eds, underwrote fake academic articles, and shoveled big money into friendly think tanks to support even more fake experts.

The Koch brothers and their organizations poured more than $88 million into groups that deny the existence of climate change—that is, $88 million that anyone could count. Starting around 2006, the Kochs mostly stopped making publicly traceable donations to climate-denial organizations. Since then, however, there’s been a huge surge in secret donations through opaque nonprofit organizations. One study turned up $558 million in secret donations made between 2003 and 2010 to groups denying climate change. In a perverse way, that makes perfect sense: when someone has dirty hands, why would they hold them up for all the world to see?

At one point, the deniers organized a petition stating that humans aren’t causing climate change, and it was supposedly signed by thirty-one thousand scientists. Wow, thirty-one thousand scientists—that’s a lot, right? Here’s the rub: 99.9 percent of the signers weren’t actually climate scientists. Instead, the petition was signed by computer scientists, mechanical engineers, medical doctors, you name it—and very, very few actual climate scientists who knew the hard science. You’ve got to hand it to the climate deniers: these guys take fake experts to a whole new level.

Forget about the fact that 97 percent of climate scientists believe that climate change is happening; the well-funded deniers just keep repeating the fiction that there’s no consensus, which inevitably breeds uncertainty. And not just a little uncertainty: only 33 percent of Americans think climate change is a very serious problem.

Why are the Koch brothers and others working so hard to shape public opinion? Because if the public doesn’t feel the need to demand action, there won’t be any action. Climate change is perhaps the most difficult problem humans have ever faced, and only an enormous effort by our government and other governments can solve it. But as long as the public isn’t quite sure that climate change is real, as long as we can’t quite accept the idea that it actually threatens our existence, there will be no sense of urgency about the need for the government to take action. The politicians who refuse to act to shut down the worst polluters or reduce tax breaks for oil companies or promote alternative sources of energy can get elected over and over. And the regulators who don’t enforce environmental or safety rules—remember the accident that spewed more than 200,000,000 gallons of oil into the Gulf of Mexico?—get a free pass, too.

Here’s the point: since the climate is changing, we need to change, too. Solving this problem will require new technologies, new laws, and profound changes to our economy. But the companies that profit from fouling our air and water and land don’t want to change. They don’t need to get any tough new laws passed; they just need to play defense and hold off efforts to make changes that would damage their business models. The goal of the climate deniers is gridlock and paralysis—three cheers for the status quo! The longer things remain the same, the longer they can keep raking in big bucks for drilling and dumping and spewing, with no thought for tomorrow.

Let’s face it: solving this problem will be hard. This challenge is going to take the best we’ve got—the best minds, the hardest work, the most determination. And it will require global action, which means that countries that can barely agree on what time it is will need to work together and make tough choices, a herculean diplomatic challenge in the best of circumstances. As the 2016 Paris Agreement on climate change suggests, we’re making some progress, but the problem continues to accelerate, and we will likely need solutions that we haven’t even dreamed up yet.

I don’t know the answers to the tough questions posed by climate change, but I do know this: we need to work much harder on climate issues starting right now. We need to explore all the ways we can tackle this incredibly difficult problem—and singing, “La-la-la, protect corporate profits!” is not one of them. Hiring fake experts is not one of them, either. Calling climate change a “hoax” created by China, as President Trump has said, is not the answer. We need to learn from scientists, not prop up bogus scientists on news shows and pretend that their opinions help provide a “more balanced view.”

I believe in science. No matter what the issue, we need our best scientists giving us the best evidence and their best opinions about how to resolve the problems we face. But in the case of climate change, when the corrosive influence of money undercuts both our confidence in science and the work of our scientists, we are inflicting a wound on ourselves from which the human race may never recover.

THE NOT-SO-NEUTRAL COURTS

Our judicial system is supposed to be removed from the influence of the rich and powerful. In many courtrooms, judges sit at a distance from the litigants, literally on a raised bench behind a bar. They wear robes to mark the solemnity of their jobs and to set them apart from all who come before them asking for a ruling in their favor. And in most depictions of Lady Justice, she wears a blindfold to show that she is balancing her scales objectively. For Americans, her image is the true soul of justice.

It’s no wonder, then, that most of us believe big money has no place our courtrooms. Our judges and courts provide the last holdout of clean government, right?

Well, sort of.

Judges don’t run for office—or at least federal judges don’t run for office. But some state judges have to run for reelection every few years, and as soon as they start soliciting and accepting campaign contributions, many of them cozy up to big-time corporate contributors. Welcome to the slippery slope. But even when judges don’t run for office, the rich and powerful are still sniffing around, looking for a way to influence the outcome of legal disputes.

The reason is pretty simple: even if an industry loses a battle to get a law written exactly the way it wanted—and that sometimes happens, believe it or not—the industry can try to have the new law or regulation overturned in court. For those with plenty of money to spend, the courts can provide a second bite of the apple. Don’t like a new rule issued by a regulator who oversees your industry? Bring a lawsuit, and maybe a judge will knock it out. Don’t like the outcome of a court case? Fight to overturn it, and maybe a higher court will overrule the first court.

Courts listen to the lawyers who bring or defend cases, but they also listen to outsiders who offer their opinions in amicus curiae briefs—documents that are literally “friends of the court.” Once again, the Chamber of Commerce, that longtime friend of big business, plays a starring role. For decades, the chamber has worked to influence court cases that help big companies. The chamber will file an amicus brief in a case and advance a blizzard of arguments that are meant to persuade the court that their corporate client ought to win.

And boy, has the chamber been successful. When filing amicus briefs before the Supreme Court, the chamber’s win rate has steadily increased.

And who are the Supreme Court justices who have delivered all these wins for business interests? A conservative federal judge, an economist, and a political scientist who specializes in data analysis got interested in that question, so they analyzed decades of Supreme Court decisions. They discovered that at the end of 2012, the five conservative justices (Justices Samuel Alito, Anthony Kennedy, John Roberts, Antonin Scalia, and Clarence Thomas) were among the top ten most pro-business justices in half a century. In fact, Justice Alito and Chief Justice Roberts were listed as number one and number two.
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The Chamber of Commerce wins more and more cases in the Supreme Court.

Recent decisions made by the Supreme Court didn’t help just a few corporations or one or two industries. Those same five justices handed down the Citizens United decision, which opened the floodgates for unlimited campaign spending by corporations. Those same five justices limited the ability of workers to sue their employers when they were discriminated against because of race or sex. Those same five justices made it easier for sophisticated, deep-pocketed corporations to prevent people they cheated or hurt from ever bringing a case to court. Those same five justices handed down one decision after another that helped out big corporations as they rolled over start-ups, employees, and consumers. The list is much longer, but the point is pretty clear. The consequences of having the highest court in the country stacked with pro-corporate justices are profound, and ultimately they have the potential to shake the very foundations of our democracy.

And the Chamber of Commerce isn’t the only business-friendly organization that works hard to nudge the courts in their direction. Several outfits specialize in scouting out possible cases, contacting potential litigants, and arranging for top-notch, prepaid legal help. The whole point is to get the most winnable cases in front of judges. By advancing such handpicked cases, these groups help win rulings that favor their corporate clients that are secretly footing the very expensive bills.

Corporate America doesn’t limit its attempt to influence our judicial system to the courtroom, though. There are many ways to persuade, such as invitations to attend fancy retreats—at no charge to the judges, of course. At some retreats, judges have been wined and dined lavishly, and golf, fishing, massages, and other treats also have been offered gratis. Often their only obligation is to attend a seminar or two that advance certain pro-business points of view. In one four-year period, groups like the Charles G. Koch Charitable Foundation and the Chamber of Commerce, as well as multinational corporations like ExxonMobil and Pfizer, picked up the tab for about 185 federal judges to attend more than one hundred all-expenses-paid trips. Some corporations even sponsored seminars for judges who would later rule on cases affecting their industries.

The Koch brothers have been laying the foundation for this kind of influence for many years. In 2008, they funded a political retreat in Palm Springs for, among others, Supreme Court Justices Scalia and Thomas. Justice Scalia and Justice Thomas later heard the infamous Citizens United case, and several groups funded by the Koch brothers contributed hundreds of millions of dollars to help elect senators and Congress members who would support Citizens United and oppose transparency. Some advocacy groups have cried foul, saying the justices should have recused themselves on the money-in-politics decision because of their participation in retreats like that one, but their complaints have fallen on deaf ears. Without the favorable votes by Scalia and Thomas, Citizens United would have gone the other way—but the justices brushed off the complaints, and Citizens United is now binding law.

It’s impossible to know how much one free retreat might affect the views of a justice, but the pattern is unmistakable. Justice Scalia, for instance, took an estimated twenty-one trips sponsored by a single group. In 2014 alone, Scalia took at least twenty-three trips, nearly one every other week, to places like Hawaii, Switzerland, and Ireland—all paid for by wealthy people or the organizations they sponsored. Justice Scalia was particularly fond of hunting trips and the challenges he faced while stalking game. As he told one interviewer about his experience with turkeys: “You get one shot. If you miss, the whole day’s ruined.”

The night he died, in fact, Scalia was a guest at the exclusive Texas ranch of the owner of a billion-dollar company that had had business before the Supreme Court just a year earlier. Earlier in the day, the justice had been out on a quail hunt on the scenic property, where multiple movies have been filmed.

Justice Scalia died early in 2016, and Majority Leader Mitch McConnell immediately announced that the Republican-controlled Senate would refuse to consider any Supreme Court nominee from President Obama. As mentioned earlier, the Koch brothers backed him up by strong-arming Republican Senator Jerry Moran, prompting him to change his position and support McConnell’s edict. But the Kochs weren’t finished: an organization claiming to represent small businesses—but raking in millions of dollars from the Kochs—jumped in, aggressively attacking President Obama’s nominee, Merrick Garland. Another outfit backed by the Kochs spent $2 million airing ads attacking Democratic senators for trying to fill the Supreme Court vacancy. It was an unprecedented and risky maneuver, but to McConnell and the Koch brothers the gamble was worth it. Scalia died during an election year, and they wanted to keep open the possibility that a Republican president could name his replacement.

A few months later, Donald Trump became the GOP’s nominee. While campaigning that fall, he promised to fill the Supreme Court vacancy with someone “like Justice Scalia.” And then, sure enough, Trump went on to win the election. Big gamble, big payoff!

Will the courts save us from the influence of giant corporations and billionaires? We can always hope so. But let’s be dry-eyed about this: hope isn’t going to win a high-stakes battle with the rich and powerful, especially when these guys want Lady Justice to take off her blindfold, hike up her robes, and give a sexy wink to their business interests.

BILLIONAIRE WORLD

The influence of money is everywhere in politics. And because it is everywhere, it’s almost impossible to see and absorb the scalding truth that money has changed every perception.

One recent example of this blindness really set my teeth on edge. In the spring of 2016, billionaire Michael Bloomberg climbed up to the podium at the University of Michigan to deliver the commencement address to tens of thousands of cheering students and families. The day was sunny, and the stage was bedecked with flowers and flags; meanwhile, the presidential campaign was really heating up. Resplendent in flowing black robes trimmed in black velvet and gold braid, Bloomberg took the opportunity to denounce those who “fan the flames of partisanship,” and he accused both Republicans and Democrats of demagoguery.

I wasn’t at the ceremony, but when I began reading about his speech the next morning, I thought, “Great! He’s right that both sides have misbehaved. Give ’em hell, Bloomberg!”

The examples he went on to cite were quite specific. He scolded Republicans for blaming our problems on “Mexicans who are here illegally and Muslims” and Democrats for blaming our problems on “the wealthy and Wall Street.”

Wait, whoa, hold up a minute. Are you kidding me? Did Michael Bloomberg actually propose that these two groups are roughly equivalent? Does he believe that if “Mexicans who are here illegally and Muslims” and “the wealthy and Wall Street” were to decide to push back against the attacks launched at them, the two groups would have about the same access to the media? Does he believe that both groups spend anything like the same amount of money attempting to influence politicians through political contributions and by hiring lobbyists to represent them? And does he believe that both groups run about the same number of paid media advertisements—the kind that reporters and editors pay attention to? And does he believe that both groups have pursued a long-term strategy to recruit friendly “experts” who favor their perspective? And does he believe that both groups have about equal chances to put a few of their own in high government positions—and pay them millions of dollars for their time in government service just so they will remember who their friends are? And while we’re at it, does he believe that both groups were equally responsible for crashing the economy and costing American families a collective $22 trillion? That might all be true in Michael Bloomberg’s Alternative Billionaire World—but not so much here on planet Earth.
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Michael Bloomberg speaking at the University of Michigan’s commencement

Bloomberg’s speech stirred up some controversy, but only for the things he said about whether college campuses should have safe spaces. (“A terrible idea.”) The part of his speech about how it’s pretty much the same to blame our country’s problems on Mexicans and Muslims as it is to blame them on Wall Street and billionaires got no attention at all. None. Zip. Zilch. In Michael Bloomberg’s view, he and his trembling rich buddies are just as vilified as Muslims and undocumented immigrants. He concluded that it’s all scapegoating—no difference—and he got away with it. Pass the caviar.

This story may seem harmless enough, but it scares me down to my toes. Not because Michael Bloomberg is a bad guy; in fact, I’ve never met him, but I assume from what I’ve read that he’s a pretty decent person who has tried to do a lot of good. The story scares me because it reminds me of two fundamental truths: the playing field isn’t level, and the people at the top often don’t notice that.

Perspective matters. It matters because a multi-millionaire can say to himself, “I give away money to the poor, and I never shove the person in front of me in line”—if really rich people ever actually stand in lines—“so I’m a good guy.”

And therein lies the danger. The I’m-a-good-guy standard doesn’t work.

