Prologue Its been almost ten years since | fastfor political office. | was thirty-five at the
time, four years out of law school, recently matriand generally impatient with life. A seat
in the lllinois legislature had opened up, and savigiends suggested that | run, thinking that
my work as a civil rights lawyer, and contacts from days as a community organizer, would
make me a viable candidate. After discussing bty wife, | entered the race and
proceeded to do what every first-time candidatesdb&lked to anyone who would listen. |
went to block club meetings and church socialsuteshops and barbershops. If two guys
were standing on a corner, | would cross the steeand them campaign literature. And
everywhere | went, Id get some version of the saneequestions.

Whered you get that funny name? And then:“Yaem like a nice enough guy. Why do you
want to go into something dirty and nasty like podi?’ | was familiar with the question, a
variant on the questions asked of me years eanltezn Id first arrived in Chicago to work in
low-income neighborhoods. It signaled a cynicisrhsamply with politics but with the very
notion of a public life, a cynicism thatat leasthe South Side neighborhoods | sought to
representhad been nourished by a generation kébnaromises. In response, | would usually
smile and nod and say that | understood the skeptjdut that there was-and always had been-
another tradition to politics, a tradition thatetthed from the days of the countrys founding
to the glory of the civil rights movement, a traaiitbased on the simple idea that we have a
stake in one another, and that what binds us tegettgreater than what drives us apart, and
that if enough people believe in the truth of ghi@position and act on it, then we might not
solve every problem, but we can get something nmguni done. It was a pretty convincing
speech, | thought. And although Im not sure thatpeople who heard me deliver it were
similarly impressed, enough of them appreciateceamestness and youthful swagger that |
made it to the lllinois legislature.

Six years later, when | decided to run for the EdiStates Senate, | wasnt so sure of myself.

By all appearances, my choice of careers seemieavi®worked out. After spending my two
terms during which | labored in the minority, Demaits had gained control of the state
senate, and | had subsequently passed a slewsffitmim reforms of the lllinois death
penalty system to an expansion of the statesheattgram for kids. | had continued to teach
at the University of Chicago Law School, a job jogred, and was frequently invited to speak
around town. | had preserved my independence, rag game, and my marriage, all of
which, statistically speaking, had been placedsatthe moment | set foot in the state capital.

But the years had also taken their toll. Some wfi$ just a function of my getting older, |
suppose, for if you are paying attention, each esgige year will make you more intimately
acquainted with all of your flaws-the blind spdte recurring habits of thought that may be
genetic or may be environmental, but that will asétncertainly worsen with time, as surely as
the hitch in your walk turns to pain in your hip.rhe, one of those flaws had proven to be a
chronic restlessness; an inability to appreciatanatter how well things were going, those
blessings that were right there in front of me.dtflaw that is endemic to modern life, | think-
endemic, too, in the American characterand oneigh@where more evident than in the field
of politics. Whether politics actually encourages trait or simply attracts those who possess
it is unclear. Lyndon Johnson, who knew much albatit politics and restlessness, once said
that every man is trying to either live up to hashiers expectations or make up for his fathers
mistakes, and | suppose that may explain my pdaticnalady as well as anything else.

In any event, it was as a consequence of thaessstéss that | decided to challenge a sitting
Democratic incumbent for his congressional se&ten?000 election cycle. It was an ill-



considered race, and | lost badlythe sort of dngpthat awakens you to the fact that life is
not obliged to work out as youd planned. A yead arhalf later, the scars of that loss
sufficiently healed, | had lunch with a media cdtemut who had been encouraging me for
some time to run for statewide office. As it hapgarthe lunch was scheduled for late
September 2001.

You realize, donit you, that the political dynamibave changed; he said as he picked at his
salad.

‘What do you mean?'| asked, knowing full well whne meant. We both looked down at the
newspaper beside him. There, on the front pageQsasha bin Laden.

