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	Introduction

George W. Bush claimed through two presidential campaigns that America has become the “ownership society.” I couldn’t agree more. America has become a society owned by corporations and a political system dominated by corporate and special interests, and directed by elites who are hostile—or at best indifferent—to the interests of working men and women of the middle class and their families.
Corporate America holds dominion over the Republican and Democratic parties through campaign contributions, armies of lobbyists that have swamped Washington, and control of political and economic think tanks and media. What was for almost two hundred years a government of the people has become a government of corporations, and the consent of the governed is now little more than a quaint rubric of our Declaration of Independence, honored as a perfunctory exercise in artifice, and practiced every two to four years in midterm and presidential elections in which only about half of our eligible voters go to the polls.
We stand on the brink of being judged by future historians as the generation that failed to heed Abraham Lincoln’s call to assure that the “government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”
There is almost no countervailing influence in our society to mitigate, even at the margins, the awesome and all but total corporate ownership of our political system. Labor unions are nearing extinction, and those that survive are in the midst of internal leadership struggles to find relevance in our economy and our society. Most of our universities are rarely, if ever, bastions of independent thinking, social scholarship, and activism. Instead they are dependent and rely upon either the federal government or the favor of corporations and the wealthy for funding their very existences. Our churches are in decline and tend to expend their political energy on issues such as gay marriage and highly amorphous “family values” rather than on the relevent causes of our time, including the preservation of our traditional national values of independence, equality, personal freedom, the common good, and our national interest. Isn’t preserving the American Dream, and fighting back against those forces that would diminish or destroy it, a worthy cause for our traditional institutions and to all of us who care deeply about our great democracy and way of life?
Most alarmingly, our federal government has become so dysfunctional that it no longer serves well the needs of the people, nor do our elected officials assert the common good against the power of money and capital.
No one believes more strongly than I do in our free enterprise democracy, or in the importance of capitalism as the driving force of our economy. At the same time, I also strongly reject unfettered capitalism, and those forces that now rampant corporatism has arrayed against our middle class and those who aspire to be part of it.
The title of this book reflects an evolution in my understanding of our failed public policies, business practices, and politics over the past five years, and of their disastrous impact on the single largest group of people in this country—our middle class. My understanding has, admittedly, evolved far too slowly, and occasionally only haltingly—especially when I consider that the result of those failed policies, practices, and politics are now so painfully obvious: Middle-class working men and women and their families have been devastated.
In this conflict, the middle class is not collateral damage. Working men and women are not innocent bystanders in a great national accident. Our political, business, and academic elites are waging an outright war on Americans, and I doubt the middle class can survive the continued assault by forces unleashed over the past five years if they go on unchecked.
Whether the issue is a total lack of border security, an illegal immigration crisis, taxation, education, or jobs, big business and big government are unchecked in their attacks on the common good. Most of our elected officials, whether Democrat or Republican, have been bought and paid for through campaign donations from corporate lobbyists and other special interest groups. We’ve reached a stage where lobbyists no longer merely influence legislation but write the actual language of what becomes law.
The Bankruptcy Abuse Prevention and Consumer Protection Act of 2005 is only one such example. Credit card, banking, and other financial institutions all but wrote this measure. As a law, it now means that many middle-class families cannot turn to the protection of bankruptcy—even though the leading cause of personal bankruptcy is the medical and health care costs incurred by catastrophic illness.
In conjunction with the Bush administration’s unwavering commitment to faith-based economics and free trade at any cost, the effect of its failed public policies has been draconian. Our unrepresentative Congress has actually cheered on corporate America’s business practices—practices that have destroyed millions of well-paying middle-class jobs, and continue to do so. We are witnessing something that would have been unimaginable a quarter century ago: the emergence of a House of Representatives and a Senate that ignore the will of the majority of Americans, the middle class. Politicians have become viciously and vacuously partisan, and contemptuous of their constituencies. These forces are committed to a world order that views national sovereignty and borders as inconvenient impediments to trade and commerce, and our citizens as nothing more than consumers or units of labor in a global marketplace. That ideology has damaged, perhaps irreversibly, our manufacturing base as a result of the corporate offshoring of production facilities and the outsourcing of jobs to overseas cheap labor markets.