Sure there are rich people who use their money for good causes that do nothing to advance their own financial interests, but when people with money use their money to help themselves get more money, they aren’t evil—they’re just acting rationally. And they’re also acting rationally—in the narrowest sense of that word—when they use their money to buy favors from the government. But when they buy favors from the government, they are taking something that belongs to the rest of us. And when enough rich people (or rich corporations) buy enough favors, the whole economic and political system starts to tilt their way. And if the American people allow this to go on long enough, there will come a point when the rich and powerful will be using so much of their money to buy so much influence over our government that they will unwind the whole premise of democracy. Instead of one person, one vote giving each of us an equal say in how this country is run, we will become an oligarchy, a nation in which the powerful few make sure that the government runs to serve their interests.

Revolving doors and campaign contributions, lobbying and hired-gun experts—in these pages, I haven’t written a comprehensive exposé, and I haven’t listed every example I can think of. In fact, I’ve barely waved a small flashlight around in a great dark space. But I’ve done my best to make a case that the rich and powerful have a well-stocked armory for seizing control of our democracy—and that they are already using it very effectively.

Enter the billionaire president.

Donald Trump describes himself as a guy who knows how to work all the angles. He says he knows how to make the government work. In fact, he says he’s done it many times.

He’s telling the truth. In 2013, Trump made a $25,000 contribution to the reelection campaign of the Florida attorney general. Two days later, despite local complaints, that same attorney general declined to join an investigation of fraud at Trump University. And there’s more: Trump didn’t even reach into his own pocket or his Trump U pocket or any of his other corporate business pockets to make that $25,000 “contribution” to the attorney general. Nope. He illegally took the money out of his charitable foundation and had it sent along to her.

Work all the angles? C’mon, give the man full credit. He is the master of making everything work better for the guy who has lots of money to spread around. He is the king of figuring out how to make a profit by cheating people, the czar of getting special deals from government officials, and the prince of forcing someone else to pay for his mistakes. And now he is running the federal government.

Trump has built a team of like-minded pals who reflect this same approach, people who know how to work all the angles—or, at least, how to work those angles for themselves. A Treasury secretary from Wall Street who raked in a fortune helping Goldman Sachs build the weapons to blow up the economy, and then pocketed another fortune foreclosing (sometimes illegally) on homeowners who bore the brunt of the crash. A commerce secretary from Wall Street whose legendary history of squeezing his companies for every dollar caught up to him when a dozen coal miners were killed in an explosion at one of his chronically unsafe mines. A labor secretary who as a fast-food CEO made big bucks squeezing minimum-wage workers and paying people for far fewer hours than they actually worked. A secretary of education who contributed millions to privatize public education and who crudely explained that when she and her family contributed money, “We expect a return on our investment.” A secretary of state from the sovereign state of Big Oil who improved his corporation’s profits (and pumped up his own bonuses) by cozying up to Vladimir Putin.

Trump and his team collectively control billions of dollars of wealth. Now that they are running the government, they have the potential—either while in office or once they pass through the revolving door—to turn those billions into tens of billions, hundreds of billions, or even more.

As for Trump himself, why should he wait to cash in? He has already said that “the president can’t have a conflict of interest,” so he sees no need to make a distinction between the work he does as a public servant and the work he does to put more money in his pocket. So, for example, after he was elected he again refused to release his taxes. That means the American people will never find out the truth about his financial interests and never know whether he is deep in hock in Russia or making big bucks in the Middle East—things that could profoundly influence the decisions he will make as President. He also refused to give up ownership of his businesses. He said his sons would run them—wink, wink, nod, nod—while Dad was in the White House. No surprise that ethics experts condemned this approach. Make America great again? Absolutely, because what’s good for Trump Inc. is good for the USA!

The levers of government—the ability to enforce laws, to make rules, to award contracts, to rattle cages and invade countries and help friends—all those levers are now in the hands of a man who has spent his entire life making the government work for exactly one person: himself. The influence of money on the government—on our government, the one we own—is about to be tested to the breaking point.
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The Moment of Upheaval

October 24, 2016, was one of those glorious days that make New England famous. The college campus in Manchester, New Hampshire, looked postcard-perfect—old brick buildings set on gently sloping hills. The sky was blue, the trees were splashed with reds and golds, and it was just cool enough that I’d pulled on a cheery red jacket.

Standing inside Geisel Library at Saint Anselm College, I was waiting for Secretary Clinton to arrive. Only a handful of people had been allowed into the building: the university president, the Democratic candidate to be the next governor, the two women running for congressional seats, the state Democratic Party chair, and a few of the volunteers who had been working their rear ends off for over a year.

Maggie Hassan—the state’s governor, who had taken on the very tough task of challenging the Republican incumbent senator—and I were in a large side room that was furnished like a living room. She was talking on the phone, clearly caught up in some political tussle. I thought about how hard it must be to carry on with all her duties as governor and run for the Senate.

I sat down, but a moment later I was up again, pacing around the room. I looked out the window. I could see the crowd gathering in front of an outdoor stage only a short walk away. It looked a little like a football crowd—full of high spirits and optimism and ready to cheer the team on. That was great, but would this crowd and others like it be enough to carry the state for both Hillary and Maggie? How about the other states where the races were very close?

I was operating on nervous energy. Over the past few months, I had lost something like eight pounds—about what I’d lost when I ran for the Senate in 2012. I’d traveled to state after state making the case for Clinton and our Senate candidates. And there were some really memorable events. Bernie had invited me to join him for a rally for Hillary in Denver. (There’s no other way to say it: Bernie was amazing. Passionate. Smart. Totally committed. I was reminded why we had been friends for so many years.) I’d stood on basketball courts and back porches and pickup truck tailgates. I’d been hugged and sweated on and kissed and shaken and even lifted straight off the ground. I didn’t sleep much, because hitting the campaign trail and staying on top of Senate hearings and votes felt like I was going 24/7. But that was just fine with me: if I could help Democratic candidates make it across the finish line with a big win, I would keep going until we ran through the tape. I knew how much this election meant—and I knew how close many of the races were.

Hillary arrived early. She looked good, calm and serene. With only fifteen days to go before Election Day, her lead in the polls seemed solid. The controversy about her private e-mail server when she was secretary of state seemed to have receded. She was openly pleased about how well she’d performed during the final debate, and her campaign staff had asked me to say something at the rally about Donald Trump calling her “such a nasty woman.” I’d promised I would.

She posed for pictures in the library and chatted with the local candidates. Then she and I went to a small room to talk, just the two of us.

Policy, politics. More policy, more politics. She smiled and said the numbers looked good.

Oh Lord, I hoped so. I had dozens of ideas for things we could accomplish together, ways to build public support, ways to pressure Congress, ways to make a difference by working through the government’s agencies even if Congress stayed gridlocked.

I had spent a lot of time thinking about those ideas and how we could move them forward. I knew some people on Hillary’s team wanted to push in the same direction I did and others didn’t, but that wasn’t what kept me awake at night. I was anxious, right down to my bones. What if Donald Trump won? What if he became the country’s president? I didn’t worry because I knew something the pollsters didn’t or had super into-the-future X-ray vision. No, I was worried because there was so much on the line.

For decades, the differences between Republicans and Democrats had been big, but not like this. The first three Republican presidents who had followed FDR—Eisenhower, Nixon, and Ford—had mostly taken the same basic approach to governing that Democrats like Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson did. In their view, government could be a force to build widespread prosperity, and it should regulate industry and advance opportunities for the future. For decades, each president had carried out policies started by a previous president, even when they’d belonged to different parties. Eisenhower, for instance, followed in the footsteps of FDR and Truman by expanding Social Security and supporting New Deal programs.

When Reagan ushered in trickle-down economics in the 1980s, some Democrats resisted, but many others helped push forward his tax cuts and deregulation. Bill Clinton, for example, presided over the repeal of Glass-Steagall, and Obama flirted with a “grand bargain” that would cut Social Security benefits, although in the end the two parties weren’t able to strike a deal.

But this election was different. Trump’s vision was like the conservative philosophy on steroids: trickle-down economics, a determination to roll back regulations and cut taxes, all of it extreme and all of it mixed with giant buckets of poisonous bigotry. He offered big corporations and billionaires a grab bag of things they asked for—to weaken the Environmental Protection Agency, gut key bank regulations, cut back on workplace safety inspections, repeal the Affordable Care Act, and institute even more big tax cuts for those at the top. And then he wrapped up everything that was relentlessly eating away at our country’s middle class into a glittering package of lies that started and ended with a promise to work hard for the little guy.

Sure, Trump broke with some of his party’s traditional views: he criticized existing and proposed trade deals, claimed that he wanted to tax Wall Street, and said he would break up the banks with a new version of Glass-Steagall. But there were no details and lots of inconsistencies. As best I could make out, this man wanted to take most of the ideas promoted by Reagan and all the trickle-down priests and make them HUGE.

After thirty-five years of trickle-down hooey, however, America’s middle class was already on its knees, and opportunities for millions of people had already dried up. Trump could be the punch that knocked out everyone’s lights and changed our country forever.

Once Donald Trump and his ultra-right-wing vice presidential pick became the Republican nominees, I was ready to fight—all in, no holding back. Hillary Clinton had the chance to level the playing field a little more, a chance to rebuild opportunity for more of our kids. Trump seemed determined to crush the last vestiges of hope.

As we headed outside to the rally, I kept thinking, We’ve got to win this. Please, please, please. Please give us the chance to do the work that needs to be done.

The sun was brilliant. Hillary, Maggie, and I all wore bright colors, dressed in anticipation of a lively rally. The leaves were dancing in the breeze, and their tiny shadows made everything look electric and alive. As we headed over to greet the crowd, we walked past old brick buildings where students crowded one another at the windows, cheering us on.

I fairly bounded up the steps to the temporary stage, waving and shouting. The stage faced a large open green filled with thousands of cheering people. I could see faces, and I recognized a number of people who had volunteered on my Senate campaign and were now here in New Hampshire to help. In some ways, a political rally—particularly in a place like this one—feels like a scene out of the nineteenth century.

But a bank of television cameras, klieg lights (yes, even in the bright sun there were enormous lights turned toward the stage), and sound amplifiers made it clear that this event was firmly grounded in the twenty-first century. Besides, in the nineteenth century, three women—one a candidate for president, one a candidate for the U.S. Senate, and one a senator from a nearby state just trying to help out—would not have been on that stage. The world was changing, and as the three of us looked out at all the little girls and sisters and aunties and grandmas in the audience, we knew we had a glorious chance to celebrate our progress and cheer each other on.
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Shortly before the 2016 election, spirits ran high at this New Hampshire rally.

When I introduced Hillary, I talked about her life’s work and made the case for why she should be elected President. And then I tore into her opponent. I spoke about how he cheated college students at Trump University, how he called Latinos rapists and African Americans thugs, and how he vilified Muslims. The crowd got louder; so did I.

And on this bright and sunny day, speaking to thousands of women and girls—and their husbands, fathers, and friends—I did my best to take a stand for every one of them. I leaned into the microphone and here’s what I said:

Donald Trump is incapable—physically incapable—of showing an ounce of respect to more than half of the human beings in this country.

He thinks because he has money, that he can call women fat pigs and bimbos.

He thinks because he is a celebrity, he can rate women’s bodies from one to ten.

He thinks because he has a mouthful of Tic Tacs that he can force himself on any woman within groping distance.

I heard much hooting and hollering but didn’t wait for it to die down. I just kept going:

Well, I’ve got news for you, Donald Trump: Women have had it with guys like you. And nasty women have really had it with guys like you.

Get this, Donald: Nasty women are tough. Nasty women are smart. And nasty women vote. And on November eighth, we nasty women are going to march our nasty feet to cast our nasty votes to get you out of our lives forever.

The response was like an explosion. Laughter, shouting, applause, whistles. It was a great show of toughness and solidarity. Lots of hands shot up into the air. We could own Trump’s insult and then throw it right back at him. We had the power!

The three women on the stage and all the girls and women in the audience owned the day, and we had a chance right here, right now, to talk about America’s future. I hit the same points I’d been talking about since long before I’d come to the Senate. I spoke about an America that had given chances to women like Hillary and me—she the granddaughter of a factory worker and me the daughter of a janitor. It was the America of opportunity.

We believe in that America. That is the America we fight for.

We believe, but we are worried—worried that those opportunities are slipping away. In fact, a lot of America is worried—worried and angry. Angry that far too often Washington works for those at the top and leaves everyone else behind.

I laid it out as best I could. This is about our values, I said, about the things we believe in, the reasons we get up every day and work as hard as we can. About debt-free college and expanded Social Security. About science and climate change. About our capacity to invest together to create something better. The biggest cheer came when I reached the end:

We believe that millionaires and billionaires and giant corporations should not be able to buy our elections and our politicians. Corporations are not people. We will overturn Citizens United and bring democracy back to the people!

The speech seemed to connect with everyone listening. And on this beautiful fall day, the message felt absolutely right.

After Hillary spoke and received enormous cheers, we climbed off the stage and down into the crowd. There were lots of pictures and smiles and hugs. More selfies, more people shouting, “We’re going to make history!”

Twenty-five minutes later, I was in our bright blue SUV, which we affectionately called the Blue Bomber, heading back across the state border to Lawrence, Massachusetts, to urge people to vote early. A big rally followed by a crowd surf is a little like a sprint—you give it all you’ve got until you cross the finish line. Although I was tucked up in the car, I was still breathing hard, still feeling the over-the-top enthusiasm of the New Hampshire crowd. And despite all the cheers, I was still anxious that I was failing to sound the alarm loudly enough.

Still worried deep in my bones.

NOT RUNNING

For me, 2016 started back in early 2013, when people began asking if I was planning to run for president.

