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This book is dedicated to the great middle class,
 the heart, soul, and backbone of America
—people I love, support, respect, and admire.
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INTRODUCTION

THERE WAS BLOOD



I WAS BLEEDING.

In 2004, in a make-or-break moment for my career, I launched the Ed Schultz radio show with a bloody nose. Just seconds before I was about to go on the air with my much-publicized effort to challenge the right wing stranglehold on talk radio, my nose began spouting blood like the cannon fodder so many thought I was.

Throughout the radio industry, the conventional wisdom was that liberal talk just couldn’t work, and New York’s WABC radio general manager Phil Boyce himself, who had launched the career of right wing wonder boy Sean Hannity, said liberal radio didn’t have a chance. Rush Limbaugh called me “that little guy from North Dakota.”

They were right about one thing. Every liberal talker from Mario Cuomo to Jim Hightower to Alan Dershowitz had failed, but what they didn’t get was that it wasn’t the message—not in a country equally divided between Republicans and Democrats—it was the messengers. These are all fine men, but they were not radio professionals. I understood that you can write all the great lyrics in the world, but if you want people to listen, you need a great singer. I can’t sing, but I damn sure knew I could talk, and that’s why I thought I could succeed. I don’t think I knew just how hard it would be, though. That bloody nose became a fitting metaphor for what is the fight of our lives—a contest for the soul of America.

The middle class, where the greatness of this nation is rooted, is under siege by an increasingly unethical system, managed by economic vampires who are sucking the lifeblood out of the American family and ripping the heart out of democracy itself. From mortgage scams to credit card predation to health insurance hustles, greed is killing our country.

Despite that bloody nose and an inauspicious start with just two small radio stations—KNDK in Langdon, North Dakota, and KTOX in Needles, California—signed on to my “national show,” today, The Ed Schultz Show has one hundred affiliates, including XM satellite channel 167. We’re in every major market. And since April 2009, The Ed Show every weeknight on MSNBC TV has given me another platform to tell it like it is. My on-air presence, along with a rising number of liberal-minded websites and bloggers, has helped balance the national debate and helped Democrats to majorities in Congress and to a historic victory in the White House.

And, of course, we all lived happily ever after.

Wasn’t that what was supposed to happen? Well, if anything close to a happy ending had occurred, I’d be on a boat getting sunburned with a beer in one hand and a fishing rod in the other. There would be no need for this book.

Instead, after the inspirational candidacy and election of President Barack Obama, the contest for America’s soul has gotten even more malicious than it was when right wingers had a near monopoly on the airwaves. Reasonable Americans find ourselves pitted in an ideological struggle against an extremist right wing movement that really believes greed is good, that money trumps patriotism. Where is their love of country? There can be no compromise with people like that. I wonder if Americans can ever be united again.


You can’t just bring those extremists, that corrupt posse, to the White House for a beer summit. You can’t take them fishing. Good Lord, anytime you get them near a trout stream they want to waterboard someone!

We have to beat them. It won’t be easy. They have the power and ability to intimidate and deceive millions. This fight is not just between Democrats and Republicans. True, the Republican Party has been commandeered by corporate powers, but the Democratic Party has at least been infiltrated. Big money—and the politicians who are swayed by it—play both parties against each other, using this false battle to distract most of us from the real war, which is a war against the American family. For thirty years, starting with Ronald Reagan’s presidency, the biggest heist in history has been going on right under our noses: an unprecedented transfer of wealth from the American middle class into the pockets of the super wealthy. In Eisenhower’s day, the very rich paid 90 percent of their income in taxes. Today who bears the big tax burden? Everyday wage earners. And take a look at the last thirty years: In 1976, the top 1 percent of Americans earned 8.9 percent of the income; by 2005, they earned 21.8 percent. From 1979 to 2005, incomes for the top 5 percent increased 81 percent while incomes for the bottom 20 percent, the American workers, declined 1 percent. And as for net worth? As Inequality.org puts it, “The richest one percent of U.S. households now owns 34.3 percent of the nation’s private wealth, more than the combined wealth of the bottom 90 percent.”

Through jingoism, through attempts to rewrite history, through propaganda and by playing on people’s coarsest emotions and fears, generations of right wing extremists have convinced the vast majority of Americans to vote against their own good. For three decades, a whole bunch of people, especially people in red states, people living paycheck to paycheck, voted for a criminal class who was stealing them blind. I guess we should be grateful the Republicans didn’t legislate for debtor’s prisons. A small percentage of moneyed elites have found a way to hold the rest of us financially hostage—and, as a country, we keep voting them and their henchmen into power. I’d call it Stockholm syndrome, but I can’t because we’re not in Sweden. You’d know if it were Sweden because we’d all have health care and a higher standard of living.

And I would be a better skier.

There’s a saying where I come from: “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t get the dumb bastard to vote in his own interest.” OK, maybe that saying has been heard only in my immediate family, but it’s still worth saying because it’s what happened.

THIS BATTLE HAS JUST BEGUN

In the year just past, the year of the Great Recession, there’s been a glimmer of an awakening. Americans are mad as hell that they were forced to bail out crooked Wall Street institutions that were “too big to fail.” Our government privatized corporate/banker profits and socialized corporate/banker losses, passing them right along to us. But a lot of this teabagger anger is misplaced. Bush and Cheney pulled the bank job and left Obama holding the bag—with nothing in it but an $11 trillion I.O.U. Some Americans have short-term memory issues. They forget that Obama and his much-maligned economic team did enough things right to save the economy from a total meltdown.