Each night, as I conclude my nightly broadcast on CNN, I have the gut-sick feeling that we have chronicled another twenty-four hours in the decline of our great democratic republic and the bankrupting of our free enterprise economy. Almost every night it seems we report on the erosion of individual rights and individual liberty, on ever bolder attempts by political and business elites to define what America now means, and on actions of elected officials, corporate leaders, and special interests who seemingly are determined to deny millions of Americans the same economic and educational opportunities that previous generations enjoyed.
A few years ago, on Lou Dobbs Tonight, we began reporting on the economic challenges facing most Americans in a series called “The Middle-Class Squeeze,” which initially focused on health care, job losses in manufacturing, and the corporate outsourcing of jobs. In 2004, the Kerry campaign even adopted “The Middle-Class Squeeze” as a designation for some of the senator’s policy positions. By the end of that election year, we had escalated our coverage, and changed the title of the series to “Assault on the Middle Class.” The economy had finally started creating jobs, but they were low-paying ones; middle-class jobs were still being shipped overseas. Those who lost their positions were finding new work, but slowly, and they were forced to accept 20 to 25 percent less in wages or salary. At the same time, public education, despite the No Child Left Behind Act (or perhaps because of it, as critics maintain), was failing millions of our students.
By now it had become evident to me that the problems beleaguering the middle class were about more than the erosion of jobs and pay, health care, and education. The issue was bigger than any of us could have imagined. When the realization that that was the case finally took hold last year, the title of our ongoing series was changed to “War on the Middle Class.”
Make no mistake: This is an outright war. To call it anything less is a disservice to the truth and to the American people. The mass capitulation of most Americans to political correctness over the past two decades has frequently provoked me to forgo gentle and indirect language in favor of simpler and more direct statements of meaning. I’m biased in my preference for direct language, but I’m convinced there is no other way to address the most critical issues facing the country.
I’ve found out the hard way that being direct and straightforward on my nightly broadcast is not always pleasing to those people trying to control the national agenda, define issues in their own narrow terms, and obfuscate their vested interests and motives. I was surprised early on that a discussion of something so seemingly boring as international trade and corporate business practices could be met with vicious personal attacks. These came by way of some of the country’s leading political figures and news columnists, who assailed me and the broadcast because we were reporting facts, analysis, and conclusions that contradicted, or were inconsistent with, their particular political or economic beliefs.
For instance, I told my audience in 2002 that the Bush administration was mistaken in calling our global war on terrorists simply a “war on terror.” I strongly believed then, as now, that we are fighting a global war not against terror, but against radical Islamist terrorists. I questioned, and still do, whether we can effectively fight a war in which we are constrained by some bizarre construction of political correctness to name our enemy.
So I named the enemy. A lot of people didn’t like this. Ibrahim Hooper, a spokesman for the Council on American-Islamic Relations, said that I had “taken the definition of Islamist from bigots and [was] trying to apply it to the war on terror.” The American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee likewise took issue with me, and James Zogby, head of the Arab American Institute, said, “I think he has really added to the confusion.”
The Bush White House press office went nuts. A White House press aide, Adam Levine, declared that I would not be permitted interviews with then secretary of state Colin Powell and former national security adviser Condoleezza Rice—in fact, with anyone at the White House. (Rice, by the way, has in fact declined interview requests by Lou Dobbs Tonight for the past four years. Knowing now the way this administration works, I doubt my audience will ever see her sitting comfortably across the desk from me in our New York studios.)