Huh?

I had been in elected office for only a few weeks. Before that, I’d spent a year setting up a federal agency. The way I saw it, the question deserved a pretty simple answer: anyone who wanted to put themselves forward for president of the United States ought to have more experience than that.

Besides, I liked this new job in the Senate. I was busting my tail every day trying to find opportunities to make a difference—with student loans, funding for medical research, bank regulation, Social Security. I was working out ways to help people day by day in Massachusetts—veterans who were having trouble with their benefits or homeowners still getting the runaround from mortgage companies. I was learning the ropes and beginning to see some daylight here and there; slowly, I was starting to believe that I might have at least a little success. I was working hard to crack down on for-profit colleges that were cheating people. I was pushing for more accountability when giant banks broke the law. I was doing everything I could to protect retirement savings. Okay, I knew these things might sound a little dorky and weren’t the stuff of sexy headlines. But I didn’t care: fighting to make progress on these issues could make a difference for people like Gina or Michael or Kai.

That felt like my job, and when I could make even a bit of difference, it was a job I deeply loved. I was happy to have the chance to press Republicans for more money for medical research and better Medicare reimbursement rules to protect rural hospitals. I was eager to work on lowering student loan interest rates and boosting investments in basic infrastructure. I was glad to fight the good fight because I believe in these public investments. And I was grateful that Bay Staters had picked me to go fight for them.

Even so, there had been plenty of speculation in the media that I would run for president. Polls tested me against this person and that. Anonymous people who claimed to “know her thinking” speculated about my future. (Um, seriously?) I received invitations to dinners, festivals, parades, picnics—even a pie eating contest—in other states. They all sounded like fun, but I worried they might be about more than pie.

By January 2015, multiple “draft Warren” efforts had sprung up. They were supported by really good people, and I knew their intentions were the best, but my heart wasn’t in it. I wanted to learn my Senate job. I liked this work—from finding money for fire trucks to helping shut down for-profit college scams. In fact, I really, really liked it, and I still do.

Late one night, I asked Bruce if he thought I should run for president. We were upstairs in our house in Cambridge, sitting on the small couch in our bedroom. We’d been watching television, and after he switched it off, we sat for a few minutes in the near dark, a little too tired and a little too comfortable to get up immediately. The room was cool, almost cold. I was covered in a big red fuzzy blanket, leaning up against him.

When I broke the quiet with my question, he shifted and put his arm around me. I knew what he would say first, and he said it: “I want you to do whatever you want to do. I’ll be there.”

I said, yeah, I know you will. But that’s not what I want to know. I want to know if you think I should do it.

Bruce waited a long time. He took a deep breath and held me tighter. “I don’t know if you should run. I know there are a lot of things you care deeply about, and I know sometimes you have to fight. That’s just who you are. But a race like this one looks pretty terrible. The Senate thing was bad enough, and running for president would be worse—a lot worse.”

It’s one of those funny things about being in love with someone: their hurt is worse than your own. I had pretty much forgotten about the painful parts of the 2012 Senate race. It was sort of like having a baby: awful at the time, but once it was over and you get to hold the new baby, the memory was packed off to some distant place in the brain. Bruce, however, still remembered the parts that had been difficult for me.

And I hadn’t forgotten that the race had been painful for Bruce, too. It was hard for him to see me ridiculed and called names, hard to see our children dragged into political attacks, hard to see both his sister and my brothers worry.

I asked him: Would you be okay if I ran?

Bruce said yes, and I smiled in the dark. I didn’t believe him, but it was the right answer.

And I knew what the right answer was for me, too. Talking with Bruce and asking the question out loud had settled it. I wanted to stay buckled down and keep doing my job—my Senate job—as completely and as effectively as I could.

So that’s what I did.

THE DANGER

Every Tuesday morning, the Democratic leadership of the Senate meets at nine o’clock. We sit in the same fancy room where lunch will be laid out later in the day, but with only a few senators present, the room always feels hollow. This meeting gives us a chance to talk about upcoming bills, new strategies, and whatever issues happen to be urgent that week. But throughout the election cycle, these sessions always started—and ended—with gossip about the presidential campaign.

During the primary season, I had been a bit on the outside of these conversations; it was no secret that all the rest of the Senate leadership had come down on Hillary’s side, but I had remained neutral. In November 2015, when all the Democratic women of the Senate came together for a public event to endorse Clinton over Sanders, I didn’t join them. And over the next several months, as one Democrat after another signed on with her campaign, I stayed out. People put some pressure on me—actually, a lot of pressure—to take sides. But I kept to my path and just kept doing my job.

Throughout the primaries, Hillary and Bernie debated important issues—bank regulation, health care, college affordability. It was a thoughtful debate, one that added energy to our party and forced tough questions out into the open about what Democrats wanted to accomplish with four more years of power. It was also a debate between two smart, capable people, each far better than anyone the Republicans were putting forward. I resisted making an endorsement because I didn’t want to undermine either of our candidates or to short-circuit any part of that debate.

The Republican primary season, meanwhile, bordered on the surreal. The field of candidates was huge. Whenever I watched the debates, I half-expected to see someone get voted off the island. The conversations were loaded with weird pledges and off-the-wall claims: who would lower taxes the most, who was most like Reagan, who’d be the best buddy in a duck blind. The not-very-subtle appeals to bigotry were layered on, day after day. And day after day, no matter what else happened, no matter the national celebration or the local catastrophe, nearly every news outlet featured one or more stories about Donald Trump.

Trump’s unlikely campaign caught fire in one state after another. The coverage of his antics multiplied. The public fights, bawdy jokes, and giant rallies all received unending attention. Even the Republican leadership was openly hostile to Trump, and the press was deeply critical, although reporters sure as heck kept giving him plenty of free media. Watching this spectacle, a lot of Democrats smirked: a three-times-married man who didn’t seem to know squat and couldn’t hold on to a policy position from one day to the next was delusional enough to believe he was going to be the next president of the United States.

During our leadership breakfasts that winter and spring, senators would wonder aloud whether we Democrats would be lucky enough to have what one called “that unhinged nitwit” as our opponent. We talked about all the Republicans who were struggling to figure out what to say about him, many of them stumbling and stepping on their own tongues. Our side mostly tried not to laugh out loud.

But it wasn’t just Democrats. It was all kinds of people. Serious people. Informed people. Smart people. Many of them laughed Trump off: the guy was a joke!

By early 2016, however, there were plenty of reasons to be alarmed. Trump’s one-two punch of bigotry and economic lies was catching on. He spoke about people’s very real worries and then made wild promises. He called out the anger that people like Gina felt, and he lied about the solutions to their problems. He was Ronald Reagan without the charm. Reagan understood that the middle class wanted more, so he made up a voodoo cover story for his giveaways to the rich. Trump didn’t even bother with that—he just waved his hands and said, “I’ll make it great!” And then he blamed Mexicans and Muslims and Obama for everything in our country that was wrong.

And he kept right on winning.

Once it was clear that he would be the Republican nominee, I started going after him on Twitter. (Good grief, that sounds lame—going after a race-baiting monster in 140 characters on social media.)

His Republican opponents had made a few attempts to take him down, but they got smashed like little bugs. After calling the early leader in the Republican race “Low-Energy Jeb” and nicknaming one of the island’s last survivors “Little Marco,” Trump had proved that he could be wickedly effective at destroying anyone who dared to cross him.

So I fired up my Twitter account and crossed him:
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We were off and running. I tweeted about how he cheated hardworking people who had built his hotels and golf courses. I mentioned his bullying, his attacks on women, his racism, his obvious narcissism. And in that first tweetstorm, I did my best to sound the alarm: this guy is dangerous, and he could end up as president of the United States.
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I stayed after him, always on the same themes: he is a racist bully and he can’t be trusted on economic or foreign policy issues.
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Trump noticed.

One day I was working a Lightning McQueen puzzle with my grandson, Atticus, when my phone dinged. Trump had responded. He’d come up with a name for me—“Goofy.” Later he added “Pocahontas.” Really? He thought he could bully me into silence by attacking what our family had told my brothers and me about our Native American ancestry? Nice try, but no. He could bluster, but he had nothing—no responses on Trump U, his bankruptcies, Putin, or the KKK.

At this point, a more sensible person might have decided to move out of the line of fire. I thought it was time to double down.
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I tried it all—Facebook posts, a Stephen Colbert interview, a Boston Globe op-ed, videos. When Trump tried to shame a former Miss Universe, I jumped in with a more substantive point about what he really cares about and what that says about the kind of president he would be:
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Trump slammed back at me repeatedly, hitting me over and over with his lame nicknames. But he couldn’t seem to come up with much more than that. (Sad!)

The tweetstorms began attracting media attention. Some people loved them; others winced. A friend forwarded an e-mail from a friend of hers: “What is our senator doing rolling around in the mud with Donald Trump?”

No kidding. I knew just how she felt. But Trump could be closing in on the presidency, and those tweetstorms and Facebook posts caused millions of people to tune in—at one point, about forty-six million people were following these exchanges. I figured that if tweeting and posting and poking and prodding gave me a chance to reach millions of people, then that’s what I should do. Some of those people might not have heard that Donald Trump cheated his workers or defrauded students. Some of them might decide that Donald Trump was not going to fight for them.

Maybe, just maybe, I could help change the perception of Trump as invincible in any war of words. Trump had figured out early on that every over-the-top tweet became a news story. Now there was a fresh story line: someone had found a way to get under Donald Trump’s skin and fight back.

And if the cost of taking a shot at the hot-air balloon known as @realDonaldTrump was that I had to take a few hits of my own, then so be it. I planned to keep right on firing.

BLAME THEM

Once she had the votes for the Democratic nomination, Hillary asked if I would speak at the convention in July. I said sure, and I started writing my speech almost immediately. I wanted a chance to talk about how working people were getting slammed, but this time I wanted to tie that message to the dark underside of racism in the Trump campaign.

One of my friends in the Senate told me about stopping to eat at a diner just as the election season hit its peak. Once the plates had been cleared and more coffee had been poured, the waitress told my friend that someone had recognized him, knew he was a Democratic senator, and wanted to come over to talk politics for a few minutes. Would that be okay?

Sure, said the senator.

A man walked up, shook hands, and introduced himself. He smiled, then explained that he was a Trump supporter. The two of them talked a bit, and then the man cut to the heart of the matter: he was supporting Trump because if Hillary wins, “I’d have to go to one of those tanning salons and tell them to spray me as dark as they could. Those are the only people that can get ahead today.”

There it was: casual racism, right out in the open. The man didn’t yell or spit, but his words were loaded with resentment and hatefulness. They were offered up not over beers with close buddies but as part of an oh-so-polite conversation with a United States senator. And every word was based on the bedrock assurance that the reason this man couldn’t get ahead was because they were getting all the good opportunities.

Racism isn’t new in America.

It isn’t new—and no one needs a lecture from me about it. Most people have figured out right from wrong on this issue, and most have made their choices. I sure have.

America’s political and economic history is littered with prejudice—prejudice against the Irish, blacks, Asians, Jews, Slovaks, Native Americans, Latinos, Germans, Puerto Ricans, women, gays, lesbians, transgender people. It’s a long list. Pick a time, pick a place, pick a prejudice: it’s an old, old story.

Over the generations, some prejudices have died out, but others have not. And there have always been politicians ready to exploit the hatred. In 1958, George Wallace ran for governor of Alabama as a moderate, speaking out against the KKK and endorsed by the NAACP. He lost.

Later he told an aide that he had been “out-n****red” by his opponent—and he didn’t plan for that to happen again. When he was elected governor a few years later, he used his inaugural address to declare, “Segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever.” His statement was a direct appeal to his most important voting bloc—his white voting bloc.

Richard Nixon followed up a few years later with a “southern strategy” that overtly played on racism to lock in Republican votes in the South. In time, Republicans softened their language and began using code words like “states’ rights” and launching attacks on “the welfare state.”

By 2005, the Republican Party had built so much of its electoral strategy on openly exploiting racism that the chair of the Republican National Committee embarked on an apology tour aimed at repairing relationships with black Americans. And after the drubbing Republicans received in 2012, party leaders undertook an autopsy that concluded that if they did not change their message to include immigrants, Latinos, African Americans, and the LGBTQ community, and if they didn’t do a better job of including women, they were doomed.

The report was quite specific: “We must embrace and champion comprehensive immigration reform. If we do not, our Party’s appeal will continue to shrink to its core constituencies only.” And its warning was unambiguous: “We must be a party that is welcoming and inclusive for all voters.”

But Donald Trump saw it differently. On the day back in March 2013 when the Republican report was released, he tweeted, “Does @RNC have a death wish?”

Pundits dismissed his remarks as the ranting of a celebrity billionaire. But by 2015, Trump was attracting attention in a crowded Republican primary by openly stirring bigotry of all kinds. He set himself apart by characterizing Mexican Americans as rapists and criminals, calling African Americans thugs, sweeping all Muslims together as terrorists, treating women with contempt, and so on. When he called me Pocahontas, it was definitely not intended as a sign of respect to the Native Americans he had insulted and attacked for years and who actively opposed him during his campaign.

Trump attracted followers by stoking economic anxiety, and he continued offering bigotry of all kinds. He turned the intensity of their support into an intimidating force at rallies, online, and even on public streets. Many of those who championed him laughed off his racism, claiming that Trump said aloud what everyone was thinking privately.

In February 2016, David Duke, the nationally known former grand wizard of the Ku Klux Klan, endorsed Trump. Before the campaign was over, Trump had been championed on the front page of the Klan’s main newspaper.

I wanted to shout, This is the KKK! White supremacy, lynchings, burning crosses—remember? The KKK was endorsing their man, and Trump was giving a coy smile in return. I wanted to find the IN CASE OF EMERGENCY BREAK GLASS box, because I believed America was in real danger.

