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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











	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.”





NO MONEY, NO TIME





























ANOTHER ONE-TWO PUNCH


















EVEN HARDER




















































	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.






YOUNG DREAMS




















































	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.






THE SQUEEZE NEVER STOPS




	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.






















THE LAST THREADS OF FAITH











	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?











	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.”

















Afterword to the 2018 Edition

Even before I opened my eyes that morning, I lay in bed wondering, “What fights are on for today?”

It was Tuesday, February 7, 2017. We were barely into the third week of the Trump presidency, and, as one pillar of our democracy after another cracked and tilted sideways, I was starting to wonder if this is what it felt like to be caught in a building during an earthquake. Eleven days earlier, Trump had launched a surprise political attack on Muslims, declaring a travel ban that sent me sprinting to Boston’s Logan Airport to join one of the many spontaneous demonstrations that erupted all across the country to protest the ban. The ongoing Republican effort to roll back health care coverage for millions of Americans was gathering steam, and nearly everyone I met at the grocery store or on the sidewalk was caught somewhere between angry and deeply worried. Meanwhile, the nominations for Team Trump—his cabinet and other top appointments—were coming thick and fast, each one seeming more extreme than the last.

I felt like I was fighting in every direction, and today would be no different. I clenched my jaws and opened my eyes.

Bruce was already half awake. “You ok?” he asked me.

“No,” I said.

I had a speech to finish. Later that day I would be giving a speech about the nomination of Senator Jeff Sessions to be the attorney general of the United States. Back in the 1980s, Sessions had been considered too racist to be confirmed as a federal judge, and Democrats and Republicans had joined together to reject his nomination. “But that was then,” I said, “and now, NOW, Donald Trump nominates him to be AG and not one Republican—not one—will even talk about what he did. This just isn’t right.”

It wasn’t even seven o’clock yet, and my heart was already pounding.

Bruce was quiet for a minute. He shifted under the covers and put his arms around me. “I know it’s hard. You’ll figure this out. But first you need to eat breakfast. We have blackberries.”

I knew it would be a long day. It wasn’t just the Sessions debate. We would also be voting on Betsy DeVos for secretary of education, a nomination I had vehemently opposed. That morning, I was scheduled to join other members of the Senate Armed Services Committee for a classified briefing on cyber security. Later, there would be a meeting of the Democratic leadership, a discussion with the general running U.S. operations in Afghanistan, and a meeting with the chief of police for Leicester, Massachusetts.

I closed my eyes for a minute. It wouldn’t just be the scheduled work. There would be more unscheduled meetings, more unscheduled calls, and probably more unscheduled bad news coming from the Trump White House.

Time to get going. Shower. Breakfast. Out the door.

AS I HEADED in to my office, I thought about Jeff Sessions, turning over in my mind what I wanted to say when I got my chance to speak on the Senate floor. I thought about an earlier attorney general, Robert F. Kennedy, and a trip Bruce and I had taken in 2015. We had traveled to Alabama with Congressman John Lewis to honor the fiftieth anniversary of the march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama. Half a century earlier, John had been one of the young men who had been severely beaten as he marched alongside Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. to protest segregation.

During our trip, John pointed out various landmarks and told us stories about the march. He also made sure we met with other people who had been part of that fateful time. In the basement of the First Baptist Church of Montgomery, over doughnuts and coffee, I visited with an elderly man who had spent eleven hours in that same church basement back in May 1961. He had been crowded into the church along with Dr. King and hundreds of other people, while a mob outside threatened to burn down the church—with everyone in it. Why? Because First Baptist had offered refuge to civil rights workers.

The man said that many of his fellow protesters feared for their lives. The basement was sweltering, but they were certain that if they left, some of them would be beaten or possibly lynched. As the hours ticked by, the mob outside grew louder. Frightened and alone, the people inside the church needed help, and the person they called was the attorney general of the United States, Robert Kennedy. Later, Dr. King thanked Kennedy for sending federal marshals to disperse the mob that might have killed so many people that night.

It was one of Bobby Kennedy’s finest hours, and the story provided an eloquent reminder of the important role of the attorney general. The AG is the person who promises to enforce the law to protect the rights of every American—even if it means calling out federal marshals to do so.