To their credit, Veterans Affairs secretary Jim Nicholson, now former trade representative Rob Portman, and UN ambassador John Bolton have all had the courage of intellect and character to come on the show to debate and discuss important issues and policies with me. And White House press secretary Tony Snow broke the four-year embargo that kept White House staffers from appearing on my show when he and I sat down on May 24, 2006, for his first prime-time interview. Snow was candid and engaging, something I appreciate in light of the way the Bush administration typically handles questions from journalists. Still, Snow is the exception in this otherwise insular administration, which absolutely will not tolerate public criticism of its policies and pursuits.
Four years ago I declared on my broadcast that the U.S. Justice Department’s decision to indict the Enron auditing firm of Arthur Andersen was a catastrophic mistake of judgment. Indicting the corporation rather than the culpable executives would needlessly destroy twenty-eight thousand jobs in this country. While some of my colleagues in the national press chose to construe my opinion as defending the firm of Arthur Andersen, I was in fact defending twenty-eight thousand innocent employees who ultimately were put out of work because the Justice Department would not indict the specific individuals who were responsible for any obstruction of justice in the federal investigation of Enron.
To this day I hear almost weekly from a few of the thousands of ex-employees of Andersen who thank me for our coverage and my defense of their jobs. Their gratitude over these years has been more than enough to make me firmly believe I was right in the position I took on the issue. It is also satisfying to note that since its wrongheaded indictment of Arthur Andersen as a firm, the Justice Department has adopted a policy of indicting individuals instead of corporations. My position on the issue was absolutely vindicated when in the case of Arthur Andersen LLP v. The United States the U.S. Supreme Court voted to overturn the firm’s conviction on May 31, 2005. Nonetheless, all these years later, not a single Arthur Andersen executive involved in the fraud has served a single day in jail.
When I began criticizing corporate America over the issue of outsourcing American jobs to cheap overseas labor markets, I was again besieged by personal criticism. John Castellani, the executive director of the Business Roundtable, couldn’t believe that I would speak out against outsourcing, especially since I’m a lifelong Republican and a strong believer in free enterprise. In a speech, Castellani said, “It’s as if whatever made Linda Blair’s head spin around in The Exorcist has invaded the body of Lou Dobbs and left him with the brain of [Democratic presidential candidate] Dennis Kucinich.”
It didn’t stop there. Gerard Baker of the Financial Times called me the “high priest of demotic sensationalism,” while James Glassman of the Washington Post said, “Once a sensible, if self-important and sycophantic, CNN anchor, he has suddenly become a table-thumping protectionist.”
Over the years I’ve grown accustomed to nasty personal reactions whenever I take a stand against the increasingly entrenched establishment that runs this country. Our privileged elites, along with the orthodoxies of the left and right, demand that they alone will determine our nation’s future, and they are dismissive of anyone who would have the temerity to raise his or her voice and speak directly and critically against those in power. I’ve learned hard lessons along the way, and my skin has thickened, and I will never fail to take strong positions on issues I believe to be critically important to the well-being of working men and women in this country, and to our common good. While columnist Michael Kinsley of the Washington Post may describe me as a “raving populist xenophobe,” I make no apologies for having more confidence in our middle class than in our elites, or for calling for higher levels of legal immigration, while at the same time demanding the government secure our borders and stop illegal immigration.
Pulitzer Prize–winning New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman calls me “a blithering idiot.” Columnist Andres Oppenheimer of the Miami Herald calls me part of some “isolationist media brotherhood.” The ad hominem attacks on me in this debate reveal far more about my critics’ reasoning than the issue we’re debating.
We open our nightly broadcast announcing an hour of news, debate, and opinion. My commitment is to getting to the facts and the truth whenever and wherever possible. That’s what my audience expects, and my audience also expects to hear my opinion on the events and issues that matter most to them. I don’t do “fair and balanced,” as some would have it, and I don’t do the dominant brand of “he says, she says” journalism.