And here was the real heart-stopper: the “us versus them” narrative of the campaign was already so deeply established that the KKK’s support caused barely a ripple in the country’s swiftly moving political river.

Even members of Trump’s own party thought he had crossed the line. A former head of the Republican Party, Michael Steele, said that Trump “captured that racist underbelly, that frustration, that angry underbelly of American life and gave voice to that.”

John McCain said that Trump’s behavior and “demeaning comments about women and his boasts about sexual assaults, make it impossible to continue to offer even conditional support for his candidacy.”

Republican operative Karl Rove called Trump “a complete idiot” and “graceless and divisive.” (Gosh, I thought, who would have guessed I would ever want to say, Go, Karl!) Even mild-mannered Mitt Romney called Trump “a con man, a fake.” Wow.

And those were just the Republicans.

As the chorus of those denouncing Trump swelled, his core supporters grew even more feverish in his defense. This campaign was becoming truly scary.

In the past, the belief that some less powerful group in America was to blame for everything that had gone wrong had gained force at times exactly like this one, times when Americans were angry and worried about our future. Racial hatred, religious bigotry, attacks on immigrants or women or gays: stoking the fears of the “other” is the oldest trick in the book. Whatever worries you, the solution is to scapegoat that other group—which means you’ll never demand the changes that would actually fix our problems.

That’s the divide-and-conquer strategy I talked about at the Democratic National Convention:

When white workers in Ohio are pitted against black workers in North Carolina or Latino workers in Florida—who really benefits?

Who benefits? I’ll tell you exactly who benefits:

When we turn on each other, bankers can run our economy for Wall Street. When we spend our energy attacking immigrants, oil companies can fight off clean energy. When we argue over who got more crumbs of food stamps, giant corporations can ship the last good jobs overseas.

When we turn on each other, rich guys can push through more tax breaks for themselves, and then we’ll never have enough money to support our schools or rebuild our highways or invest in our kids’ future.

Who really benefits? The same people who have rigged the system from the start. When Americans are divided, Wall Street, multinational corporations, and race-baiting con artists face a whole lot less opposition in Washington.

ACCOUNTABILITY, THE WELLS FARGO WAY

The presidential campaign rolled on, but in early fall the country learned about a scandal so big and so brazen that everyone seemed to stop for a minute and draw in a sharp breath. I know I did.

It was September 8, during the pause after the political conventions had concluded and before the presidential debates would start. But now Congress was back in session, and I was in D.C. again. The temperature that day was in the nineties, and in the Washington swamp, it felt like all the air had been replaced with something thicker and more primal. I was sitting at my desk and had just cranked up my air conditioner when I saw the news flash: the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau and other regulators had just announced that America’s biggest bank, Wells Fargo, had agreed to pay $185 million in fines for cheating its customers. The investigation showed that bank employees had been opening fake accounts in their customers’ names and charging fees on those accounts for years.

As I knew well, after the 2008 crash, the bank had settled big claims for illegal foreclosures. And now it had gotten caught once again juicing its profits by cheating its customers.

All I could think was: “These guys sure haven’t changed.”

The scam looked like a page out of The Big Book of Frauds. Wells Fargo employees hadn’t been tacking on an extra fee here or there; they’d been opening brand-new accounts that no one had ever asked for. Wells Fargo credit card customers had ended up with multiple checking accounts (and checking account fees) they’d never even known they had. In order to produce higher revenues and profits, bank employees had faked documents, charged fees, and moved customers’ money between accounts. This hadn’t happened once or twice; it had happened thousands and thousands of times for years.

Oh boy, I thought. Heads are really gonna roll this time. Right? Right?

Well, yes, heads did roll, but not the heads of the guys in charge. Instead, Wells Fargo fired more than five thousand rank-and-file employees, mostly people making $12 an hour.

But they didn’t fire a single senior executive. Not one.

Hold on, I thought, let me get this straight. The bank’s view was that thousands of employees had spontaneously started cheating customers, goosing profits, and violating lots of laws along the way—and no one from management knew anything about it or had any responsibility whatsoever. None? Not even a little bit?

What makes the story even more difficult to believe is that the CEO actually knew a lot about those fake accounts.

One of Wells Fargo’s big marketing points to investors and stock analysts was that it was a genius at “cross-selling.” This meant that every Wells customer loved Wells soooooo much that they opened a checking account, a savings account, a credit card account, another savings account, and so on. Investors liked this story because it meant: (1) Wells must be doing a great job with their customers; and (2) the bank’s future profitability was assured. Woo-hoo!

Every three months, just like clockwork, John Stumpf, the CEO of Wells Fargo, got on the phone with the Wall Street players and talked about the amazing number of new accounts they had opened and modestly proclaimed his bank’s genius at cross-selling. And when he did this, the bank’s stock price went up and up and up, right along with his own bonuses and stock options.

Wells Fargo was a Great American Success Story—only it was a lie.

This lying and swindling had been going on for years. And by this point, this slimy cheat-your-customer mentality, this disgusting profits-at-any-price approach, had been woven deep into the corporation’s fabric.

After the 2008 crash and bailout, Wells Fargo recovered. By 2016 it was worth $250 billion. The bank wasn’t just swimming in money. It was doing the backstroke, the sidestroke, and the crawl through oceans of money.

And evidently the whole idea of following the law—pretty basic stuff like don’t forge your customer’s name on documents and don’t create fake accounts to boost your profits—was merely optional at America’s largest bank. Everything was going great, right up until the CFPB and the federal bank regulators started investigating.

So what would happen next? By the time the consumer agency made its announcement, the management team at Wells had known for months that this day was coming. Wells executives had already spent nearly half a year negotiating with the regulators over exactly how much the bank would pay and what steps they would be required to take to reimburse customers. When the news finally broke, they had their PR teams in place and their press releases set to go.

The CEO, John Stumpf, might have assumed that this was a relatively small storm that would blow over in the space of a few days, or a few weeks at most. After all, the country was in the middle of a hard-fought presidential campaign that was sucking up huge amounts of attention, and bank scandals were no longer the stuff of screaming headlines. Stumpf was undoubtedly reassured to see that after the story broke, Wells Fargo stock took a drop, but not a stomach-churning one.

The bank’s CEO also had a couple of other reasons not to feel too worried. First was history: the big banks had caused the crash of 2008, then gotten bailed out by taxpayers—no strings attached. So why shouldn’t the kid-glove treatment continue? And Wells Fargo, which had been Too Big to Fail before the crash, was now even bigger. Hey, maybe this time around the kid gloves would be even softer.

Besides, Wells Fargo’s chief executive was the corporation’s ace in the hole. John Stumpf looked like he had been sent over straight from central casting. He had an appealing smile, silver hair, and expensively tailored suits. At the time the scandal broke, he also had a bandaged arm that invited questions about what terrible fate had befallen him. (His company said he hurt his hand playing with his grandchildren.) And now he was in prime battle-ready mode. Thoroughly coached and lightly powdered, he made himself available for interviews on all the news programs and business outlets.

Calm and unruffled when speaking to the media, Stumpf repeated the same talking points again and again. All the money had been refunded, those responsible for the fake accounts had been fired, and, most of all, he was very sorry that Wells had not lived up to its own high standards. His signature move was to look the interviewer directly in the eye and say in somber tones, “I am accountable.”

Stumpf’s performance was almost heartwarming. Almost.

And maybe the whole story would have quickly slipped into oblivion, except that the Senate Banking Committee scheduled a hearing about the scandal shortly after the story broke.

I hadn’t been in the Senate during the financial crisis, but watching the Wells Fargo scam felt like a real tear-out-your-hair moment: the Wells CEO was part of the same group of guys who’d helped the same giant banks sink the economy in 2008 with their greed and recklessness. And now they were back at it, defrauding the American people again, this time with plain old lying and cheating. Same song, different dance. Worst of all, it looked like we were about to take another ride on the “Free Pass for CEOs” train. Wait, did I say free? I meant the “Reward the CEOs with Millions and Demand No Accountability” train.

That was the part that still stuck in my craw. In the lead-up to the 2008 crash, these guys had gambled with their investors’ money, with their customers’ trust, and with the taxpayers’ guarantees. They gambled, and every time it came up roses, they stuffed their pockets with cash. Then, when it all turned ugly and investors lost millions and customers got cheated, the CEOs and top brass kept right on stuffing their pockets, smiling all the while. And now we were about to do the same thing again—let Stumpf keep his job, keep his bonus, keep his salary, and keep right on smiling.

So long as that was the case, nothing would ever really change. Every CEO would have a powerful incentive to do whatever it took to inflate their bank’s share price, even if it meant cheating people.

I served on the Senate Banking Committee, and there were a ton of questions I wanted to ask Stumpf at our hearing. But senators are typically limited to five minutes each at such hearings—at least, that’s the formal rule, so it would be important to jump right in and get to the main points quickly.

At the hearing, I started my questioning by repeating Stumpf’s statements about accountability. I pressed him on what he had done to show that he really was taking responsibility. A little more than two minutes in I said:

You haven’t resigned. You haven’t returned a single nickel of your personal earnings. You haven’t fired a single senior executive. Instead, your definition of “accountable” is to push the blame to your low-level employees who don’t have money for a fancy PR firm to defend themselves. That’s gutless leadership.

I got in a few more whacks, and so did several other senators on the committee. Suddenly a story that had been going nowhere went viral. Before it was all over, the cross-examination of the Wells Fargo CEO got more than sixty million views online, and Wells Fargo’s “gutless leadership” was discussed in countless news stories. Even some conservative outlets picked up on the confrontation. The headlines all declared more or less the same thing: “SHOCK: Elizabeth Warren Said Something We Can All Agree On.”

As it turns out, that hearing mattered—at least a little. Stumpf ended up resigning. He gave up his bonus. And there were calls for the regulatory agencies and the Department of Justice to launch investigations into what he knew and when he knew it.
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Wells Fargo CEO John Stumpf testifying before Congress, explaining that he took responsibility but would keep his job and his bonus

The hearing also mattered at least a little for his bank. The Labor Department started an investigation of how Wells Fargo treated its employees, particularly the ones who had gotten fired for doing precisely what the company had pushed them to do. FINRA, the private organization that regulates brokers, also launched an investigation. So did the Department of Justice, the SEC, and multiple states’ attorneys general. It was a start.

The lesson I took from all of this? Government matters.

On days in the Senate when I feel like I’m running into a brick wall over and over and my head hurts from getting smashed so many times, I sometimes sit at my desk, take a deep breath, and ask myself, “Girl, does it make any difference at all that you are here?”

On days like the one when I asked the CEO of Wells Fargo some hard questions, the answer is clear: Yes, it makes a difference.

TURN THE BANKS LOOSE AGAIN

During the Wells Fargo scandal, plenty of Republicans lined up to take their shots at the bank. They were shocked to discover a bank cheating its customers, and they would have none of it! Yeah, right.

At the very same time that they were fulminating for the cameras, the Republicans were also drawing up plans to roll back financial regulations and take the legs out from under the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau. And Donald Trump, now in the home stretch of his campaign, picked up the same playbook as the Wall Street Republicans and called for an end to these terrible, terrible financial regulations.

Was this really happening? Back in 2008, the bank regulators had been asleep at the wheel (or, worse, greasing the skids for the banks so they could get everything they wanted). But in 2016, the CFPB was the cop on the beat. They were investigating, charging fines, holding hearings. The baby agency I had helped start in 2010 wasn’t a baby anymore. The consumer agency had led the way alongside the big daddy bank regulator, the Office of the Comptroller of the Currency, to bring charges and major fines against Wells Fargo.

In other words, the regulators were doing their jobs. Not perfectly, not easily, but they were doing their jobs. And now, with Wells Fargo caught in the public spotlight with its burglary tools in one hand and the stolen goods in the other, the Republicans were trying to fire the cops. Months earlier, Jeb Hensarling, the chairman of the powerful House Financial Services Committee, had started calling for the CFPB to be gutted, and when the Wells scandal broke, he never missed a beat: he criticized the CFPB and refused to let its director, Rich Cordray, testify at his committee’s hearing about the scam. The message was clear: the bad guys are the government regulators, not the giant banks.

What makes this story especially discouraging is that catching these crooks is very hard work. It doesn’t happen every day, and it certainly doesn’t happen by magic. Banks and corporations have a lot more money to spend, and they can pay people more, give them nicer offices, and always have state-of-the-art technology. When these giant corporations do something dishonest, they cover their tracks, and they have gotten really, really good at that. They can hire armies of lawyers and accountants to help them keep their books complex and almost impossible to penetrate. True, the Wells Fargo scheme was a pretty simple structure, but executing it was a massive undertaking.

When the Republicans argue that we should fire the cops, it’s classic trickle-down ideology, but it’s also the loudest, clearest statement possible that they believe that government should work for the giant banks, not for the people the giant banks may be trying to cheat. And there’s more. Although regulation is important, so is basic accountability, and the Republicans want no accountability for the CEOs or any other executives when the corporations they lead break the law.

Here’s just one example: By 2016, Congress had been working for years on a bipartisan bill to reform criminal justice laws. The bill wouldn’t fix everything wrong with these laws, but it would do some good things, such as give judges just a little more discretion to reduce sentences for minor drug offenses. The work on the bill was nearly complete when the Republicans slipped in an amendment that would have made it extremely difficult for any corporate executive ever to be charged with a crime committed by his company. That was the deal: in exchange for helping some of those locked up for years for nonviolent drug offenses, Republicans insisted on a provision granting broad immunity for corporate executives. The Democrats balked and said no, which ultimately caused the whole bill to fall apart.