And now Senator Jeff Sessions was Donald Trump’s nominee to be attorney general. In the Senate chamber, Senator Sessions had launched one diatribe after another against them. He delivered long speeches about people who didn’t look like him and didn’t sound like him. As his face got redder and the pitch of his voice rose higher and higher, he would condemn the “complete capitulation to lawlessness” and talk about how they put us at risk. He would go on and on, getting more and more agitated. By the end, he often was what my grandmother called “spitting mad.”

And now President Trump had chosen this man to be the number one law enforcement official in the country. The man responsible for protecting our rights, our liberty, our freedom, and our values. The man to call in a crisis.

What on earth had happened? Had the world turned upside down? Ever since Donald Trump had become president, it sure felt like it.

TUESDAY EVENING ARRIVED, and I still hadn’t been assigned a time to speak about the Sessions nomination on floor of the Senate. Finally, a little before seven o’clock, I got my opening. As I headed from my office to the Senate floor with my notes tucked under my arm, I was thinking about the bruising fight over Betsy DeVos, Trump’s nominee for secretary of education. Earlier that day, her nomination had made history when the Senate vote split 50–50. For the first time ever, a vice president of the United States had to be hauled up to the Capitol to drag a nominee across the finish line. Now a woman who didn’t believe in public education would be in charge of the federal department responsible for public education. What price would our children pay? What price would our country pay?

I stepped into the chamber and walked up to my desk. Actually, I still think of it as Ted Kennedy’s desk, because for forty-seven years, that’s whose desk it had been. The youngest Kennedy brother had been known as The Lion of the Senate, both for his effectiveness and his unwavering courage. My heart always speeds up a little when I stand up to speak from the desk he used to fight so many battles.

The job of presiding over the Senate chamber rotates among members of the political party in the majority—now, of course, the Republicans. On this evening, the presiding officer was Senator Steve Daines from Montana.

I asked to be recognized, and I started by reviewing Jeff Sessions’s record. Everything about his racist views was taken from public documents: his anti-immigrant speeches, his joke about the KKK, his claim that a white attorney back in Alabama who had represented black clients had been “a disgrace to his race.” There was plenty of other ground to cover as well: his attacks on equal marriage, including his assertion that employers should be able to fire people because they married someone of the same sex. There was his claim that Roe v. Wade is constitutionally unsound, and his votes against equal pay for equal work and against the Violence Against Women Act. I also discussed his support for longer prison sentences and his push to reduce prisoners’ chances to earn early release.

And I was just getting warmed up. As I reviewed his record, I asked, “Where are the senators who will say no to Senator Sessions as attorney general of the United States?”

While I was speaking, the chamber was nearly empty, but I noticed that a few people were scurrying down to the main desk in the front of the Senate chamber where the presiding officer sits; then, just as quickly, they would turn and rush out again. It flicked through the back of my mind that something was going on, but I didn’t know what.

I swung into the next part of my speech and started to document Senator Sessions’s record as the U.S. attorney for Alabama, back when it had been his job to prosecute cases in Alabama that involved federal laws. In 1986, when President Reagan nominated him to a federal judgeship, that nomination had come before the Senate for a vote.

Back then, Ted Kennedy had served on the Judiciary Committee, which held a hearing on Sessions’s nomination. By the time the committee had finished taking evidence about Sessions’s work as U.S. attorney, Senator Kennedy was convinced that Sessions was not qualified to be a federal judge and spoke out strongly against him.

Now, more than thirty years later, standing at Ted Kennedy’s desk, I began to read his speech opposing the Sessions nomination. Senator Kennedy described Sessions as “a throwback to a shameful era which I know both black and white Americans thought was in our past.” Kennedy called Sessions “a disgrace,” not only opposing him for the federal judgship, but also calling on him to resign from his current job as U.S. attorney.

After the Kennedy speech, I turned to a letter from Coretta Scott King, the widow of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and an influential civil rights leader in her own right. Mrs. King hadn’t been able to travel to Washington in 1986 to testify at the hearing on the Sessions nomination, but she had written a firsthand account of his record as the U.S. attorney in Alabama.