Much of what passes for journalism in this country allows the elites in government and big business to promote their agendas without investigating underlying facts and motivations. By forsaking its role as the institution entrusted by the public to present the truth, the media has become complicit in the war on the middle class. The truth is no longer its goal; meeting deadlines and achieving profitability are now the sacrosanct objectives of news reporting. I truly believe that he says, she says journalism is nothing more than a rationalization for a news organization’s failure to commit its journalists and resources to an independent search for the facts and the admittedly elusive truth. When a newspaper, magazine, or news network presents a Republican’s view along with that of a Democrat, and passes off such fair and balanced reporting as the truth, it involves a lot less mental heavy lifting for journalists; it’s a way for the news organization to avoid the costly, time-and-resource-consuming demands of gathering data and analyzing it before reporting a story. It may even be somewhat satisfying for a reader, viewer, or listener who gets to see or hear his own partisan view expressed for as much as one half of the report. Unfortunately, the result of that approach is that the media usually doesn’t even manage to produce half-truths. 
He says, she says journalism is a poor substitute for the investigative groundwork, analysis—and yes, opinion—that aims to offer a nonpartisan, independent reality. The truth is seldom fair and balanced, and rarely captured by simply balancing a Democratic view against a Republican view. I have no interest in being objective in my practice of journalism if objectivity can only be achieved through neutrality. I’m never neutral on any issue that affects the common good, our national interest, and the working men and women of this country.
If ever there were a time for truth in America, it is now. For more than two hundred years, the American middle class has been the core of a work ethic, a tradition of values, and a belief that every citizen is an important part of a greater good. This heritage has made the United States a unique nation with shared goals and ideals. Our middle class is America’s foundation, and it is in its hearts and minds that the ideal of America is held strongest and brightest.
But ours is becoming increasingly a divided society—a society of haves and have-nots, educated and uneducated, rich and poor. The rich have gotten richer while working people have gotten poorer. We must also recognize that our public education system is failing, that there are far fewer well-paying jobs for our workers, that the middle class is hardly represented in government, and that our community and national values are increasingly challenged by corporatism, consumerism, and ethnocentric multiculturalism.
At a time when our nation should be investing strongly in our middle class, dramatically improving poor schools, rebuilding our manufacturing base, and restoring and refurbishing our infrastructure throughout the country, we are allowing our biggest businesses to ignore their social responsibilities and our federal government to squander hundreds of billions of dollars and accumulate enormous debts—debts that will fall upon our children. While corporations are paying lower taxes than ever before, and tax breaks for the wealthy are expanded, the middle class is forced to shoulder ever more of the tax burden—even as American working men and women are working harder than ever simply to keep their jobs, and they are working longer hours at reduced pay with fewer benefits.
The people who built this country find themselves employed by companies that seem hell-bent on sending their jobs overseas to cut costs and payroll, and electing those representatives who ignore failing public schools and ever more expensive health care. They are, in short, becoming a class of people with uncertain job prospects, insecure financial futures, and the likelihood of a severely reduced standard of living. Making matters worse is the fact that, as a nation, we seem to be in the grip of a national ennui, a numb and passive acceptance of the status quo.
In my opinion we are on the verge of not only losing our government of the people, for the people, and by the people, but also standing idly by while the American Dream becomes a national nightmare for all of us.
Our nation was built by working people who are at once the producers, the consumers, the taxpayers, and the electorate. They are individual contributors to our economy and have always cherished the principle that is the bedrock of democracy, the principle that every single vote counts. Individual rights and responsibilities are the core of America, both two hundred years ago when we were a country of only four million people and today, when we’re three hundred million strong. But today we live in a postmodern society in which we’ve allowed interdependence to overpower individualism. The essential respect for the importance of the rights of the individual is eroding in America.
Americans are still the richest—in every sense of the word—people on Earth, with more guaranteed freedoms, more wealth, and more opportunity than anywhere else on the planet. Yet, in the past four decades, I think many of us have lost sight not only of who we are, but also of the powerful ideas that are the source of our traditions and our values. We have allowed the elites to subvert the principles of free markets and a democratic society, and to establish the lie that the unfettered growth of our economic system is far more important than the preservation of our political system.
