
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for WHY AMERICA MATTERS

			“Why America Matters is an astonishing achievement. Wilkerson’s masterful synthesis of our history as it relates to where we are right at this moment—and how we can and must go forward—is an inestimable gift, and can hardly be praised enough.” 

			—Eric Metaxas is the New York Times #1 bestselling author of Bonhoeffer, Martin Luther, Is Atheism Dead?, If You Can Keep It, and Letter to the American Church, and founder and host of Socrates in the City

			“Why America Matters is a courageous book. Wilkerson confronts the powers—both political and ideological, that have conspired to destroy our nation and its values. Why America Matters holds an urgent and timely message for anyone who cares about the future of this nation. Why America Matters is a must read for anyone seeking to understand what is happening to America, and more importantly, how to fix it!”

			—Matt Schlapp, Chairman, Conservative Political Action Coalition (CPAC)

			“Michael Wilkerson has pulled off a mean feat with Why America Matters. As much as it is a crisply written lament for our fractured national identity, his tour de force also is a blueprint for a new generation who will be left to rebuild the moral capital squandered by their forebears. America has never mattered more, and Wilkerson makes the powerful case for a new exceptionalism that will require men and women of courage and virtue to join the resistance against tyranny.”

			—Miranda Devine, New York Post correspondent and USA Today and WSJ bestselling author of Laptop from Hell

			“Why America Matters is unlike any book you’ll read about America. By knitting together diverse threads of historical, political, social, ideological, and economic perspectives into one compelling narrative,…Wilkerson weaves a vibrant tapestry that provides a hopeful and realistic pattern for America’s cultural and civic renewal.” 

			—Dr. David Schneider, MD, orthopedic surgeon and author of The Invention of Surgery

			“Why America Matters is a book whose time has not only come…it’s long overdue! Grab your pen and start highlighting the profound ideas put forth. This engaging, well-researched book moves you along while asking the hard questions about who and what we are as a country…and as Americans. The comprehensive survey of issues will serve as a guide for years to come. It’s a truly brilliant read for political thinkers and truth seekers.”

			—Philip Nicozisis, real estate investor and WSJ bestselling author of Have Laptop Will Travel

			“This is the book I wish I had written, the book everyone who loves America should read. By drawing from the deep wells of American history and the flood of shocking current events, Wilkerson simultaneously affirms the foundational values that made this nation great and shows how America, despite its current challenges, can thrive in the twenty-first century.” 

			—Daniel Schneider, Media Research Center, former Executive Director, American Conservative Union

			“In Why America Matters…Wilkerson provides an excellent reference for anyone seeking to understand what is happening in America today.”

			—The Honorable Roméo A. Dallaire, Lieutenant-General (ret) 

			 





 

			What People Are Saying…

			“courageous”

			“compelling”

			“profound”

			“powerful”

			“excellent”

			“engaging”

			“masterful”

			“comprehensive”

			A “tour de force”

			A “crisply written lament”

			“must read”

			“well-researched”

			“hopeful and realistic”

			“a vibrant tapestry”

			“an inestimable gift”

			“urgent and timely”

			“a compelling narrative”

			“a truly brilliant read”

			“The book I wish I had written…”

			“A book whose time has come!”

			“an astonishing achievement”

			“The book everyone who loves America should read”

			“unlike any book you’ll read about America”
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			Those who lead many to righteousness will shine like the stars forever.





 

			There are some [who] think of themselves in a sense as colonists, indifferent to the fate of the place they live in. The greatest changes occur in their country without their cooperation. They are not even aware of precisely what has taken place. They suspect it; they have heard of the event by chance. More than that, they are unconcerned with the fortunes of their village, the safety of their streets, the fate of their church… They think that such things have nothing to do with them, that they belong to a powerful stranger called “the government.”

			They enjoy these goods as tenants, without a sense of ownership, and never give a thought to how they might be improved. They are so divorced from their own interests that even when their own security and that of their children is finally compromised, they do not seek to avert the danger themselves but cross their arms and wait for the nation…to come to their aid.

			When a nation has reached this point, it must either change its laws and mores or perish, for the well of public virtue has run dry: in such a place one no longer finds citizens but only subjects.1

			—Alexis de Tocqueville

			When a government is arrived to that degree of corruption as to be incapable of reforming itself, it would not lose much by being newly moulded.2

			—Montesquieu

			He is the lover of his country who rebukes and does not excuse its sins.

			—Frederick Douglass

			Do not move the ancient boundaries which your fathers have set.

			—Proverbs 22:28





Introduction

			Many years ago, as a Gen X twenty-something and Rage Against the Machine fan, I would sing along to Testify, a song I recognized as referencing George Orwell’s 1984. Rage’s catchy lyrics reflected Orwell’s idea that whoever controls the present, i.e., through the dominant narrative of government sponsored media, would also control the past and its meaning. The corollary was that whoever controls the retelling of history would also control the future.