Mrs. King’s letter is sharp and eloquent. She began with a description of how, as Alabama’s U.S. attorney, Sessions had “used the awesome power of his office to chill the free exercise of the vote by black citizens.” She described his “hostility to the enforcement of those laws” that protect the right to vote. She gave voice to the fears of elderly black men and women who had been subjected to intimidation and threats. And the events she described hadn’t happened a hundred years ago during Reconstruction—they had occurred in the 1980s.

I was still only a little way into Mrs. King’s letter when I heard three loud bangs.

Startled, I stopped reading and looked up. Senator Daines had just slammed down the presiding officer’s gavel.

Reading from a sheet of paper, Senator Daines said, “The Senator is reminded that it is a violation of Rule XIX of the Standing Rules of the Senate to impute to another Senator or Senators any conduct or motive unworthy or unbecoming a Senator.”

Huh? Did I really hear him say “unworthy or unbecoming”? What could that mean? I was standing in the very chamber where just the previous summer Senator Ted Cruz had delivered a speech calling Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell a liar and Senator Tom Cotton had stood up to call Senator Harry Reid’s leadership “cancerous.” But no one had cracked the gavel on them. In fact, I had never heard of any senator called out on Rule XIX.

So I pushed back.

I asked Senator Daines whether, under the rule, I was barred from accurately quoting Senator Kennedy’s remarks or Mrs. King’s letter because they reflected badly on Senator Sessions.

Daines stared down at me: “The Senator is warned.”

I didn’t quite know what it meant to be “warned,” but I sure wasn’t about to stop reading Mrs. King’s letter.

So I waited a moment, asked for permission to continue, then went back to my speech.

But it wasn’t over. As I continued my speech, Senator McConnell hustled into the chamber. He went straight to his desk and demanded recognition. Then he said:


Mr. President, the Senator has impugned the motives and conduct of our colleague from Alabama, as warned by the Chair. Senator Warren said Senator Sessions “has used the awesome power of his office to chill the free exercise of the vote by Black citizens.” I call the Senator to order under the provisions of rule XIX.



I shot back: “I am surprised that the words of Coretta Scott King are not suitable for debate in the United States Senate. I ask leave of the Senate to continue my remarks.”

McConnell objected, and the presiding officer mustered his full authority and commanded, “The Senator will take her seat.”

What? Mitch McConnell was going to shut me up for reading a letter to the United States Senate from Coretta Scott King? He was going to bar me from the Senate for reading her indictment of a man who, when he had the power, prosecuted civil rights workers for helping register elderly black citizens to vote? He was going to silence me for reading Mrs. King’s moving description of what it meant to blacks in Alabama to face intimidation and harassment from the man who had just been nominated to be attorney general of the United States?

I was beyond mad. I was furious.

But I was also determined that this would NOT happen, so I appealed the ruling of the presiding officer. This meant that every senator would have to come back to the chamber and vote—on the record—about whether to silence me or let me finish reading Mrs. King’s letter.

McConnell folded his arms. He wanted to shut me down, and if that meant bringing in every single senator to vote on it, he was ready.

Senators began to gather. Some came in from dinner or a quiet evening at home. Others were pulled out of speeches or other events. As each new person came into the room, someone would rush up and whisper an explanation of what was going on.

While members were gathering for a vote, a Republican senator approached me with a smile. The senator said that maybe things had gotten a bit out of hand and that this could all be resolved amicably. According to this senator, the majority leader was willing to accept my public apology and, if I seemed sincere, he would drop the censure charge and I would be allowed to remain on the floor. I couldn’t read Coretta Scott King’s letter, of course, but by apologizing I would get out of trouble.

“No,” I said.

“What?” the senator asked.

“No,” I said again. In fact, hell no.

The senator was obviously shocked. It was clear that Mitch was angry. “This isn’t good for you. This isn’t who you want to be.”

“Sorry,” I said, “but this is who I am. I will not apologize for reading Mrs. King’s letter. And I will not sit down and shut up.”

Soon the entire Senate would vote on whether I would be forced to sit down and shut up. Just before the vote, Mitch McConnell stood to address the Senate and explained the issue this way:


Senator Warren was giving a lengthy speech. She had appeared to violate the rule. She was warned. She was given an explanation. Nevertheless, she persisted.