Really? The problem with accountability for executives who cheat their customers is that there’s too much of it? Some days I think I work in the craziest place on earth.

Personal accountability for bank CEOs isn’t about revenge, although I suspect some of the people who lost their homes because of lies or phony documents would like to inflict just a little pain on the executives who were responsible. No, the reason to demand some accountability is to make sure it won’t happen again. If the guys in charge make more money for themselves and their companies when they cheat, then some of them will cheat. If they never have to pay a personal penalty and all the fines get paid by the investors or written off as tax breaks, then more of them will cheat. And if everyone else cheats and gets away with it, then more and more and more of them will cheat. Bankers—just like everyone else—follow incentives, and we need some rules and some cops on the beat to enforce those rules.

And make no mistake: this isn’t just about giant banks. It’s about every corporation whose leaders think they can skirt the rules and every CEO who thinks he can skate free while someone else takes the hit. It’s not just about fairness, either, because cheating is a cancer on any economy. Sometimes it can crash an entire economic system, which is what happened in 2008. And sometimes it just keeps draining away the strength and vitality of the millions of families who are trying to make a living and build some economic security. If we allow cheating to continue, then a rigged system will stay rigged.

Before our Wells Fargo hearing, “accountability” at the bank meant firing more than five thousand hourly workers who were trying to meet the quotas set by their managers. After the hearing—after the CEO of Wells resigned and gave up his bonus—we got another toehold on accountability. The next CEO might not think about how Jamie Dimon managed to get his company, JPMorgan Chase, to foot the bill for billions of dollars of fines while he took home a multimillion-dollar bonus. Instead, that CEO might remember John Stumpf, who lost his job and became a YouTube sensation as a gutless leader.

After the fallout from our Wells Fargo hearing, I figured we were in a good place to fight back against firing the cops. Not bad, I thought. Score one for the forces of light and truth.

But that was September. In October I still felt pretty good, especially on that beautiful afternoon when Hillary Clinton, Maggie Hassan, and I stirred up a big crowd on a college campus in New Hampshire. The worry I felt that day had never left me, but I was cautiously optimistic that come November we would elect a new president, one who would fight hard for fairness and accountability and America’s working families.

And then Donald Trump won the race for the White House.

THE DAY AFTER

On the morning after the election, I woke up early. Well, I guess I woke up—I’m not really sure I had slept much. It had been a miserable night.

I blinked and rubbed my eyes as I checked my e-mail. Lots of traffic, and also a note from one of my staffers. The New York Times had called. Over the past couple of days, I’d written an op-ed for the paper, and its editors were still holding a spot for it in Thursday’s edition. Now, however, they thought the draft I had sent them yesterday might need a few revisions.

Revisions? As terrible as I felt, I laughed out loud. The draft I’d written worked off the assumption that Hillary Clinton had won. It was a summary of what I thought the election was about: a rejection of bigotry and the end of Reagan-style fire-the-cops and cut-taxes-for-the-rich policies. I also pushed hard on President-elect Clinton, urging her to make our government work for the American people—not just for those at the top, but for everyone.

Revisions? Yeah, this draft needed some revisions. I thought maybe I would just make it a two-word op-ed: Oh s**t.

Obviously, not enough voters had believed that Clinton was the candidate most committed to fighting for their families. Millions more people voted for her than for Trump, but not enough to swing the Electoral College. Where it mattered in the vote tally, where America had been hit extra hard by lost jobs and declining opportunities, our side hadn’t closed the deal.

Shame on us.

While I was making breakfast, I began to think about some of the people I’d met in the past few months. And it was like I opened a gate. Memories crowded in faster and faster. Faces flashed in my brain. Students who were dealing with staggering loads of debt. Laid-off workers. The mother of two black teenagers who worried about her kids’ safety as they walked home from school. A family man who managed a gas station, working six days a week, twelve-hour shifts, no overtime—and still he could barely keep his family out of poverty. A woman from South America who’d been a nurse in her home country but now cleaned office buildings for cash because she had no immigration papers. Teachers who bought classroom supplies out of their own pockets because their schools were out of money. Nurses who worked off the clock because a disability payment didn’t cover enough care. I held on to the kitchen counter.

And then one face locked in: an old guy in New Hampshire. It had been the last weekend before Election Day. No Hillary Clinton, no candidates for the U.S. Senate. It was gray and raw outside, spitting rain. My job was to rally the volunteers, to get them out knocking on doors and making phone calls. I did my best.

I saw him near the end, after the speeches and cheers were over, when most people had picked up their clipboards and were breaking up into groups to hit the streets. He was thin to the point of gaunt. His hands were gnarled, and he was missing most of his teeth. But his grip on my arm was strong. He leaned toward my ear and said in a low voice, “It’s really hard to get by on $1,122 dollars in Social Security. Really hard.”

[image: image]

The weather was dreary, but the turnout was good for a rally in New Hampshire on the last weekend before Election Day.

He paused, never loosening his grip.

“I’m counting on you.”

The day after the election, I tried to tell this story to a friend, but I never made it to the end. I couldn’t finish. And on the morning after the election, holding on to my kitchen counter, I couldn’t stop thinking about how that old guy must be feeling right now.

I had failed him. We had all failed him.

READY TO FIGHT

The next day, I was scheduled to give a speech to the leaders of the many unions that make up the AFL-CIO. Okay, that speech was now in the trash, too. The world had shifted on its axis, but I still planned to show up.

The meeting was being held at the national headquarters of the AFL-CIO—the house that labor built. The organization’s building is sleek and modern, with clean edges, high ceilings, and lots of light. The two giant murals on the ground floor celebrate labor in grand terms. In the north lobby, I passed a mosaic with bits of colored marble and gold tiles above the phrase LABOR OMNIA VINCIT. No, I didn’t remember enough high school Latin to translate, but after my previous visit, I had looked it up: “Hard work conquers all.” Oh Lord, I prayed, please let that be right.

I paused to think about this building. When FDR was straining to pull the economy out of the Great Depression, the American Federation of Labor and the Congress of Industrial Organizations were rival organizations made up of many individual unions. The combined union and this building with its grand murals lay decades into the future. As FDR was sworn in, many predicted that the economic collapse would be the end of unions. But unions regained their footing, increased their memberships, and boosted wages for all working people. Unions had helped build America’s middle class, but now they were under attack on multiple fronts, and union membership was declining.

As I walked into the room, I heard raised voices. Union leaders from around the country were seated around a huge conference table, and no one there was happy. Some of the unions had started the campaign season as Bernie supporters and some had been with Hillary from the beginning, but the leadership of all the unions represented in the room had gone with Hillary over Trump. Their members had not been quite so solid.

I wasn’t there to talk about how much this hurt. Not with this crowd: they already knew. Many of them—along with thousands of their members—had given up nights and weekends, lived on coffee and pizza, and made speeches and knocked on doors in the rain and wind and snow to try to help Hillary Clinton across the finish line. Every one of them knew what this loss would mean. With the Supreme Court in the balance and Republicans in control of both Congress and the White House, long-established rights to organize and bargain for better working conditions were now on the chopping block. Unions, already weakened, would be hit harder. People in the room were whispering about just how bad it could be.

I was in the House of Labor, and I was thinking about all workers, union and non-union. I was going over the numbers in my head, all of which showed that when union membership goes up, all workers do better, whereas when membership drops, they all do worse. I was thinking about how unions expand benefits for all workers, how unions show up in Washington and in state capitols to fight for the bread-and-butter issues that make a difference for all working families.

For decades, Republicans had been fighting unions on virtually every issue that touched working people—the minimum wage, paid family leave, fair scheduling laws, access to affordable health care, Medicaid, Medicare, and on and on. Republicans had also assaulted unions head-on by trying to shut down the National Labor Relations Board, which deals with companies that violate labor laws, and by attacking the Department of Labor’s efforts to protect unions.

Fearful of what a Republican president might do, unions had spent months putting it on the line for Hillary Clinton, and now they had lost. And in the months and years ahead, working people everywhere—Trump voters and Clinton voters alike—would pay a terrible price.

I looked around this room. I thought about people who had gotten their starts down in coal mines or welding iron. Women who had worked double shifts, then gone knocking on doors to help organize workers. Teachers and firefighters and electricians. Nurses, bricklayers, and pilots. I saw people who had invested in training facilities so the next generation of laborers would have a chance at good jobs, too. And I saw people who had borrowed money to support union families during hard times because brothers and sisters help each other out.

I thought about how much America needs the men and women in these unions, about how much we need them to be on the front lines for workers everywhere. I thought about how that would be especially true now, when the party that had invented trickle-down economics and had used it to boost those at the top while they stepped on everyone else would be running the show.

When I stood up to speak to the union leaders that afternoon, I said:

As the loyal opposition, we will fight harder, we will fight longer, and we will fight more passionately than ever for the rights of every human being in this country to be treated with respect and dignity. We will fight for economic opportunity, not just for some of our children, but for all of our children. We do not control the tools of government, but make no mistake, we know what we stand for. The sun will keep rising, and we will keep fighting—each day, every day, we will fight for the people of this country.

I said it that day and I’ll say it again: Whether we do or don’t belong to a union, this fight touches all of us. And all of us need to be in this fight.

TEAM TRUMP

In those first days after the election, some people took to the streets chanting, “Not my President.” Others said that maybe Trump didn’t really mean it when he used all those ugly racial slurs. Besides, he had promised to “drain the swamp” and get rid of all the lobbyists and influence peddlers and Make America Great Again. Give the guy a chance, okay?

Donald Trump had the chance, and he bet on bigotry. Five days after the election, he announced his chief strategist—and the choice was a doozy. Before joining Team Trump, Steve Bannon had been the head of Breitbart News, a far-right website that, during Bannon’s tenure, celebrated white supremacists and ran headlines asking questions like “Would You Rather Your Child Had Feminism or Cancer?” Bannon was shocking enough, but a few days later Trump doubled down on bigotry by nominating Jeff Sessions to be the attorney general of the United States, despite a string of allegations of racism, Sessions’s record of consistently opposing voting rights, and his long, rambling rants about immigrants.

As two of the earliest hires in the new administration, these men sent an unmistakable signal. And people responded. Some of Trump’s fringe supporters scrawled hateful graffiti in public spaces. There were swastikas, threats, and ugly remarks. Everywhere I went, in airports and fast-food places and on the street, people came up to me and said the message had been received loud and clear. Blacks, women, Latinos, Muslims—pretty much anyone who looked like they’d be unwelcome at a Trump rally—felt a lot less welcome in Trump’s America.

So much for the claim that Trump didn’t really mean it when he stirred up hatred and bigotry.

Then Trump started making his moves on the economic side. First he brought in a crowd of lobbyists to help him run the transition; then he got down to serious business and started making cabinet appointments. One after another, they were all members of the same old gang: corporate insiders and trickle-down politicians.

For Treasury secretary, Trump nominated Steven Mnuchin, the Goldman Sachs executive who made a fortune after the financial crash by buying a bank and turning it into a foreclosure machine, aggressively—and sometimes illegally—seizing people’s homes. Next came Gary Cohn, the president of Goldman Sachs, who was appointed to head up the National Economic Council. His claim to fame was his strong support for the trade deal Trump opposed.

But adherence to the basic philosophy of trickle-down economics wasn’t limited to the economic team. Other corporate insiders included Rex Tillerson, the CEO of ExxonMobil, who was the pick for secretary of state. He was famous for his chummy ties to Russian leader Vladimir Putin, as well as for his willingness to put Exxon’s profits ahead of America’s foreign policy interests. Under Tillerson’s leadership, ExxonMobil funneled money to climate deniers and groups that fought environmental regulations. His consistently aggressive stand against the Environmental Protection Agency suggests that he believes that instead of putting a cop on the beat to protect the public from polluters, we should just trust Exxon.

As for the EPA itself, Trump’s pick for the head of that agency was truly breathtaking: he chose a climate denier, Scott Pruitt. When he was the Oklahoma attorney general, Pruitt literally shut down his own environmental enforcement unit. He seemed to believe that no one in Oklahoma would violate any environmental regulations, so why not just take the cops off the beat? When he got involved in environmental lawsuits as state attorney general, he almost always picked the side of the polluters rather than the people. Just one example: when brooks and streams in northeastern Oklahoma were overrun with chicken manure from big commercial poultry operations and the EPA was moving in to force the companies to clean up the mess, Pruitt jumped into the lawsuit on the side of the poultry industry. Yay—more chicken poop in the water!

Trump’s choice for the head of the Department of Education took a similar approach to regulatory oversight—with the added bonus that she used her multibillion-dollar fortune to support efforts to undermine public schools in her home state of Michigan. Betsy DeVos has long supported initiatives that allow for-profit schools to soak up tax dollars while fighting off bipartisan efforts to raise standards for public schools. She and her family donated a small chunk of their fortune, $1.47 million, to an organization that seeks to cripple the Detroit Public Schools. Neither billionaire DeVos nor her children ever attended a public school, but that did not shake her confidence that her notions of privatizing public education would work just fine for everyone else’s families.

Then there was Tom Price, whom Trump picked to head the Department of Health and Human Services, the agency that oversees Medicare, Medicaid, and the national health-care plan. As a congressman, Price again and again proposed privatizing Medicare and Medicaid and repealing the Affordable Care Act outright. And if that’s not enough to make you wonder about his priorities, during his time as a congressman he was actively buying and selling stocks in companies in the very industries he was overseeing. The ethics probes have only just begun.