‘Hell of a thing, isnt it?’ he said, shaking higdd. ‘Really bad luck. You cant change your
name, of course. Voters are suspicious of that &frttling. Maybe if you were at the start of
your career, you know, you could use a nicknamsoarething. But now... "His voice trailed
off and he shrugged apologetically before signativegwaiter to bring us the check.

| suspected he was right, and that realizatiomai®y at me. For the first time in my career, |
began to experience the envy of seeing youngetigpahs succeed where | had failed,
moving into higher offices, getting more things doihe pleasures of politicsthe adrenaline
of debate, the animal warmth of shaking hands d&mgmg into a crowd-began to pale
against the meaner tasks of the job: the begginmémey, the long drives home after the
banquet had run two hours longer than scheduledyad food and stale air and clipped
phone conversations with a wife who had stuck bysméar but was pretty fed up with

raising our children alone and was beginning tostjae my priorities. Even the legislative
work, the policy-making that had gotten me to nurhe first place, began to feel too
incremental, too removed from the larger battles-taxes, security, health care, and jobs-that
were being waged on a national stage. | beganrtmohdoubts about the path | had chosen; |
began feeling the way | imagine an actor or athtetist feel when, after years of commitment
to a particular dream, after years of waiting talidetween auditions or scratching out hits in
the minor leagues, he realizes that hes goneajustit as far as talent or fortune will take him.
The dream will not happen, and he now faces thecehad accepting this fact like a grown-up
and moving on to more sensible pursuits, or refusiie truth and ending up bitter,
guarrelsome, and slightly pathetic.

Denial, anger, bargaining, despairHm not sureehtrthrough all the stages prescribed by the
experts. At some point, though, | arrived at acaepé-of my limits, and, in a way, my
mortality. | refocused on my work in the state gerand took satisfaction from the reforms
and initiatives that my position afforded. | sperdre time at home, and watched my
daughters grow, and properly cherished my wife, thndght about my long-term financial
obligations. | exercised, and read novels, and damappreciate how the earth rotated around
the sun and the seasons came and went withoutaattigypar exertions on my part.

And it was this acceptance, | think, that alloweel tm come up with the thoroughly cockeyed
idea of running for the United States Senate. Aloraput strategy was how | described it to
my wife, one last shot to test out my ideas bef@ettled into a calmer, more stable, and
better-paying existence. And sheperhaps morefqityothan convictionegreed to this one
last race, though she also suggested that giveordtiezly life she preferred for our family, |
shouldnt necessarily count on her vote.

| let her take comfort in the long odds against fitee Republican incumbent, Peter



Fitzgerald, had spent $19 million of his personahith to unseat the previous senator, Carol
Moseley Braun. He wasnt widely popular; in factdidnt really seem to enjoy politics all that
much. But he still had unlimited money in his faynés well as a genuine integrity that had
earned him grudging respect from the voters.

For a time Carol Moseley Braun reappeared, baak fito ambassadorship in New Zealand
and with thoughts of trying to reclaim her old séetr possible candidacy put my own plans
on hold. When she decided to run for the presidemstgad, everyone else started looking at
the Senate race. By the time Fitzgerald announeegiduld not seek reelection, | was staring
at six primary opponents, including the sittingsteomptroller; a businessman worth
hundreds of millions of dollars; Chicago Mayor Racth Daleys former chief of staff; and a
black, female health-care professional who the smaney assumed would split the black
vote and doom whatever slim chances Id had irfitkeplace.

| didnt care. Freed from worry by low expectatipnsy credibility bolstered by several

helpful endorsements, | threw myself into the nattl an energy and joy that | thought | had
lost. | hired four staffers, all of them smarttheir twenties or early thirties, and suitably
cheap. We found a small office, printed letterheastalled phone lines and several
computers. Four or five hours a day, | called m&emocratic donors and tried to get my
calls returned. | held press conferences to whatkiody came. We signed up for the annual
St. Patricks Day Parade and were assigned thel@gareery last slot, so that my ten volunteers
and | found ourselves marching just a few paceadbéthe citys sanitation trucks, waving

to the few stragglers who remained on the routdenkorkers swept up garbage and peeled
green shamrock stickers off the lampposts.

Mostly, though, I just traveled, often driving afgrfirst from ward to ward in Chicago, then
from county to county and town to town, eventualyand down the state, across miles and
miles of cornfields and beanfields and train traakd silos. It wasrnit an efficient process.
Without the machinery of the statés Democratidyarganization, without any real mailing
list or Internet operation, | had to rely on frismal acquaintances to open their houses to who
ever might come, or to arrange for my visit to tleiurch, union hall, bridge group, or Rotary
Club. Sometimes, after several hours of drivingplld find just two or three people waiting
for me around a kitchen table. | would have to esslie hosts that the turnout was fine and
compliment them on the refreshments theyd prepaedetimes | would sit through a
church service and the pastor would forget to rezegme, or the head of the union local
would let me speak to his members just before ameing that the union had decided to
endorse someone else.