Ultimately, every Republican voted to shut me up. And that was enough to get me kicked out.

I was instructed to leave the floor of the Senate and told that I would not be permitted to speak again until after the vote on the Sessions nomination had been completed.

Now I was spitting mad. I walked straight out of the chamber and into one of the side rooms where a small group of my staff had been watching the whole episode on C-SPAN.

“What can we do?” I asked them.

“You could read Mrs. King’s letter, and we could live stream it.”

“Let’s do it,” I replied.

And so we did. The lighting wasn’t great. The sound was a little hollow. But we made a video right then and there and put it out on social media. Last time I checked, nearly thirteen million people had watched this video, and millions more had viewed Coretta Scott King’s words online.

I finally made it home sometime after midnight. When I walked in the door, I started with an apology for being so late. But Bruce interrupted immediately. “I’ve been watching. You did the right thing.”

Dinner was sometime in the early morning hours—scrambled eggs, toast, and more blackberries. Then I brushed my teeth and fell into bed.

THE NEXT DAY, the Senate confirmed Jeff Sessions as attorney general of the United States. Every Republican voted for him.

Once the vote was over, Sessions gave his farewell speech in the Senate while his Republican colleagues surrounded him and applauded.

With Sessions safely sworn in as attorney general, I was free to return to the Senate. There was plenty to do: the next votes were already lined up, and I needed to focus.

Over the next weeks and months we would wrestle with one crisis and another. Afghanistan. North Korea. Russian hacking. Cybersecurity. The firing of FBI Director James Comey. Trump’s first budget. Withdrawing from the Paris climate accord. The border wall. A cliff-hanging vote over health care. Charlottesville. Dreamers. Iran. The challenges would keep coming fast and hard.

WHEN I LOOK back, I think of it this way: that night in February wasn’t about me. First, it was about Coretta Scott King and her eloquent testimony describing the enduring legacy of racism and hate in America. And as so many events subsequently proved, she was right.

After his confirmation as attorney general, Sessions immediately set to work. He threw his support behind more private prisons to lock up more people. He instructed U.S. attorneys to launch a new war on marijuana and to send more nonviolent drug offenders to prison. He doubled down on President Trump’s Muslim ban. He took steps to roll back settlements with police departments designed to reduce violence and protect people’s constitutional rights. He gave a thumbs-up to states’ attempts to limit voting rights. And, in a crowning moment, Sessions himself delivered the news that President Trump would end the program that allows Dreamers to live, work, and study in the United States. With that announcement, eight hundred thousand young people faced eventual deportation. These young people, who had come to America as children, were about to be ripped away from the only home most of them had ever known.

Short of appointing a Nazi sympathizer, Trump’s nomination of Jeff Sessions was pretty much the best-case scenario a white nationalist who believes that now is the time for the white power movement to help set the course for our nation could hope for. Several months later, after deadly violence at a white nationalist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, President Trump declared there were “very fine people, on both sides,” prompting former KKK Grand Wizard David Duke to announce that he was delighted by the presidential statement. Meanwhile, Jeff Sessions staunchly defended the president’s appalling remarks. A few months later, when the president stirred up more racial division by telling NFL team owners that they should fire players and throw them out of the game if they protested racial injustice simply by kneeling during the national anthem, Sessions once again jumped to the president’s defense.

Yes, that night in February, as the Senate debated the Sessions nomination, was about injustice and racism—and for me, it demonstrated just how much we still need to hear Coretta Scott King’s voice. Anyone who thinks the virulent legacy of racism has ended is willfully blind.

But that night in February was about something else as well. It was about every woman who has ever been told to sit down and shut up—and who is damn tired of it.

The words still echo in my head from the presiding officer: The senator will take her seat. That’s the sort of instruction given to unruly first graders and grown women who have gotten just a little too pushy.

The morning after I was silenced, Senator Tom Udall of New Mexico went to the Senate chamber to speak against the Sessions nomination. Tom is a friend, a very decent man who argues passionately for greater environmental responsibility and pushes hard for the poorest people, Native Americans. With his usual understatement, he asked for recognition from the presiding officer, then began to read Coretta Scott King’s letter. No one interrupted him.