			I vaguely knew that the words had something to do with the link between power, history, memory, and narrative. A clever hook challenged me to check my assumptions about how mainstream media interpret world events and to question the information I was consuming. I probably overprocessed it. But it was a killer song.

			It was only when I reread 1984 that I recalled the phrase’s origin. This was a riff on the ruling Party’s slogan regarding the “mutability of the past,” one of its sacred principles. The Party (there is only one) governing Oceana, a fictional superstate constantly at war with one or the other of its two rivals, has three core slogans that every citizen knows by heart:

			WAR IS PEACE
FREEDOM IS SLAVERY
IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH1

			1984 was a favorite meme of conservative Cold War stalwarts as a prophetic warning against the evils of totalitarianism and the communist Soviet Union in particular. As the threat of what President Reagan branded the “Evil Empire” receded, so too did the book to the back shelves of the American consciousness. However, 1984 has had a strong popular renewal in the twenty-first century. Interest returned in 2013 following revelations of massive spying on American citizens by the National Security Agency and other US intelligence organizations.

			The 2013 sales bump reflected Americans’ fear of pervasive government surveillance. This was something we knew was possible but hoped wasn’t true, even though we’d been warned by fictions such as the Will Smith and Gene Hackman movie Enemy of the State years before. Americans asked the question, are we living in 1984? What would come next?

			The big surge in the book’s popularity followed the 2016 election of Donald J. Trump as president of the United States. By January 2017, 1984 had risen to number one on Amazon’s bestseller list. This was something different. This time it was the Left2 fueling 1984’s renewed success.

			Following the 2016 presidential elections, the media began to warn of the imminent and “existential” threat that President-elect Trump posed to American democracy. 1984 was promoted as a “key text” to understand a “totalitarian dictator” with “nationalist” and “racist” followers. Trump’s dystopian view of the condition of America and his unrelenting attacks on its broken institutions greatly frightened the Left.

			When Trump spoke of “fake news” and his press secretary referred to “alternative facts,” the critics were sure that they heard the sound of “doublespeak,” a word not used by Orwell but rather a conflation of two that were “Doublethink” and “Newspeak.” Doublethink, such as “freedom is slavery,” is to accept as equal or true two mutually exclusive thoughts or states of being without awareness of the blatant contradiction. The Party used it to indoctrinate belief and control reality. Newspeak, on the other hand, eliminated words from the past, along with their meanings and the ideas they represented. Newspeak was a method of thought control through language modification and annihilation of memory.

			The Trump White House was labeled the Ministry of Truth, accused of aggressively making up its own reality as it went along, to be spun upon an unsuspecting public. A bevy of books on fascism, totalitarianism, the death of democracy, the perils of nationalism, and similar subjects were hastily written and consumed, with Trump written into the narrative as a political Svengali if not the Devil himself.

			It would take the fake news scandal and deep state deception of the century to recenter the American eye away from Trump and back onto the dangers of the surveillance state and a complicit media. The scandals of Russiagate, the pandemic, a laptop from Hell, and evidence of widespread government corruption and conspiracy marked the end of the road for many Americans who had lost all remaining trust in government.

			The past few years have confirmed that we are now facing the dangers forewarned in 1984. Big Brother—the all-seeing, all-knowing State—has manifest in what Shoshana Zuboff, author of The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, christened “Big Other…the ubiquitous presence and power of the surveillance economy embedded in the architecture of AI-enabled big data. Big Other has turned consumers into commodities and reality into whatever these corporations determine it will be.”3 This power appears determined to exercise total control of society by first erasing then redefining the past (i.e., by rewriting history) and then shape-shifting culturally shared meaning (through modification of language and the meaning of words).

			The surveillance that this technology enables has supported the political objectives of an elite class that spans our political parties and government bureaucracy, mainstream and social media, and our largest corporations. More worryingly, “reality” has fallen under the corrupting influence of foreign powers and anti-American ideologies now embedded into our most cherished institutions.

			This unprecedented power has undermined the free speech rights of Americans enshrined in the First Amendment of the Constitution. This has been done by canceling, censoring, shadow banning, doxing, and downvoting voices of dissent. The most visible and egregious examples have included the suspension of dissenting or nonconformist views from Facebook and Twitter; Big Tech’s collusive attacks on its competitors; media blackouts of investigative stories than run against the mainstream narrative; and the censoring of important free speech issues such as origins of the pandemic, voting integrity, corruption involving government officials and their families, and the potential long-term risks of an experimental vaccine.

			The application of thought and behavior control is happening in subtle and long-lasting ways, such as by redefining American history, removing its cultural icons, altering or inverting the basic meaning of words (e.g., “justice,” “equity,” “racism,” and “truth”), and creating false narratives of conflict between Americans based on the identity politics of race, gender, and sexual orientation. By falsifying memory, and by emptying the meaning of words only to refill them with ideologically laden opposites, the “progressive”4 Left is well on its way to transforming the identity and meaning of the nation into something unrecognizable and alien.