But whether | was meeting with two people or fiftyhether | was in one of the well-shaded,
stately homes of the North Shore, a walk-up apartroe the West Side, or a farmhouse
outside Bloomington, whether people were friendigjfferent, or occasionally hostile, | tried
my best to keep my mouth shut and hear what theéydaay. | listened to people talk about
their jobs, their businesses, the local schoolr treger at Bush and their anger at Democrats;
their dogs, their back pain, their war service, tredthings they remembered from childhood.
Some had well-developed theories to explain the ¢tdsnanufacturing jobs or the high cost
of health care. Some recited what they had heaRush Limbaugh or NPR. But most of
them were too busy with work or their kids to payah attention to politics, and they spoke
instead of what they saw before them: a plant dpag@romotion, a high heating bill, a parent
in a nursing home, a childs first step.

No blinding insights emerged from these monthsooiversation. If anything, what struck me



was just how modest peoplées hopes were, and hoshmiwhat they believed seemed to
hold constant across race, region, religion, aadsciMost of them thought that anybody
willing to work should be able to find a job thati@ a living wage. They figured that people
shouldnit have to file for bankruptcy because tgeysick. They believed that every child
should have a genuinely good educationthat itlsinbjust be a bunch of talkand that those
same children should be able to go to college éubeir parents werent rich. They wanted to
be safe, from criminals and from terrorists; thegnted clean air, clean water, and time with
their kids. And when they got old, they wanted ¢cdble to retire with some dignity and
respect.

That was about it. It wasnt much. And althoughytbederstood that how they did in life
depended mostly on their own efforts-although ttheyit expect government to solve all their
problems, and certainly didrit like seeing thek thollars wasted+they figured that government
should help.

| told them that they were right: government cotikbive all their problems. But with a
slight change in priorities we could make sure gw#ild had a decent shot at life and meet
the challenges we faced as a nation. More oftem o, folks would nod in agreement and
ask how they could get involved. And by the tinveals back on the road, with a map on the
passengers seat, on my way to my next stop, | korewe again just why Id gone into politics.

| felt like working harder than Id ever worked 1imy life.

This book grows directly out of those conversationghe campaign trail. Not only did my
encounters with voters confirm the fundamental degef the American people, they also
reminded me that at the core of the American erped are a set of ideals that continue to
stir our collective conscience; a common set ofi@althat bind us together despite our
differences; a running thread of hope that makesroprobable experiment in democracy
work. These values and ideals find expressionugitin the marble slabs of monuments or in
the recitation of history books. They remain alivehe hearts and minds of most Americans-
and can inspire us to pride, duty, and sacrifice.

| recognize the risks of talking this way. In aa ef globalization and dizzying technological
change, cutthroat politics and unremitting cultwae's, we dont even seem to possess a
shared language with which to discuss our idealsntess the tools to arrive at some rough
consensus about how, as a nation, we might worktheg to bring those ideals about. Most of
us are wise to the ways of admen, pollsters, spetelns, and pundits. We know how high-
flying words can be deployed in the service of cghaims, and how the noblest sentiments
can be subverted in the name of power, expedigmeed, or intolerance. Even the standard
high school history textbook notes the degree thytirom its very inception, the reality of
American life has strayed from its myths. In sudlimate, any assertion of shared ideals or
common values might seem hopelessly naive, if natraight dangerous-an attempt to gloss
over serious differences over policy and perforneamg worse, a means of muffling the
complaints of those who feel ill served by our eutrinstitutional arrangements.