I have done my fair share of criticizing the Obama administration. Financial reform has been slow in coming, and the bonuses paid to the executives who have been bailed out are an outrage. But even though the White House spent too much time and money on Wall Street and not enough on Main Street, they got more right than they got wrong.

In the process, though, many of us have discovered that it is relatively easy to rally support in Washington if it helps out corporations, but any legislation designed to give the average American family a break results in instant gridlock: What the election of Barack Obama and a Democratic majority has revealed, plain as day, is just how entrenched and powerful big money interests have become. A few months into the Obama presidency I began to understand that no matter how transformational this election was, it was not the end of the fight. It was just the beginning.

We voted for change, but not much changed. Dark forces still lurk. Big money still rules and big money still makes the rules. Senator Dick Durbin (D-IL) said on my show once, “The senate is owned by the banks.” Or, you could say, it is co-owned by banks, the health care industry, and the oil monopolies. All that big money isn’t going down soon and it isn’t going down easy. Corruption is entangled in the system with cancerous tentacles. We can fight it and win, but it will be a fight that may well last generations.

If we fail, we could easily end up with these three classes—the rich, the struggling, and the poor. The sainted middle class? A memory, a ghost, a shadow. Gone. Sold down the river by greed. That’s where we’re headed, folks. Compassion? It’s been moved to the back of the dictionary under S for shit out of luck.

To succeed, we have to reach back and rediscover our greatness. Tom Brokaw had it right when he called our parents and grandparents the Greatest Generation, because it was a generation that understood selflessness and sacrifice. What has the Me Generation sacrificed? Not much. This has been the greediest generation of Americans ever. And what are we leaving behind for the next generation? Debt. Corruption. Pollution. War. Can we allow that to be our legacy to our children and grandchildren?

We can blame our government and we can blame our political opponents, but in the end we can bring about change only if we are willing to change ourselves and the way we think. If we sit around waiting for someone to get it done, it won’t get done. If we thought one campaign would turn it around, we now know that it won’t.

“The standard answer is that we need better leaders. The real answer is that we need better citizens,” wrote Thomas Friedman in one of his New York Times op-ed columns in fall 2009. “We need citizens who will convey to their leaders that they are ready to sacrifice, even pay, yes, higher taxes, and will not punish politicians who ask them to do the hard things.”

Sacrifice is an interesting word. Life requires some sacrifices, and those who are unwilling to sacrifice find themselves paying dearly in the end. You pay now or you pay later with interest.

I always knew when I was playing football that all those wind sprints we suffered through in August’s sweltering heat would pay off when our superior conditioning helped us win a tight game in October. But what I viewed then as a sacrifice, I realize now was an investment, and that’s what I mean by changing the way we think. We need to be able to see past false choices. Doing the right thing and doing the fiscally responsible thing are often one and the same.

With an investment in universal health care we can put American businesses back on a level playing field with international competitors. Our investment will come back to us with a reduced trade deficit, more jobs, and a healthier workforce.

You want energy independence from our colluding faux friends in OPEC (the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries)? Let’s invest in green energy now, and we won’t be so inclined to send troops into the Middle East in the future. Our environment will be better for it.

We all know that a well-educated population makes for a stronger economy and a more vibrant democracy. It’s one of Big Ed’s Four Pillars of a great nation (something I cover in one of the key chapters of this book). Let’s invest in our people. No one should be denied the opportunity to learn. How many potential Einsteins and Edisons are we leaving behind?

We’re better than that. I know we are. I travel the country to town hall meetings hoping to inspire people with the hope I have for the future. But you know what? At every town hall, I find the people who show up, packed houses of them; they inspire me.

One day Wendy and I got into a taxi after a very hard day. The driver looked back in the mirror and recognized me. There was a pause and then he spoke softly. “Big Eddie. You’re the one speaking the truth. You’re the only one.” That’s all he said—but he touched my heart and lifted me up when I was a little down.

Most people have their heads and hearts in the right place, but we need a vision and a plan, too. There is a saying among pilots that you have to “fly ahead of the airplane.” In other words, you have to understand where you are and anticipate the dangers ahead. That’s what this book is about.

We’ll get better government by being better citizens. The change starts when all of us are better informed and have the courage to share what we know. I believe most Americans stand on common ground, and if we demand that our elected leaders become more accountable to us, we can compromise and set aside wedge issues that are used to divide and conquer the American electorate.

I’m going to take on some other tough topics in this book, too, like immigration, tax policy, China’s bid for economic supremacy, and the media. I’ve given these issues a great deal of thought and have offered some solutions in each chapter. You may have better ones. Super. Call my radio show (1-800-WE GOT ED) and let’s talk. You may disagree. Fine. The open microphone is democracy in action, and your voice is crucial. As long as we have debate in this country, the truth will win out.

This is no time for complacency. Believe me when I say that you can make a difference. This is it, folks…the moment of truth. The American people voted for change, and now we will see if this is still a democracy or if big money has actually bought and sold everyone in Washington who can make a difference. This is a fight to see who is in charge of this nation, and the early returns are not good: It ain’t us. This will be the moment historians will look back upon and either say it was the moment this great ship of state corrected its course, or the moment it sailed completely away from its democratic ideals.
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