And just one more: Trump’s choice for the secretary of labor, Andrew Puzder. This is the person who is supposed to stand up for workers and unions, but Puzder doesn’t have much background protecting workers. No, Puzder made his fortune squeezing minimum-wage fast-food workers at Hardees and Carl’s Jr. restaurants, and he opposes overtime pay and any increase in the minimum wage. His first memo after he took over his company was a jocular little note saying that no one should be put at the front counter unless they “have their teeth.” Ha, ha: the guy obviously has a great sense of humor. After he was nominated, some of his current and former employees came to Washington to describe what it was like to work for him. Laura McDonald told me that for years she had worked a steady fifty to sixty hours a week at Carl’s Jr., while getting paid for only forty hours. She described how the company had once been good to work for but became a nightmare once Puzder took over. Roberto Ramirez explained that when his manager stole his paycheck and he complained, the company higher-ups said it wasn’t their problem and he should hire a lawyer to work it out. Another worker, a woman who makes a little more than minimum wage at Carl’s Jr., cried while describing her experience working at Puzder’s company. For some reason, she didn’t seem to think he would be a great champion for workers.

After the election, there was a lot of speculation about who Donald Trump “really is” and what he’ll “really do” in office. The answer is right there in the team he assembled to govern our nation. Education, health, the economy, criminal justice, wages, the air we breathe and the water we drink—all of these will be directly and profoundly affected by the people who manage the government agencies that are responsible for these aspects of our national enterprise. They will carry out the policies that will touch the lives of every person in this country.

During the campaign, Trump offered trickle-down on steroids, and now that’s exactly what he is delivering. In short order, he put together a group that is champing at the bit to undo many of the last vestiges of the programs that provide essential support to America’s middle class, like Medicare and Medicaid and policies that support public education. This is a group of people who seem to believe with all their hearts that government is the enemy, and that poor, beleaguered giant corporations should be turned loose to do whatever they want—break the economy, poison the water, cut cozy private deals with Russia, refuse to pay people for the hours they work.

Trump and his team have the power to destroy much of what is left of America’s middle class. They have the power to extinguish the hope that our children—all our children—will have a chance to grow up and do better than their parents.

I hope I’m wrong about the dangers we face. Shoot, I want to be wrong. But even before he was sworn into office, Trump and the Republican-led Congress made it clear that they had no interest in rebuilding a country that works for Gina, Michael, or Kai—or for millions of other hard-working Americans. And Trump himself never wavered from his prime objective: he was willing to tear the nation apart and leave it in shambles, so long as he could still preen for the cameras and scoop up even more piles of money. With each action and each pronouncement, he reinforced the notion that everything—everything—was all about Donald Trump and not about the American people.

So that means it’s up to us. This fight is our fight. Yes, different battlefields will emerge over time, and our tactics will evolve. No general maps out every clash in advance and then adheres rigidly to a plan; that’s the path straight to failure. Smart fighters improve their strength, train hard, and deepen their resolve. They create new weapons and upgrade old ones. They develop greater discipline. They adapt. They keep a sharp eye out for advantages, even small ones. Then, when they commit, they fight like there is no tomorrow. And that’s exactly what we must do because—well, with Donald Trump in the White House, there may be no tomorrow.

We’ve also got to be prepared to lose some battles. Without control of Congress or the White House, we will often come up short. We simply don’t have the tools and the weapons to win every time. But that doesn’t mean we are powerless. It doesn’t mean we should not fight back. We have tens of millions of people on our side and the soul of a great nation hanging in the balance. We are, we must be, in this fight all the way.

And here’s how we begin. To rebuild an economy that works for everyone—and a Democratic party that will lead that fight—we need to be clear about our values. We need to be clear about where we stand and, more importantly, what’s worth fighting for. We need to be clear about where we will and will not compromise. We need, in other words, to be clear about our core principles.

The way I see it, these principles have three parts.

FIGHT BIGOTRY

The first part of our fight is to battle bigotry—wherever, whenever, whatever. This is a no-compromise principle. It is the kind of core, foundational, who-we-are point that we must stand up and make every time it’s necessary.

Donald Trump has stirred up something ugly in America. I know he didn’t invent it; a lot of that ugliness was already there, ready to be tapped. But I also know that although about sixty-three million people voted for Donald Trump, about seventy-three million voted for someone else for president. And of Trump’s sixty-three million voters, there were many who voted for him despite—not because of—the hatefulness of his campaign. In fact, nearly a quarter of the people who cast their vote for him said he wasn’t qualified to be president, and 29 percent said he wasn’t honest or trustworthy. No one has provided an entirely persuasive explanation of why so many people voted for a man they don’t trust, but I cling to the belief that a majority of Americans do not want to see us torn apart by attacks on one another.

But now that the hatefulness is out in the open, we cannot ignore it. Bigots have been empowered, which means the rest of us have to step up.

We can—and we will—say with one voice that we believe in an America that is committed to dignity for all, a country that fully embraces the idea that our differences make us stronger. There will undoubtedly be some bumps and tough moments along the way, but I believe our country will end up on the right side of history and build an open community that values every single individual. I believe our diversity makes us stronger, and there is no question that this principle is worth fighting for.

Our job is to stand up, speak out, fight back. At community meetings and outreach programs. Online, in parks and at community centers, in churches, temples, and mosques. All of us together, we must fight back.

The enemy is hatefulness and bigotry, and we all need to jump into the fight. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., said that “injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere,” and that must be our rallying cry. When Muslims are singled out for different treatment based on their religion, Christians, Jews and non-believers need to join the fight because the assault touches all of us. Discrimination based on race is not an injustice that only black people should raise; it is the moral obligation of each of us to take up the challenge of building a just society. Immigration actions that tear families apart are a direct threat to the America we love, and they require all of us to defend our neighbors. Women must not be pushed back to second-class status; less access to needed health care and lower pay can’t become an accepted, permanent condition. There’s no sitting on the sidelines waiting to see if your group is next.

America has a complex history, but at its root is the idea that different people come together to build one nation. We embrace the notion that diversity is not our weakness; it is our strength. We’re aiming for more than tolerance; we aim to celebrate the differences that make us who we are. It was our country’s unofficial motto when we were founded, and it’s right there on the Great Seal of the United States: E pluribus unum. Out of many, one.

Good for all those who have spoken up since the election, who have marched and protested, who have rallied for health care and held forums on immigration and fair wages and other topics. And now I think we should hear from everyone else—including corporate America. We need to hear from all the nonpolitical leaders of this country, from the captains of industry and the Masters of the Universe, from the people who lead giant organizations and influence public opinion. Where exactly do they stand on bigotry, and what do they plan to do about it?

Six days after the election, the Wall Street Journal held its annual CEO Council. According to its sponsors, the council “connects the world’s most ambitious and influential business leaders to discuss the issues shaping the future.” In other words, the council provides an opportunity for the rich and powerful to meet the rich and powerful.

Most of the attendees and speakers were CEOs. A governor of the Federal Reserve System was there, along with one of the chief prosecutors of financial crimes. I had also been asked to come. Was this Daniel invited to the lion’s den?

I showed up at the appointed hour, and the gathering was just about what you’d expect: lots of white men and a few other people. All of them were seated in a darkened room while the main dish (me) was placed on a low stage, ready to be carved up.

At this conference, just six days after the election, I had something I wanted to say to the leaders of corporate America. As soon as I spotted an opening, I jumped in. I pointed out that Trump had run a campaign based on bigotry and that the early indications showed that he was embracing that bigotry—hook, line, and sinker. Then I looked directly at the CEOs and made my pitch:

Bigotry is bad for business.

I noted that many of their own companies had been on the front lines in the effort to make workplaces friendlier to a broad spectrum of Americans. Many of these same companies had made it clear that they wanted to serve customers of all races and religions and sexual orientations. Many had also pushed back against laws in Indiana and North Carolina that all but encouraged people to discriminate against those identifying as LGBTQ. And good for them. But some of these companies were also making political contributions to help out Donald Trump and the congressional Republicans. Some had given money directly. Some had hidden behind their trade associations. Some had donated through dark money political groups.

Yes, these companies were legally entitled to make those contributions; they were fully protected under the Supreme Court ruling in Citizens United. And yes, many of these companies almost certainly had non-hateful reasons for supporting a candidate and a party that has embraced hate. But no matter what they told themselves about the reasons for their support, they cannot aid and abet bigotry and then claim that their own hands are clean.

People don’t have to be bigots themselves to profit from bigotry. Bankers can get in bed with open racists and tell themselves that the only reason they associate with these people is to make a deal to roll back financial regulations. Oil barons can buddy up with friends of the KKK and say they’re only interested in securing more drilling rights. CEOs of communications giants can help out people who want to round up all Muslims and claim they’re just working to get their latest merger approved.

These executives may tell themselves that they personally are open-minded about Muslims or Latinos or blacks or women or LGBTQ people or any other group that is targeted by hate. They may declare that they are fair in their hiring and that they welcome customers of all kinds. They can spin any version of a not-my-problem story they want, but when they help people who are advancing bigotry and when they make it easier for bigoted candidates to get elected and easier for them to stay in power, then they profit from each and every hateful act as surely as if they shoved, chanted, and spit right along with the bigots.

It isn’t enough to declare in private that our own hearts are good. We stand up in public for those who are attacked and we call on others to stand up. That’s how we tell ourselves who we are. That’s how we let the rest of the world know what we stand for.

I told the business leaders at the CEO Council that they had to choose sides. With Trump trying to pull our country back toward more separation and more hate, I said, “I don’t think it’s possible to stand on the sidelines and be quiet about this.”

Leadership on the issue of bigotry will come from the grass roots. It will come from the clergy. It will come from elected officials. It will come from sports figures and movie stars and talk show hosts and newspaper columnists and everyone who has a platform. And on this most fundamental of issues, corporate America shouldn’t get a pass.

We all stand up, and we also look around to see who isn’t standing. And then we call them out.

BUILD OPPORTUNITY

The second part of our fight is to say loud and clear that we will make this economy work for everyone—not just for the top 10 percent, but for everyone.

This isn’t “messaging.” It’s not about finding the right slogan or slicing off the right demographic. It’s about understanding at a deep-down level what most of America lives every day: This government doesn’t work for them. This government works for the rich and the powerful, and it is leaving everyone else behind.

Yes, there’s some good economic news out here. And every time we talk about the stock market or unemployment statistics or the GDP, we think we’re drawing an accurate picture of our economy. But those statistics have huge blind spots. Gina can’t put groceries on the table just because the stock market is up. Michael can’t whittle down his mortgage with the GDP. Kai can’t pay off her student loans even if the Labor Department says she’s fully employed. It is the lived experience of Gina, Michael, and Kai—and the tens of millions more who have their own stories—that will determine the future of our country. And with every passing year, the economic indicators that Washington obsesses over ignore the lives of more and more people like Gina and Michael and Kai.

The question is simple: How do we build an America that works for all of us?

The answer is right in front of us: We built it once, and we can build it again.

The America we built was far from perfect, but over time it worked better and better for more and more of us. It was an America where income rose across the board, where the 90 percent got a big piece of all the new income produced in this country, where the arc of our national story was bending in the right direction. It was an America where one generation after another felt confident that their children would do better than they had.

Then the story turned darker, as millionaires and corporate executives decided they wanted a bigger piece of our collective pie. In the 1980s, deregulation and trickle-down economics began to tilt our economy, and before long it worked only for those at the top. The change was radical: since the election of Ronald Reagan, almost 100 percent of the new income produced in this country has gone to the richest 10 percent, leaving essentially nothing for everyone else.

Now we face the biggest threat of all: the levers of our government have been handed over to people who still believe in trickle-down and deregulation, and they will do everything they can to amp up the impact of policies that have already hollowed out America’s middle class. During his campaign, Donald Trump claimed to be a man of the people; the day he was sworn in, he declared that his inauguration “will be remembered as the day the people became the rulers of this nation again.” But talk is cheap. Actions matter far more. And as soon as his election victory was secure, Trump put together a team of advisers and cabinet members bent on helping corporate America enrich itself while allowing working families to fall further and further behind.

President Trump, Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell, Speaker of the House Paul Ryan, their followers in Congress—they all ran for office promising to work hard for we the people. Instead, within hours of taking the oath of office, Trump quietly signed an executive order to make FHA mortgages more expensive—likely cutting about forty thousand families out of a chance to buy a home each year. Within weeks of the election, McConnell delivered big favors to his campaign contributors in a drug-approval bill he shepherded through the Senate. Not to be outdone, Ryan immediately put together a budget that would privatize Medicare and a tax cut that would drop about $3 trillion in the pockets of the richest one percent and provide virtually nothing for anyone else. And here’s the part that really burns: if any of them had run for office on a platform of reducing homeownership, naming Wall Street insiders to control our economy, giving giant banks more chances to cheat people, and destroying our environment, they would have lost by double digits. This is plain old bait-and-switch, now dressed up in its new gold-plated Trumpian version.

The most extreme of the trickle-down advocates are now in charge, and they are pulling every lever they can to make this country work better for those at the top. Trump campaigned hard for changes to the tax code—cuts that would leave an average of a cool $1.1 million in the pockets of the wealthiest 0.1 percent of the population. And for every dollar of special tax breaks that the rich guys get, how much does the family right in the middle get? A dollar? A dime? A penny? Nope. It would be about one-tenth of a penny. But wait, there’s more: for many single parents and large families, taxes would go up. And finally, there’s one last little twist of the knife: it just so happens that Trump’s tax plan will save many millions for Trump’s family businesses. Some people will gobble up every crumb of food at the table, if they get the chance.

As these tax cuts make Trump and his billionaire buddies even richer, they will leave government with even less money to invest in schools, roads, bridges, and medical research. Less money to cut the cost of student loans. Less money to make the shift to green energy. Less money to make our power grid more resilient to climate change, to deal with an opioid-abuse crisis that is destroying lives all across this country, to repair public housing and rebuild public transportation. Less money to do the things we can and must do together to give each other a helping hand and to build real opportunity for all our children.