I believe our middle class has suffered in silence for far too long, and it simply cannot afford to suffer or be silent for much longer. Hardworking Americans have not spoken out about their increasingly marginalized role in this society, and as a consequence they’ve all but lost their voice. Without that strong, clear, and vibrant voice,all the major decisions about America and our future will be made by the elites of government, big business, and special interests. Those elites treasure your silence, as it enables them to claim America’s future for their own.
If we are to have the America you and I want, and the one we and our children deserve, we must resolutely face these challenges to our way of life. And we must do so now.


Chapter 1
War on the Middle Class

I cannot imagine what the men who wrote these words would think of America today:
We hold these Truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.

I don’t know about you, but I haven’t consented to much of what government has done in the past twenty years.
Our declaration states unequivocally that all men are created equal, and that governments derive their just powers from the consent of the governed. Our country was founded with the intent that class distinction and rigid social structure were things left behind in the old world and had no place in the new. The American Dream was, from the beginning, the promise of political democracy, a wide range of civil liberties, and the opportunity for economic prosperity…for each and every citizen.
The men who signed our Declaration of Independence were a mixture of the wealthy and the poor, the well educated and the uneducated. Revisionist history would have us believe that our nation’s founders were uniformly elitists, wealthy and entitled men who were the only individuals capable of grasping the enormity of what it took to govern a new country. This was born of a very European notion that the aristocrats were born, or entitled, to public service. They point to Thomas Jefferson, a landowner with extensive holdings. Or John Hancock, who inherited one of the largest estates in the colonies. Or Samuel Adams, owner of a brewery. They rarely cite the fact that Benjamin Franklin was one of seventeen children of a candle maker, and spent much of his youth as an indentured printer’s apprentice and clerk. Or that George Taylor worked in an iron mill. Or that William Whipple was a merchant seaman. Or that George Walton was an orphan who apprenticed as a carpenter.
The fifty-six men who signed the declaration were a diverse group, consisting of doctors, lawyers, soldiers, farmers, and merchants. Their backgrounds were varied. Some were born in one of the colonies, others came from disparate parts of Britain. Some went to Harvard, some went to Yale, some were schooled in England, some were schooled at home, others were entirely self-taught. Together these men forged a collective understanding of the needs and desires of the entire country, not of a few select and special interests.
Today the politically powerful and wealthy dominate our society, economy, and government. Never has social class been more distinct or disturbing in American society than it is now. As well as having become a nation sharply divided by partisan politics, race, religion, culture, and age, we are divided by what we do and what we have—or don’t have. Our social, economic, and political divisions are all the more troubling because we Americans, or at least the vast majority of us, still truly believe in the democratic principles that have defined our nation from its founding: equality, individual freedom and responsibility, and economic opportunity.
Now a new reality is being forced upon us, a reality that is being shaped by elites who care little for the common good and the success of the great American experiment as it’s been defined for two hundred years. Political, business, and academic elites have embraced a vision of the world that supersedes our mere nation, and what they apparently consider to be quaint notions of citizenship. Those making the rules, and often breaking them, are less representative of our country than at any time in our history. Elites are not interested in working people. They are dedicated to attaining power and money, and in the process deprive the middle class of economic opportunity, fair wages, and a voice in Washington. The arrogance and indifference of our elites not only give lie to the notion of America as a nation without class distinction, but their abuse of power has actually brought class division in America into stark relief. We ignore the clash between classes at our own peril.
Our reluctance to address the reality of what has become a class structure in the United States is born in part of our long-standing ideals of American society. Interestingly, the U.S. Census Bureau makes no mention of class but simply divides the population into five groups, in descending order of income. While the census’s top quintile is comprised of families who make an average of more than $150,000 a year, for the purposes of this discussion let’s consider our upper class as consisting of the top 1 percent of income earners, those making more than $400,000. The top 1 percent of our population earns, on average, more than $1 million per year, and is a heterogeneous group, including CEOs, Wall Street bankers and brokers, a lot of Hollywood actors and actresses, entertainers, professional athletes, and entrepreneurs.