My argument, however, is that we have no choicau dorit need a poll to know that the vast
majority of Americans-Republican, Democrat, anceppehdentare weary of the dead zone that
politics has become, in which narrow interestsfereadvantage and ideological minorities
seek to impose their own versions of absolute tNithether were from red states or blue
states, we feel in our gut the lack of honestygmignd common sense in our policy debates,
and dislike what appears to be a continuous mefals# or cramped choices. Religious or



secular, black, white, or brown, we sense-cosrditk the nations most significant challenges
are being ignored, and that if we dont change sewoon, we may be the first generation in a
very long time that leaves behind a weaker and rfractured America than the one we
inherited. Perhaps more than any other time irrecgnt history, we need a new kind of
politics, one that can excavate and build upondlsbsmred understandings that pull us
together as Americans.

Thats the topic of this book: how we might bedie process of changing our politics and our
civic life. This isnt to say that | know exactlytv to do it. | dornit. Although | discuss in each
chapter a number of our most pressing policy chglls, and suggest in broad strokes the
path | believe we should follow, my treatment of thsues is often partial and incomplete. |
offer no unifying theory of American governmenty o these pages provide a manifesto for
action, complete with charts and graphs, timetadhesten-point plans.

Instead what | offer is something more modest: gaabreflections on those values and ideals
that have led me to public life, some thoughtshenways that our current political discourse
unnecessarily divides us, and my own best asses$fas=u on my experience as a senator
and lawyer, husband and father, Christian and skefthe ways we can ground our politics

in the notion of a common good.

Let me be more specific about how the book is aegath Chapter One takes stock of our
recent political history and tries to explain soofi¢che sources for todays bitter partisanship.
In Chapter Two, | discuss those common valuesrthglit serve as the foundation for a new
political consensus. Chapter Three explores thestitation not just as a source of individual
rights, but also as a means of organizing a dertio@anversation around our collective
future. In Chapter Four, | try to convey some & ihstitutional forcesimoney, media, interest
groups, and the legislative processthat stiflenelie best-intentioned politician. And in the
remaining five chapters, | suggest how we might enbbeyond our divisions to effectively
tackle concrete problems: the growing economicaasty of many American families, the
racial and religious tensions within the body poliand the transnational threatsfrom
terrorism to pandemicthat gather beyond our shores

| suspect that some readers may find my presentafithese issues to be insufficiently
balanced. To this accusation, | stand guilty asgagwh | am a Democrat, after all; my views
on most topics correspond more closely to the gdltpages of th&lew York Times than
those of thaNall Sreet Journal. | am angry about policies that consistently faa wealthy
and powerful over average Americans, and insisgtghaernment has an important role in
opening up opportunity to all. | believe in evoartj scientific inquiry, and global warming; |
believe in free speech, whether politically corr@cpolitically incorrect, and | am suspicious
of using government to impose anybodys religioabdisincluding my owr-on nonbelievers.
Furthermore, | am a prisoner of my own biographsarit help but view the American
experience through the lens of a black man of mhexitage, forever mindful of how
generations of people who looked like me were gdipd and stigmatized, and the subtle
and not so subtle ways that race and class contiinsigape our lives.

But that is not all that | am. | also think my pacan be smug, detached, and dogmatic at
times. | believe in the free market, competitiomg &ntrepreneurship, and think no small
number of government programs dont work as adsediti | wish the country had fewer
lawyers and more engineers. | think America hasenaften been a force for good than for ill
in the world; | carry few illusions about our enesyiand revere the courage and competence
of our military. | reject a politics that is bassalely on racial identity, gender identity, sexual



orientation, or victimhood generally. | think muchwhat ails the inner city involves a
breakdown in culture that will not be cured by mpaéne, and that our values and spiritual
life matter at least as much as our GDP.

Undoubtedly, some of these views will get me iubie. | am new enough on the national
political scene that | serve as a blank screenuiolwpeople of vastly different political
stripes project their own views. As such, | am libtodisappoint some, if not all, of them.
Which perhaps indicates a second, more intimatae¢he this booknamely, how I, or
anybody in public office, can avoid the pitfallsfame, the hunger to please, the fear of loss,
and thereby retain that kernel of truth, that slaguoice within each of us that reminds us of
our deepest commitments.

Recently, one of the reporters covering Capitol stdpped me on the way to my office and
mentioned that she had enjoyed reading my firskbbb@onder; she said,‘f you can be that
interesting in the next one you write”’ By whichesineant, | wonder if you can be honest now
that you are a U.S. senator.

| wonder, too, sometimes. | hope writing this bdeps me answer the question.