But those tax cuts would give us more of one thing: debt. The Trump tax cuts would add more than $7 trillion to our $19.5 trillion national debt over a decade—and would add a staggering $21 trillion or so over twenty years. As usual, President Trump will let someone else pick up the bill for his spending: the American taxpayer.

If Trump has his way, the rich will get even richer, and the powerful even more powerful. He has plenty of ideas about how to make that happen; front and center is his belief that regulations that prevent the big banks from blowing up the economy ought to be eliminated. The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is also in the crosshairs, and for exactly one reason: it does its job so well that a whole lot fewer people are getting cheated on mortgages, credit cards, and a number of other financial products. Regulations that make it possible for more workers to receive overtime pay are also on the chopping block, along with regulations to protect investors from scams and regulations to keep the air breathable and the water drinkable. There are hundreds of other examples, but the theme is clear: some of the rules that help keep markets a little fairer, the economy a little safer, and our lives a little better also crimp short-term profits, and in the cruel new world of Trump trickle-down, that’s reason enough to get rid of them.

Thanks to the resilience of the American people, we have managed to survive thirty-five years of trickle-down economics—sometimes more of it, sometimes less. But our middle class may not be strong enough to withstand another four years of these destructive policies. People are already pressed to the breaking point, and they may be crushed by still more years of rising expenses and flat wages. Giant corporations have gotten so good at making Washington do their bidding, so good at wiggling through tax loopholes and regulatory tangles, and so good at shifting the burdens and the risks to families and small businesses, that there is simply too little left over for everyone else. Another round of trickle-down economics threatens both the foundations of our economy and our basic belief that America is a land of opportunity.

As the recent election made plain, people are angry, and they’re so angry that it’s sometimes hard to believe that we can ever reach across the political divisions in our country. Yes, we are divided by some big issues, and some of our differences run deep. But on a whole range of economic policies—the policies that determine who gets a chance to move forward and who doesn’t—there is actually widespread agreement on what is broken and what it will take to fix it:

•  More than 70 percent of the American people believe that students should have a chance at a debt-free education.

•  Nearly three-quarters of Americans support expanding Social Security.

•  Two-thirds of all Americans support raising the federal minimum wage.

•  Three-quarters of Americans want the federal government to increase spending on infrastructure.

This is what big majorities of Americans—Democrats, Republicans, independents, Libertarians, and vegetarians—believe. When we tune out the noise and the nonsense, the real story comes through loud and clear: people actually have pretty clear ideas about how to make America work for all of us.

And how do we pay for all those things? Again, a pretty solid majority of America agrees: start by raising taxes for those at the top. Currently, 61 percent of us believe that the wealthiest Americans don’t pay their fair share in taxes, and 63 percent favor eliminating tax deductions and loopholes for the very rich. That’s not quite a two-to-one majority, but it sure as heck gives us a good starting point.

And what about the other half of trickle-down economics? What about rolling back the tide of deregulation? By a three-to-one margin, Americans want more—not less—regulation over Wall Street. And here’s my personal favorite: twice as many Trump voters want to protect or strengthen the CFPB than want to cut back its reach.

Most of America is ready for change, and most of us share a vision of an America that builds opportunity. Restoring that vision is one of the most important things we can do. Why? Because this is the core of what it means to be America—the security, the optimism, and the spark that makes us productive and innovative. That core is what makes us who we are.

DEMAND DEMOCRACY

In an America led by Donald Trump and a band of billionaires, bankers, and bigots, how can we go about making this change real?

We stand up and we fight back—and we do so on a very personal level. We start with clarity about the principle we are fighting for: everybody counts and everybody gets a chance to build something. Or to say it another way: America must be a country that respects every human being and that builds opportunity not just for some of us, but for all of us. We fight for a country we can believe in.

Collective action begins with individual action, and each of us must find our own way to speak up. I think of a man named Mateo, who helps manage billing and insurance forms in a busy office for three surgeons. He’s shy and soft-spoken. He wears his dark, curly hair long, partly hiding the scars from burns he suffered as a child. He has never talked politics at work. “All kinds of people come in here,” he told me, “and besides, the doctors? This is their place.”

Trump’s election to the presidency hit him hard. “I’m gay, and it’s like America wants to go back,” he said. “I can’t go back. I feel like my country doesn’t want me.” After President Trump was elected, Mateo thought deeply about what he personally could do. “I’m not brave, but I had to do something.” So he decided to wear his “Love Trumps Hate” button every day. At work, he keeps it in his pocket, but when he goes to lunch and to the store and out in the evening, he believes the button says to everyone, “This is where I stand.”

Now people who walk by Mateo say things like “Yeah, me too.” He got a high five from a young black man at the gas station, and a group of schoolkids cheered him at the food court at the mall. He smiled when he told that story: “It’s like we’re all connected.”

Mateo said the button was a reminder that he could do something. Over Thanksgiving, he volunteered at a shelter for homeless youths, and he plans on going back.

Okay, it’s just a button. And it may not even be the best button. But it was Mateo’s way to get connected and to make his own statement. It was also his reminder to do more. I say, “Good for you, Mateo!”

And to everyone reading this book, I make the same point: Start with something personal. Pick your own act of defiance, something that says to you—and to others—that you won’t go along with the hate. Find a way to connect with other people and strengthen communities that are built on the idea that everyone in America deserves respect and dignity. Commit yourself to joining the fight to give every kid a chance. Contribute time and your best energy to the battle to ensure that this government will serve not just the richest and most powerful, but all of us. Because these personal acts of devotion will connect you to the collective action that makes democracy work.

Individual action leads to the second tool of resistance: we must use our numbers. Most Americans want change, and in a democracy, majorities matter.

I now start every day by reminding myself that Hillary Clinton beat Donald Trump by nearly three million votes. In any other democracy on earth, she would be president, but our outdated Electoral College system gave the win to Donald Trump. Okay, those are the rules, but it doesn’t mean that he gets to govern as if he has a mandate. He does not have the wind of democracy at his back. On the contrary, Donald Trump is the President Most People Didn’t Want, and the majority has the right—the obligation, in fact—to make the wind blow right back in Trump’s face, hard.

How do we do that? We use our collective power. Trump clearly loves having a big audience—so let’s give him one. He also loves watching television, so let’s give him a great show. If we pay attention to what he and his team do, if we respond with a coordinated push in opposition, it will make a big difference. Marches and rallies? You bet. Online protests and viral videos? Yes. Funny stuff, hard-hitting stuff, passionate stuff? Absolutely. We must use our collective voice—use it to challenge what is bad and use it to demand what is good. This is what it means to live our values in real time. This is what democracy looks like and sounds like.

The Women’s March on January 21, 2017, was an awakening. Springing up in cities and towns across the country, it was the single biggest demonstration in the history of the United States. It was an organic, spontaneous decision by millions of women to organize a rally that would roar. On the day after Donald Trump was sworn in as president of the United States, we showed all the world that we would not be cowed, we would not be silenced, and we would not let this man speak for who we are as a people. Every marcher added their own flavor and color, but more than anything, we celebrated the power of us, the power of the people. We demonstrated that we can be the loud, determined, unrelenting force that reminds all of America about our values—and our willingness to fight for those values.

The Women’s March, however, was only the beginning. For everyone who remains unhappy about Donald Trump’s election, don’t forget how we got here: we must begin working right now on the 2018 midterm election. If you didn’t like how 2016 came out, volunteer for a voter registration drive and help pull in some new people—not in a year, but now. And if there is no place to volunteer, build it yourself. Yes, it’s hard—but this is what it takes to make change. Or if that just doesn’t work for you, then lobby the state legislatures that still don’t have same-day registration and early voting. Helping people get access to voting is one of the most patriotic things you can do. If everyone votes, I guarantee that Donald Trump and his kind will lose.

And there’s more: think about running for office yourself. I didn’t have any experience when I launched my first campaign in 2012; you, too, can seize the moment and decide to make a difference. You can run or you can help someone else run. The kind of people we need in public office aren’t the ones who can collect a few million from the Koch brothers or write a check out of their own accounts. The people we need are the people who need help—who need lots of volunteers to get a campaign up and going. Democracy needs us.

Whatever you do, however you step up, do everything possible to make 2018 the year that defies all the statistics about lack of interest in midterm elections and, instead, delivers a higher turnout of voters than in 2016. We can show that democracy works.

Do we need more proof that votes and elections matter? What happened in November 2016 will have an impact on every person, every worker, every family in America. Take my own state, Massachusetts: it’s not a big state, but more than a million people here count on Medicare and Medicare Advantage to help cover their medical bills and prescription drugs. Two out of every three students graduating from a college in Massachusetts carry a load of student loan debt. One in seven people in Massachusetts was born outside the United States. Tens of thousands of people in nursing homes depend on Medicaid to help pay the bills. We have 16,000 children in Head Start, and 233,000 families bought health insurance on the Connector marketplace. More than 400,000 members of labor unions rely on the right to bargain collectively for better wages and safer working conditions. More than 32,000 people went to Planned Parenthood of Massachusetts in 2016 for critically important care. Every one of them—and everyone else in Massachusetts—will be touched by the policies that Trump and the Republican leadership are pushing. Touched? No, many of them will be bruised, battered, slammed, beaten, thumped—and some will be broken. Does it matter what Donald Trump and his administration do? You bet it does.

There will be no shortage of horrifying initiatives over the next few years—threats of mass deportations, dangerous Supreme Court nominees, and efforts to rewrite the rules to give even more advantages to the rich and powerful. Shoot, those will be just the beginning. What’s worse is that what I describe as horrifying initiatives, Trump and his allies see as glittering opportunities. We can’t know which battles Trump and his team will try to mount with the full force of the government and the Republican establishment at their backs, but I know we have to be ready. We have to believe in ourselves, in our cause, and in our absolute, unwavering willingness to get in there and fight.

For inspiration, think back to Franklin Roosevelt. When FDR said he would take on corporations and Wall Street, he didn’t mince words. He called out the “privileged princes” and “economic royalty” running corporate America. And when the titans of commerce went after him with vicious attacks, he didn’t back down. Instead he declared, “I welcome their hatred.”

Today’s leaders must show similar courage and do their part to resist Trump. Everyone in this fight has the right to call out their elected representatives and demand that they join the battle, too. Breaking the grip that powerful corporations hold over our government will require members of Congress and many other government officials to stand up—stand up to Big Oil, Big Pharma, Big Tobacco, and Big Lots of Things. Turning the tide will mean taming the money monster that makes it possible for the privileged to hold democracy by the throat. It will mean casting a skeptical eye at the experts for hire and banning federal judges from taking “gifts” from those who would curry favor. It will mean a lot of changes, but most of all, it will mean cultivating a willingness to fight.

Success against a threat of this magnitude will take enormous effort. It will take discipline: we can’t treat every single skirmish as a do-or-die battle. Each fight over one of Trump’s silly, distracting tweets is a fight we’re not having over who really benefits when the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau is hobbled or the EPA is silenced. Sure, some of those tweets matter—but not all of them, and, often, not even the most outrageous ones.

Sometimes we will disagree about when to charge ahead and when to pause. We will need to be smart, to hold steady, to be persistent in our attention to our core issues, and to hold Trump accountable—not for everything, but for the things that will make the biggest differences in people’s lives.

We need to be disciplined, but we also need the courage to head straight into the most consequential battles. There will be many different paths to the battlefield, but the first step is the commitment to get in the fight. It is a commitment that should not be lightly taken. Fights are hard, and fights against well-funded groups that have already wrapped their tentacles around every part of American life are really hard. Those in power will not go quietly. They will not cede a single inch without putting up resistance. Sometimes the fight will get ugly, and sometimes we will lose. But if we don’t fight, we will end up in an even uglier place. And if we don’t fight, we will always lose.

Summon the courage. Make the commitment. Get in the fight.

THE FIGHT AHEAD

The hardest time for me is about three o’clock in the morning. That’s when the worries come back to haunt me. That’s when I sometimes think about Gina.

Gina, the woman who reminded me of my mother—only a generation later. Gina, with the quick laugh and the den mother instincts, always looking out for her coworkers at Walmart. Gina, who worked long hours but still ended up at the food pantry by the end of every month.

How did 2016 turn out for her? She proudly voted for Donald Trump, hoping he would “shake things up.” She was happy when he won. Then, a month after the election, she said that Walmart had revised its staffing approach. The company had decided to hire a lot more temps, people who were willing to work fewer hours and not get any benefits. Shortly before Christmas, Walmart fired Gina.

As for Michael, his hard times had come earlier—the 2008 recession had cost him his job at DHL, his home, his security. By the start of 2016, it looked like his financial nightmare was pretty much over. He and his wife, Janet, were living in a smaller home in a nearby Chicago suburb, and Michael had worked his way up to the day shift at the Nabisco plant. But in March, when Nabisco started laying off people at the Chicago plant and moving those jobs to Mexico, he was thrown backward again.

Michael proudly voted for Hillary Clinton. During the campaign, she visited his Nabisco plant to talk to the workers who were about to lose their jobs, and he told me that he was sure that “she won’t forget us.” But now his future looks grim. Recently he applied for a part-time job back at DHL, and he hopes it will come through. No guaranteed hours, no benefits, but something. He really needs that job because he’s got the new mortgage now, and he also worries about paying for health insurance. In a few months, he will turn sixty.

And then there’s Kai. Kai didn’t vote. She just couldn’t get excited about either candidate. Three days before Christmas, she packed up her car and started the long drive from her sister’s place in Connecticut back to her parents’ home in Colorado.