The bottom 20 percent, or our lower class, includes families scraping by on just over ten thousand dollars a year. They are called the working poor, and barely survive.
The remaining three quintiles make up what is commonly understood to be our middle class, making between $26,000 and $150,000 per year. In purely economic terms, it’s the people in the middle income brackets, between the richest 20 percent and the poorest 20 percent, who make up our middle class. The average U.S. income, interestingly, is $60,529, due to the fact that people making millions of dollars dramatically offset the income of those at the poverty level. In actuality, half of all Americans make more than $44,000, and half make less.
I would argue that the middle class includes Americans from all walks of life, working at almost every kind of job, and includes all but the very rich and the very poor. Most people in the middle class are from families in which one or both parents worked and strived for the best possible lives for their children. For generations, middle-class families have been able to rely on public schools to be the great equalizer. Even the poorest people in our country could rely on that same public education system—where intelligence and talent were often discovered and nurtured.
The breakdown in the public education system means that the meritocracy in our society has been compromised, and in some instances eradicated. And without a strong public school system that serves all of us regardless of wealth or poverty, a class system will become ever more firmly entrenched.
Some critics believe that money should not be the only index of class distinctions, and have proposed other definitions. Elizabeth Warren, a law professor at Harvard who has done extensive research on the issue, argues that finances alone don’t provide enough information, and that using a scale that divides the population into fifths is too confining and doesn’t take into account that some people move freely between those various quintiles. Instead, she’s developed this baseline criteria for membership in the middle class: property ownership, higher education, and occupational prestige. People in the middle class have been to college, but have not necessarily graduated. They have, or have had, a “good job”—a job in the upper 80 percent of occupational prestige scores. And they have bought a home.
A recent comprehensive series on class by the New York Times identified occupation, income, education, and wealth as four criteria that—when viewed in various combinations—determine class status. Moving up the class ladder, according to the Times series, can be achieved by overcoming shortcomings in one area with strong showings in others. For instance, too little wealth can be offset by a superior education, while too little education can be offset by a prestigious job. Think Bill Clinton in the former case (poor upbringing in Arkansas offset by an education at Yale and Oxford), Steve Jobs in the latter (dropping out of college offset by founding Apple).
In addition to income, education, and occupation, mobility is another factor that economists and sociologists take into account when examining America’s class structure. Mobility, of course, is the ability of people to move between income groups. Being American once meant being “upwardly mobile”: using energy and talent to improve our lot in life. Unfortunately, a rapidly changing postmodern economy is less uplifting, and is putting more downward pressure on millions of our fellow Americans. For the first time in our history, Americans aren’t dreaming of a better life for their children—they’re desperately hoping that their children won’t be forced into a lower standard of living and lower quality of life.
If you have a couple of kids, a couple of cars, and you’re still married, then it’s likely that you and your spouse both work, and your family never has enough time because you’re all busy just trying to catch up in this hyperactive, overwrought, consumer society that we’ve created. No matter what your personal circumstance, there is never enough time, never enough money, never enough sleep, and never enough opportunities to reflect on the America we’ve created.
As a practical matter the America we’ve created has become so culturally, socially, and economically diverse that class distinction has become a little like art: We know it when we see it. And as Americans we cringe when we see its manifestation in our society. Nonetheless, most people consider themselves to be part of the middle class. They base this personal assessment on yet other criteria: their upbringing, or their financial situation, or where they live.
While we can debate and define forever those elements that make us part of a given class, big government, big business, and big media have already done the slicing and dicing, categorizing the middle class by its consumption habits, by statistics, and by demographics. Big business looks at you as either a unit of labor or a consumer. Big media sees you as a consumer, and as a unit of audience measurement for whatever message it is bombarding us with. And government? If you’re in the middle class, you’re just a taxpayer. Every ten years, however, you become yet another unit of measurement, when the bureaucracy takes an official count of the population of the state you live in to determine how many congressional seats that state gets. Those estimates are usually wrong—but usually close enough for government work.
