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Preface


In 1966, not long before my tenth birthday, I joined the Cub Scouts. Joined incorrectly implies there was something voluntary about it. In reality, I had no choice; my mother commanded my participation in no uncertain terms. She looked for every opportunity to keep me out of harm’s way because, in those days on Chicago’s South Side, there was plenty of harm in the way. Race riots in Humboldt Park, civil rights dramas playing out across the South and in D.C., and simmering resentment over the persistent poverty all around us seemed to put everybody on edge. Even nine-year-olds could sense that those were tumultuous times. So my mother marched me down to the community room at the Cosmopolitan Community Church late one Saturday afternoon to join the local Cub Scout troop. There, in a high-ceilinged gymnasium with fading, whitewashed walls under fluorescent lighting that cast a yellow pall over everything, our motley crew drilled like miniature soldiers. We learned to stand at attention or at ease, to march in formation, and to answer orders with “Yes, sir” without appearing sullen. We had maybe two full uniforms among us.


We opened every meeting with the Pledge of Allegiance. Every time we recited it, I got a lump in my throat. I was conscious of the anger and turmoil of the times—everybody was—though not all the reasons for it. And still, there we were, as solemn as if in church, earnestly committing ourselves to “one nation, under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” We may have giggled at each other when we marched out of step or when somebody’s growth spurt turned the dark blue uniform pants into “high waters,” but when it came to the Pledge, everyone was serious.


Nearly fifty years later, the Pledge still makes my chest swell. Paeans to patriotism often do. That sense of national unity and common cause has inspired America and Americans to do extraordinary things. Last year, during commemorations of the tenth anniversary of 9/11, public speakers and private conversations alike proudly recalled how, as a country, we were infused with a sense of patriotic unity after the attacks. Back then, we seemed ready, even eager, to recommit ourselves to being one indivisible nation, “with liberty and justice for all.”


Sadly, those feelings didn’t last. It wasn’t long before our political leaders were back in hot pursuit of divisive and partisan goals. Instead of building a lasting majority around American ideals, we squandered the moment in favor of politics as usual. This was our chance to recommit ourselves to the promise of equality, of opportunity, and of fair play for all. But instead we got entangled in ill-advised wars, turned a national budget surplus into an historic national debt, suspended some of our most treasured civil liberties, bought houses we couldn’t afford, and ran up the balance on our credit cards. Just after the attacks, when we ached for inspired leadership, President George W. Bush asked nothing of the nation except to go back to the mall and shop.


Watching that happen was hard for me. I have lived the American Dream—that uniquely American opportunity to imagine and then build a better future—and am unabashedly proud of the national ideals on which it depends. I know firsthand how much hope and effort the Dream inspires, even in the unlikely corners of the country and of the world. Because faith in that Dream has been so important to my own good fortune, I yearn to see our ideals shape both the actions we choose to take as a nation and the debates we have about them.


After the presidential election in 2004, I couldn’t shake the feeling of lost opportunity and the worry about the direction the country was headed in. So I decided to do something about it. I left my job as a senior executive at a large corporation and, at the age of forty-nine, with no electoral experience, no name recognition, and no campaign apparatus, set out to run for governor of Massachusetts. I got elected in 2006 and reelected in 2010.


I ran because I believe in generational responsibility, that old-fashioned notion that each of us in our time is supposed to do what we can to leave things better for those who come behind. Just as the service and sacrifice of earlier generations created the paths we now walk down, it will take our service and sacrifice today to make a better way for tomorrow. This is not the kind of leadership I saw in modern politics, or even in business, for that matter. I wanted to offer a different approach.


Most of the customary political labels don’t quite fit me. I am a capitalist and have spent most of my professional life in the private sector, and I believe competitive markets are far better than the alternative; but I am not a market fundamentalist and do not believe unfettered markets always arrive at just the right answer at just the right time. I believe in self-reliance and personal responsibility, and that welfare programs should not be a way of life; but I do not believe that poverty is a sign of fault or shame, or that supporting the most vulnerable is an emblem of society’s decline. I am a man of faith and, as a leader, I spend a lot of time on my knees; but I don’t believe government should intrude on my religious choices or anyone else’s, and believe generally that government ought to stay out of the most personal and intimate decisions in people’s lives. I believe that we should provide great schools for every child in every neighborhood in the country because that is the surest way to lift everyone; that we should promote far-reaching research that enables private innovation; and that we should build and maintain state-of-the-art transportation, communications, energy, and defense systems to sustain a competitive economy and a high standard of living. I am willing to pay my fair share of taxes for these services—and I want my government to spend my money wisely. I expect to hold my elected representatives accountable for that at election time.


For all that, I am sometimes called a “liberal.” If that is what it means to be a liberal, I accept that moniker with pride. I am also a Democrat. But I find most labels too confining. Politically and in every other sense, I am an American first.


I am writing this book for the same reason I ran for office in the first place: because the American Dream is slipping out of reach of too many Americans, and too few of our political leaders seem willing to do anything about it. Our generation is not bearing its responsibility to the next. America is in the toughest global competition in our history. We have every reason and opportunity to win. But America cannot reach her full potential as a nation unless Americans can reach their full potential as individuals. And in today’s competition, some of our best players never even get in the game.


So much of what and who we are turns on the vitality of the American Dream, the ability of each successive generation to build security and prosperity. We are at a crossroads in defining and defending that Dream. There is a way to restore our faith in the Dream and bring it within closer reach of more people. It’s a path tried and true throughout our history. It starts with each of us reclaiming our ideals—and then acting on them. We all have a responsibility and a calling to invest in our country and our communities. We each need to step up.
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