Senators Jeff Merkley from Oregon, Sherrod Brown from Ohio, and Bernie Sanders from Vermont all read the letter as well. No one interrupted.

And then the story line began to change.

Nevertheless, she persisted. Women everywhere raised their voices and claimed Mitch McConnell’s words as their own. Those words turned up on T-shirts and pink hats. Coffee mugs and tote bags. Decorations for mortar boards at graduation and the title of a new children’s book. Women (and friends of women) had found another rallying cry—and they used it to rally.

AND IT DIDN’T stop with rallies. Women are speaking out everywhere. Ever since Donald Trump’s election, they have been volunteering, organizing, and running for office in record numbers. 2017 was also the year that women spoke up, one after another after another until their voices were a mighty force and the #metoo movement rocked the world.

Women—and friends of women—have been digging in for a long fight against the Republican effort to tear our democracy apart.

People all across the country have stepped up and said, Count me in. In the space of a few months, organizations that have been working on the front lines for reproductive health, for environmental justice, and for a fighting chance for all of our children have welcomed hundreds of thousands of new members. New organizations have sprung up, meeting in living rooms and church basements from Alaska to Florida. Online organizations have formed, grown, divided, re-formed, and grown some more. People have pitched in $5 here and $20 there and signed up to knock on doors and hold signs, putting momentum behind candidates for public office, both those already in the fight and those ready to jump in and run for the first time. Neighbors and strangers have been welcomed, as people have come together with a common goal to make democracy work again.

In 2017, I held seventeen town halls back home in Massachusetts. People stood in long lines, giving up beautiful afternoons and lovely evenings they might have spent out having fun somewhere else. They crowded into high school and college auditoriums, filling them to capacity and spilling over to cafeterias, classrooms, and sometimes even parking lots outside. At every event, I got the same question: What more can I do?

People understand the urgency of the moment, and they are ready to act.

There are many battles, but none has been more intense than the fight over health care. By the time Donald Trump took office, House Republicans had voted sixty-four times to repeal Obamacare. (Back in 2015, I called a friend in the House and began our conversation with a casual, “What are you all up to?” and he responded, “Repealing Obamacare. That’s all we do over here. Just vote over and over to repeal Obamacare.”) Senate Republicans had also voted for repeal, and during his campaign Trump had gotten in on the action, promising repeatedly that he would repeal Obamacare “on day one.” After Trump’s inauguration, with the Republicans firmly in control, it looked like millions of people were on the verge of losing their health care coverage and that the cost of health insurance would go up for millions more.

Put plainly: Democrats didn’t have the votes to stop the Republicans. But if we didn’t have the votes, we did have one big advantage on our side—all those millions of people who were ready to rewire democracy. People spoke out. Across this country, men and women and even a lot of kids got deeply engaged in the health care fight. They posted stories online. They tweeted, emailed, called, sent letters, and made phone calls. They showed up for rallies and protests and sit-ins. They held signs and held vigils outside senators’ home-state offices. They came to Washington by plane, train, bus, car, and even on foot. They brought little babies with complex medical needs, toting oxygen tanks and special feeding equipment. They held up pictures of their grandparents in nursing homes and aunties who were fighting breast cancer. They parked their wheelchairs in the waiting rooms of Republican senators. They got arrested. They made it personal. Most of all, they did not give up.

The Republicans didn’t give up either. First in the House and then in the Senate, they kept banging away at Obamacare, trying every trick in the book to destroy one of the most important pieces of legislation in our lifetime. Each plan they offered was worse than the last; each attempt to pass a new version of Trumpcare came closer to succeeding. But the army of resisters held strong, and the final vote to repeal Obamacare failed in the Senate. It looked like health care delivery would survive unscathed.

So the Republicans found another way. They bounced back from their loss over health care repeal to craft a tax bill with one aim: more than $1.4 trillion in giveaways to the richest and most powerful, paid for by pretty much everyone else. The tax bill provided lavish handouts to real estate developers (think Donald Trump), billionaires (think Republican donors like the Koch brothers and the Mercer family), and giant banks (think Wells Fargo, the fake-account bank). And the bonus sweetener used to get those last few Republican votes? Reduce the number of Americans with health care by thirteen million and sharply increase insurance payments for millions more. What Republicans couldn’t get done with a straight-up vote on health care, they managed to tuck into their tax bill.