The middle class finds itself in the enviable position of being the largest segment of society, but unfortunately, it is also the least well served by big business and big government. While the middle class contains the largest number of citizens and voters, it has the least effective representation in Washington. I’ve asked a number of senators and congressmen over the past year to name even a single piece of legislation that they’ve enacted on behalf of working men and women. Their response has typically been a blank stare, followed by some stammering, and not one example came to their minds. As a matter of fact, it was clear that each of them was surprised that I would even pose such a silly, offbeat question. A few of our legislators offered, “What about the Bush tax cuts? Those helped the middle class.” In fairness, they did help, indirectly. In reality, however, they were designed to accommodate the very wealthy. And the very wealthy derived more than three times as much benefit from them as did the middle class that, incidentally, pays the largest amount of taxes.
We are increasingly at the mercy of institutions that only appear to be serving our interests. In reality, these institutions are the breeding ground for a new type of upper class, made up of those who simply want to enrich themselves at the expense of the people who work for them or vote for them. These people, and their institutions, are the commanders in a type of class warfare never before seen in America. To them, the middle class is a target.
Warren Buffett is not only one of the richest men in the world, he is also one of the smartest. He has chosen to live in the heart of America. Warren said to me almost two years ago, regarding recent economic measures, “This is class warfare,” and, he added, “My class is winning, but they shouldn’t be.” By winning, Buffett was referring to the efforts to roll back the estate tax for wealthy Americans, to the calls for tougher bankruptcy laws, to the lower taxes on capital, and to the disproportionately higher taxes on labor.
The legislation to roll back the estate tax still sticks in Buffett’s craw. The estate tax affects barely 2 percent of the American population, but it accounts for more than $20 billion a year in taxes. Those who are helping to fund the effort to overturn it include the very rich corporate families behind Gallo wines, Campbell’s soup, and Mars candies. If they wind up paying less taxes, you will most assuredly pay more. And if you don’t, your children will. In other words, the resulting huge federal budget deficits will effectively function as an estate tax on the middle class and their children.
Over the last twenty-five years, median family income has risen by 18 percent while the income of the top 1 percent—the very wealthiest families—has gone up by 200 percent. In 1996, the organization United for a Fair Economy looked at the Forbes 400 list, an annual ranking of the four hundred richest people in the United States. It found that approximately 43 percent of the individuals on the list had inherited enough money outright to qualify for inclusion. Nearly 7 percent had originally inherited more than $50 million, which they subsequently used to build more wealth (thereby gaining inclusion to the top four hundred). Another 6 percent had inherited more than $1 million but less than $50 million; 14 percent were raised in wealthy or upper-class homes, but did not initially have assets in excess of $1 million. Only 30 percent of the richest people came from families who did not have great wealth or own a small business. That means that less than a third of the richest people in the United States started out their lives in the middle or lower classes on the economic scale. If you have any doubts about whether our classless American society is firmly in the grip of a class structure, remember that the best way to have money in this society is still to be born into wealth.
In recent years, the ranks of the upper class have changed; they have swelled with a new kind of wealth. Highly paid CEOs and company founders with millions of dollars in stock have become rich based on the performance of their businesses. To that end, they are willing to do almost anything to protect their companies. It is this group of people, along with their compatriots in the government and the media, who are using their newfound status to keep the interests of the middle class from getting in the way of their own.
It is the members of this business elite, this new upper class, that pose the greatest danger to our American way of life. They are the ones who’ve bought and paid for members of both political parties, and who pursue so-called free trade policies for the benefit of U.S. multinationals that remain uncompetitive in the global marketplace. They have put American middle-class workers in direct competition with the world’s poorest workers. And they have the temerity to blame America’s lack of competitiveness on the poor education of working Americans, while having done nothing to improve our educational system. In fact, their greed in pressing for tax cuts has exacerbated the decline of our public schools.