Nine years after she first set out for college, full of plans and sure she would make a mark in this world, Kai will move back into her old room at her parents’ house. She has no idea where she will work—maybe at another restaurant, if she can find a job at a place where the tips are decent. She’s given up on completing her degree; now her only goal is to keep up with her student loan payments, one month at a time. With a $90,000 debt load and a job at the bottom of the pay scale, she can’t even calculate when she will be out of debt. Marriage? A family? A home of her own? Those dreams look very far away to Kai.

This can’t be right. Gina worked hard; so did Michael and Kai. As far as I know, they weren’t reckless or stupid or careless. They didn’t gamble, or laze about, or sink their life savings into snake-oil futures. No, they worked hard and played by the rules and did their best. Swept up by a tide of change, they now find themselves living in an America that has made the climb into the middle class much harder than it once was—and has made the fall out of the middle class much swifter and more deadly.

When my mother put on her high heels and walked to the local Sears store back in the 1960s, she was flat out of options. She was ready to take whatever Sears handed her. And if Sears didn’t come through, there was a hamburger joint across the street. And a dry cleaners, a drugstore, and an insurance agency a block farther up. She wasn’t going to come home without a paycheck, not if she could help it.

My mother pulled together every scrap of will and determination she could summon, and she saved our lives. Her minimum-wage job meant we could meet the mortgage payments and keep groceries on the table. My daddy got back to work eventually, and he finally ended up as a janitor. Together they paid down the bills. I made it to college, got married, and became a teacher, just as I’d always dreamed. None of it was easy, but my parents hung on to their place in America’s middle class right up until they died.

Yes, I worry about Gina. I know she’s every bit as smart and tough as my mother—maybe more so. But Gina needs an America where the playing field isn’t tilted so hard against her. Michael just needs a chance, and that’s what Kai needs, too.

The danger is real, and the time is short. But we understand what we can do. We can build an America that works for all of us. We know how; we just need to do it.

Our country’s future is not determined by some law of physics. It’s not determined by some preordained path. It’s not even determined by Donald Trump. Our country’s future is up to us. We can let the great American promise die or we can fight back. Me? I’m fighting back.

This fight is our fight.


 

Epilogue

“What was that?”

I’d heard a muffled roar outside, the sound of many voices suddenly rising as one.

Bruce and I were in our apartment in Washington, D.C. It was early morning on Friday, January 20, 2017. The day was chilly and cloudy, threatening rain, and Bruce was already dressed and heading out to find newspapers—he’s still old school about morning coffee and papers. I was layering up with socks, an undershirt, and a turtleneck, preparing to sit outside in the cold for a couple of hours while Donald Trump was being sworn in as the forty-fifth president of the United States.

When I’d gotten up around seven and looked out the window, I saw that a steady stream of people was already moving down the street toward the National Mall, the green space that runs from Capitol Hill to the Washington Monument and on to the Lincoln Memorial. I spotted a fellow on the corner with a pushcart loaded with Trump T-shirts, caps, and other souvenirs. Lots of people were wearing red hats, and I assumed they were the famous Make America Great Again caps. People carried signs, backpacks, shopping bags, and umbrellas. The inauguration ceremonies would begin at eleven, so early birds would be outside for a while.

For nearly an hour, I’d heard the sounds of people out on the street, but when the roar went up, I ran over to the window. By now the street was crowded, and I saw that a huge banner had been unfurled above the throng, with people on each end holding poles to keep it aloft. Written on the banner was just one word, all in capitals:

FASCIST

As the noise intensified, there was a lot of pushing and shoving around the people holding up the banner. The police moved in quickly to make sure no one got hurt. The sign disappeared. The pushing and shoving stopped. The noise died back down.

I leaned my forehead against the cold window. Fascist. Here, in the United States of America, protesters declaring that the incoming president was a fascist. I had heard the word hurled a few times before, mostly back when I was a kid. But this was different.

In all my life, I had never expected to see a day like this. The person about to be sworn in as the nation’s president was a man who had launched multiple attacks on people because of their faith. A man who had made barefaced racism part of his appeal. A man who had spoken of women in the most vulgar ways and made fun of a reporter with a disability. A man who had forced a lot of Americans to stop dead in their tracks to consider the possibility that fascism was alive and well, right here in America.

Even his claim to return power to the people made me clench my teeth. Return it to the people? What, the ultrarich people? The Goldman Sachs people? The Wall Street people? He had already named one billionaire after another to run his incoming administration, and he had been quick to set a terrible example by making it clear that serving in government was not inconsistent with lining your own pockets.

And this man was about to be sworn in as president.

*   *   *

THE NEXT DAY broke bright and sunny.

I was back home in Cambridge, back in my own bed. As I woke up I thought, “One day into his presidency and at least Donald Trump hasn’t blown up the world yet. Only 1,460 days to go.”

My next thought was about the Women’s March on Washington. When I had first heard about it, I wondered whether we would have a similar march in Massachusetts. When I’d asked around, I heard that planning for a “small rally” in Boston was coming together. I said I wanted to join our people at home.

I loved the idea of a big rally in Washington. I loved the symbolism of an enormous crowd of people turning out to celebrate our unity a day after the inauguration of a man trying to tear us apart. But I also thought that if people staged rallies across the country their energy and their numbers would create a special magic. Groups large and small could gather to affirm that we the people are stronger than a hate-filled president.

In the days leading up to the march in Boston, volunteers worked feverishly to set up the rally. The planners came from a variety of places, but they didn’t hesitate to jump in. No more fanning the flames of hatred. No more government of billionaires. And why not make our stand in America’s oldest public park, Boston Common? Why not stand just miles from where the Mayflower landed? Why not stand where the abolitionists, the suffragettes, and the Freedom Riders had gathered? After centuries of progress and setbacks, steps forward and steps back, why not stand here to declare again out of many, we are one. It was time to start calling our army together, and the group that organized the Boston march had done an amazing job.

So now it was Saturday morning. I tied the laces on my bright pink tennis shoes, put on my purple Planned Parenthood scarf (knotted just right so everyone could see the logo), and hopped in the Blue Bomber. My state director, Roger Lau; his deputy, Jess Torres; and Bruce were already in the car, ready to go. As we made our way toward the rally, we saw cars backed up on Storrow Drive. I could see that the police were out in force, with roads blocked and traffic diverted. I was worried that we’d be late.

By now we were eight or ten blocks from Boston Common, where the march would begin. And that was when I got my first glimpse of our army. The sidewalks were full of people hurrying toward the Common—women in pink pussy hats, men pushing strollers, kids laughing and running. I saw a little girl riding on her father’s shoulders while clutching a hand-lettered sign that read, I FIGHT LIKE A GIRL.

So do I, sweetie.

When I waded into the crowd and moved toward the stage a few minutes later, I realized that the Boston Women’s March was like a giant family reunion. Lots of hugs and cheers and catching up. Lots of experienced activists, but also lots of new faces. Lots of babies and great-grannies. Lots of students and older marchers. People with disabilities made an especially strong showing—a reminder that they too would be powerful fighters in the coming battles.

From up on the stage, I saw signs from Planned Parenthood and the ACLU. I spotted a big sign that proclaimed BE THE CHURCH and listed the principles that idea represented—protect the environment, care for the poor, reject racism, fight for the powerless, share earthly and spiritual resources, embrace diversity, love God, enjoy this life. The sign covered it all.

I looked out at the massive crowd. There was an ocean of signs—colorful, clever, creative.

I march so my daughter won’t have to

Let’s read Trump’s tax returns, not his tweets

This is my first protest, but not my last

Not usually a sign guy but geez

This is what democracy looks like

Women’s rights are not up for grabs

Brown queer proud and here to stay

We are all immigrants

Donald you ain’t seen nasty yet

The power of the people is stronger than the people in power

History has its eyes on you

When I had the chance to speak to the crowd before the march began, I talked about having witnessed the moment when Donald Trump was sworn in as president. The sight was now burned into my brain, and I would never forget it. I didn’t want to forget it: I wanted to use it as a reminder to fight longer, fight harder, and fight more passionately for an America that works for all of us, not just the people favored by Donald Trump.

There were more cheers and more hugs and more pictures, but the best part was wading back into the crowd. The mood was exuberant but purposeful. Everyone I met looked absolutely committed, ready to join the fight. I offered lots of hugs and knelt down to take pictures with very small marchers (even if they were strapped in to strollers, I think it’s fair to say that they still qualified as marchers). Bruce visited with some of his students who had come to join the rally.

We lined up and got ready to begin the march. Senator Ed Markey, Mayor Marty Walsh, Attorney General Maura Healey, and I stood together on the front line. We were joined by the state treasurer, Deb Goldberg, and the state auditor, Suzanne Bump.

Bruce stood right behind Senator Markey and me. He reached out and shook hands with police superintendent-in-chief William Gross, the highest ranking police officer in Boston. Then he introduced himself: “I’m the senator’s husband.” Bruce paused. “Hers, not his.”

I love Massachusetts.

Finally, inching forward, we started marching. The “small rally” had turned into 175,000 marchers, with more turned away because Boston Common ran out of room. The police did their best to clear a path for us to march, but in the end the crowds were so thick that mostly we were just a huge, slowly moving mass of people.

We weren’t fully organized yet, but the power was there, the energy everywhere. On a cold, bright Saturday morning, something special was happening. Every step brought us closer together—everyone on Boston Common, everyone in Washington, everyone in little towns and big cities across America and around the world.

We stood up in different places and we spoke out in different ways, but we made it clear that we believe in basic human dignity. We declared that everyone counts. We talked and held signs that pointed to many different paths, but all those paths pointed toward building opportunity, not just for some of our people but for all of them. And our very act of marching delivered the loudest possible proclamation of our deep-down, unshakeable belief that we can make democracy work again by insisting that this government serve the people. We are an army—an army filled with optimism and hope and fierce determination.

As I marched in Boston with tens of thousands of others that day, I had no illusions. I knew it would be a hard fight. I knew there would be dark moments. But I knew that we had tens of millions of people with us and that this fight would be our fight.
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NOTES


Please note that some of the links referenced throughout the work are no longer active.


1: THE DISAPPEARING MIDDLE CLASS

The rate was already low: John Schmitt, “The Minimum Wage Is Too Damn Low,” Issue Brief, Center for Economic and Policy Research, March 2012, http://cepr.net/documents/publications/min-wage1-2012-03.pdf.

cannot keep herself and her baby above the poverty line: In 2016, the federal poverty level was defined as $16,020 in annual income for a family of two. Working forty hours per week, earning the federal minimum wage of $7.25 per hour, a mother would earn only $15,080 each year. Department of Health and Human Services, “Federal Poverty Level (FPL),” https://www.healthcare.gov/glossary/federal-poverty-level-FPL/.

the power to recommend a raise for thirty million Americans: Raising the minimum wage to $10.10 by July 2015 would have led to higher wages for more than 30 million workers. David Cooper and Doug Hall, “Raising the Federal Minimum Wage to $10.10 Would Give Working Families, and the Overall Economy, a Much-Needed Boost,” Briefing Paper, Economic Policy Institute, March 13, 2013, http://www.epi.org/files/2013/IB354-Minimum-wage.pdf.

I’m at the far right end of the horseshoe: Video posted here: http://www.help.senate.gov/hearings/keeping-up-with-a-changing-economy-indexing-the-minimum-wage.

workers’ pay hadn’t kept pace with inflation: If the minimum wage had kept pace with inflation since 1968, it would have been around $9.22–$10.52 per hour in 2012. Schmitt, “The Minimum Wage Is Too Damn Low.”

Profits had gone up: Floyd Norris, “Corporate Profits Grow and Wages Slide,” New York Times, April 4, 2014, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/05/business/economy/corporate-profits-grow-ever-larger-as-slice-of-economy-as-wages-slide.html.

Executives had gotten raises: Rebecca Hiscott, “CEO Pay Has Increased by 937 Percent Since 1978,” Huffington Post, June 12, 2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/06/12/ceo-pay-report_n_5484622.html.

and one of the country’s leading experts: Testimony by Professor Arindrajit Dube before the U.S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, March 13, 2013, http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Dube1.pdf.

the country’s total wealth is at an all-time high: Josh Zumbrun, “Americans’ Total Wealth Hits Record, According to Federal Reserve Report,” Wall Street Journal, June 9, 2016, http://www.wsj.com/articles/americans-total-wealth-hits-record-according-to-federal-reserve-report-1465488231.

Adjusted for inflation, the minimum wage today is lower: In 1965, the minimum wage was $1.25 per hour. That’s $9.52 in 2016 dollars. U.S. Department of Labor, “Minimum Wage—U.S. Department of Labor—Chart 1,” https://www.dol.gov/featured/minimum-wage/chart1; U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “CPI Inflation Calculator,” https://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl.
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CONF IDENTIAL MEMORANDUM

A

ATTACK ON AMERICAN FREE ENTERPRISE SYSTEM

TO: Mr. Eugene B, Sydnor, Jr. DATE: August 23, 1971
Chairman
Education Committee
U.5. Chamber of Comrerce

FROM: Lewis F. Powell, Jr.

. This memorandum is submitted at your request as &
‘ basis for the discussion on August 24 with Mr. Booth and others
at the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. The purpose is to identify the
problem, and suggest possible avenues of action for further

consideration.

Dimensions of the Attack

No thoughtful person can question that the American
economic system is under broad attack.* This varies in scope,
intensity, in the techniques employed, and in the level of
visibility.

There always have been some who opposed the American

system, and preferred socialism or some form of statism

*Variously called: the "free enterprise system", "capitalism",
and the "profit system". The American political system of
democracy under the rule of law 1s also under attack, often by
the same individuals and organizations who seek to undermine
the enterprise system. ’

LEWIS F. POWELL JR. PAPERS, WILBUR C. HALL LAW LIBRARY, WASHINGTON AND LEE UNIVERSITY, LEXINGTON, VIRGINIA
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