Wow—a tax bill that steals from the poor to give to the rich, and knocks millions of people off health care as an added kicker. It’s almost like Republican policymakers had heard something about the gap between the rich and everyone else and said, “We can make it WAY bigger—WAY, WAY bigger!”

So why push this tax bill? It was great for the rich donors—period. The CEOs and billionaires who had given uncounted bushel barrels of money to elect these Republicans wanted their payoff now. In fact, as one Republican House member said in a moment of candor, “My donors are basically saying, ‘Get it done or don’t ever call me again.’” I kid you not.

Republicans justified the tax giveaway by trotting out the stale (and phony) argument that if the rich got richer, they would toss a few crumbs to everyone else. It was plain old trickle-down economics, and they repeated it like a mantra. It didn’t matter that the evidence showed it had never worked that way—trickle-down was their story, and they were sticking to it.

But even if this had been the plan, wouldn’t a president who had put his name on a book called The Art of the Deal strike a bargain to make sure that some of the money actually did trickle down? To give away more than a trillion dollars without extracting a single promise from corporate America—not one single promise to increase a paycheck or build a factory or hire a worker—would be just plain dumb. And it seems even dumber when corporate CEOs were pretty open about their plans for their windfall. One CEO after another went on a quarterly earnings call or answered a pesky reporter’s question by patiently explaining that they planned to give any tax bonus to their shareholders and corporate executives. Sheesh. When the tax bill passed, I wondered if a bunch of billionaires had gotten together to break out the French champagne and Russian caviar and toast a Republican majority that helps the wealthy and sticks everyone else with the bill.

But the Republicans aren’t through. As long as they control our government, the Republicans could still destroy even more: Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, the Children’s Health Insurance Program, what’s left of the private health insurance market, and any other critical piece of America’s health care system and our social safety net. They have turned stewardship of our planet over to the oil companies, opening millions of acres for new drilling and mining at the same time that they cut safety regulations. And then there are the cuts to every other way we invest in each other—education, infrastructure, homeownership. Maybe they will have blown it all up by the time you read these pages.

Even so, I’m not giving up—not for a minute. I hang on to the memory of how we beat them back on health care. I hold tight to the vision of the Women’s March, the health-care protests, the science rallies, and the outpouring of protests following the Muslim bans. I recall the 2017 elections in Virginia, New Jersey, Washington, and Alabama, and I look forward to the elections coming up in 2018 and again in 2020. And I cling to a critical fact: people matter. When enough people show up and make their voices heard, we can make a difference. I know this because I lived it firsthand; I’ve lived it alongside millions of others who are making their voices heard.

LATE IN THE summer of 2017, I jumped up onstage at a high school in Concord, Massachusetts. The energy in that room was awesome. Fifteen hundred people had shown up, and they were ready to make change. Before I started speaking, I paused to look out at the crowd, and I felt a deep thrill. I saw it: here, right here, was democracy at work.

The questions were smart and thoughtful and sometimes funny. People asked about free speech, transgender people who serve in the military, and how to build an economy that works for everyone. But the question asked more than any other was a variation on “How can I make my voice heard in Washington?”

I gave my best advice, urging everyone to speak out and to keep speaking out again and again. Both onstage and afterwards, I pressed everyone to stay in the game.

Long after the town hall was over, the crowd had thinned out, and the photo line was down to the last dozen or so people, a young couple stepped up. They laughed and talked about how glad they were to be there on that beautiful Friday night. They said they were both committed to the fight. As we put our arms around each other for a picture, the woman paused, glanced down, and said quietly, “Here’s what I gave myself for my birthday.”

She held up her right arm. On the inside of her wrist in a neat script was a tattoo: Nevertheless, she persisted.

And that’s what we will do. We will persist. We will persist, resist, insist, and fight every day for the astonishing gift we’ve inherited from the generations of Americans who came before us: our democracy.

Elizabeth Warren

Cambridge, Massachusetts

February 2018
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