Instead of leadership from big business on the nation’s paramount need to address the decline in public education, they have offered only inaction and neglect. There was a time when we could count on the great leaders of business for philanthropy, for seeing to the needs and well-being of the American people. George Peabody established schools and museums; Andrew Carnegie funded schools and public libraries; Milton Hershey built schools and roads. Today we are confronted by a business establishment that is far more concerned with big compensation packages, restricted stock options, and claiming a share of the global marketplace. And while the pay of CEOs skyrockets, the average worker’s wages stagnate.
Greed and self-interest in the nation’s executive suites and boardrooms are major weapons in the war on our middle class, and have often led to outright criminality. Tyco chief executive Dennis Kozlowski, WorldCom founder Bernie Ebbers, and Enron CFO Andrew Fastow are only some of the executives sentenced to prison in the corruption scandals of the early twenty-first century. They all claimed they were just doing business as usual, and in too many cases, they’re exactly right: They had no qualms about cooking the books, lying to their colleagues and friends, and defrauding investors.
While the vast majority of business executives in this country are honest, they are also frequently monomaniacal, and serve their own personal financial interests. They are quick to become defensive and cloak themselves in the colors of capitalism and their corporate responsibilities. When was the last time you heard an American business leader talk about the civic and community responsibilities of a corporation? When was the last time you heard the phrase “good corporate citizen”? What you do hear is the former CEO of Hewlett-Packard, Carly Fiorina, declaring that “no American has a God-given right to a job.” You hear Google executives speak proudly of cooperating with government censorship in communist China. And you see the executives of Northwest Airlines increase their compensation by $2.5 million while the financially beleaguered airline attempts to slash the pay of its pilots, flight attendants, mechanics, and baggage handlers.
Unfortunately for all of us, the CEOs, COOs, and CFOs of corporate America are not joined by chief courage officers, as an IBM commercial famously put it. The shame is that in corporate America today, it requires great courage to constrain self-interest and commit to the good of the nation.


Chapter 2
Class Warfare

Even Writing the words “class warfare” makes me uncomfortable. But as I’ve explained, I like direct language—and the realityis that Americans today are caught in a class war. I grew up truly believing that the United States was a classless society, and the idea that any of us would look at another American and not want for that person the same opportunities that have been given to us is distinctly un-American. We can’t guarantee anyone success, or riches, or happiness, but we can sure as hell provide the opportunity to succeed or fail, to have a fair shot at doing the best our God-given talents and abilities will allow. I don’t know anyone who wants more than that, and no American deserves less.
There was a time when Americans respected work, no matter how menial, no matter how low the pay, whether it was digging a ditch, picking strawberries, cleaning a restroom, or collecting garbage. I’m afraid there’s too much evidence that this is no longer the case.
We have a president who blithely refers to work that “Americans won’t do” when he talks about illegal immigration. That’s a shame. Senator John McCain went further, telling a gathering of the AFL-CIO that not only wouldn’t Americans work for fifty dollars an hour picking produce, but that they couldn’t physically do it for a whole season. He even offered that rate to anyone who would go to Arizona and pick lettuce. The workers in attendance jeered the good senator, and tried to take him up on his offer. McCain responded simply, “You can’t do it, my friends.”
I became so concerned about our rising lack of respect for work that I started a segment on my show called “America Works,” in which we feature men and women who have jobs that are neither glamorous nor high paying, but which they do because it provides for them and their families. That segment has featured some of the best stories we’ve told: a Milwaukee waitress and her firefighter husband working to support their young daughter; a Santa Ana trash hauler and his wife, a school-bus driver, raising two kids; and a woman in New York who has been cleaning hotel rooms for thirty-three years—but is now concerned that illegal immigrants might take her job. At the same time that we have lost respect for people who work hard, and work for the barest of pay, our society has increasingly come to adulate and glorify many of the wealthiest people in the country, irrespective of the values and the principles they represent. Too often, those values are greed and callowness. Schoolteachers are no longer as exalted in our society as they once were, and we reserve our honor instead for entertainers, professional athletes, and CEOs.
The full emergence of a class structure is nowhere more evident than in the differential in pay of corporate CEOs and average workers. CEOs have always
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