			In 2020, America was confronted with multiple overlapping crises. This revealed a near bankruptcy in the vault of American ideals that might have otherwise provided defensive support in times of challenge. Many Americans, especially younger generations, are now asking fundamental questions about whether the entire American experiment isn’t a failure and whether perhaps we might not be better off starting over with something new. Usually, the something new is a rebranded version of something old and failed elsewhere, but—without adequate historical memory and context—this detail is lost on the audience.

			The result of this upheaval is that many Americans now feel confused, lost, alienated, and unsure about their own identity and that of their nation. In the face of an unrelenting and often unrecognized attack, America is undergoing multiple crises: of circumstances, identity, institutions, and engagement, that when taken together threaten to undermine and tear apart the republic. It was the pandemic and its unintended consequences that first revealed many of these issues, but they were there all along.

			Why America Matters argues that because of the multitude of crises we face, and the social disintegration that has already begun in our nation, America faces a critical choice. Either we ignore the rapidly accumulating warning signs, abandon our cherished ideals and national identity, and find ourselves drifting further into socialism, authoritarianism, and inevitable tyranny, or we strongly resist the forces conspiring against America and fight for the restoration of our identity, strength, and integrity as a nation.

			This may require remodeling of old ideas, institutions, and national distinctives, but in many cases will require renovation and, in some cases, completely reinventing new features built to suit the twenty-first century’s challenges. Nothing in our current situation will allow for a simplistic “return to the past,” whatever the well-intended traditionalist might mean by that.

			If we don’t make real change, the increasing pressure from America’s foreign adversaries, and the slow drip of ideological poison and cultural rot, will conspire to hasten our nation’s political and economic decline. This will likely come through a shift toward an authoritarian regime, whether socialist or merely statist, one in which individual freedoms are increasingly lost to the surveillance state. This is already happening.

			As the economy weakens through inflationary policies and effective political power disintegrates, over time the State itself will be brought under the puppeteer’s hand of foreign influence and control. China, manipulating from behind the scenes the levers of our institutions and markets, will set the tune and require us to dance. Our middle class will slip into poverty and despair. Identity politics will keep us at one another’s throats. American leadership will become increasingly irrelevant globally as the dollar-based financial system can no longer maintain its coercive power. This is not an outcome that any of us should easily accept, but it is a possibility that we can no longer ignore.

			America needs a reimagining of itself. A new American exceptionalism is required if we hope to emerge from this season of crisis with renewed vision and purpose as a nation. Like America herself, and the new government established at its founding, a twenty-first-century American renaissance will require an invention, the creation of something that hasn’t existed before. And it will require that Americans manage to agree on and unite behind a twenty-first-century vision of American purpose and, yes, greatness. So long as we remain so deeply divided on ideological, political, and cultural grounds, it is difficult to see how this can happen.

			Why America Matters explores how it might be possible to create a better American future, not by abandoning our past but by integrating the best of our shared history, values, culture, and ideals into a new model of America built to suit for the twenty-first century. What is suggested is not the traditionalist’s sentimental and nostalgic call to go back to the “good ole days.” This is simply not possible. A new century requires a new model.

			

		

		




Part One

			America in Crisis





Chapter 1

			Stuck in a Metaphor

			We must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a byword through the world.1

			—John Winthrop

			You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden.2

			—Jesus

			A City on a Hill: The Metaphor of American Exceptionalism

			John F. Kennedy was the first American president to pull from the dusty archives of American history an obscure message by John Winthrop, a Puritan leader and founder of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. The extract Kennedy chose became one of the most oft-cited and well-known passages evoking American greatness in the second half of the twentieth century. As he prepared to assume the presidency, Kennedy, America’s youngest and first Catholic president, used Winthrop’s A Model of Christian Charity to lay out his vision for the new administration and for the future of the nation. He quoted these now famous words: “We must [always] consider…that we shall be as a city upon a hill—the eyes of all people are upon us.”

			Why did Kennedy use this obscure passage, previously deemed unremarkable and unknown for most of America’s history? Written around 1630, the Model was discovered and published in the 1830s (“so thoroughly unknown no one even knew it was lost”) and then quickly forgotten again. This time it disappeared until mid-twentieth century, when Perry Miller, a Harvard historian and founder of the new academic field of American Studies, declared the Model to be “the first articulate body of expression [of the origins of America].” It was for Miller and the historians who followed him a cultural key text, a long-lost, plain English decoder of the meaning of America. It would come at a time when America desperately needed a renewed sense of meaning and purpose.3

			Kennedy painted a dramatized picture that this “city on a hill” speech was given by Winthrop to his shipmates as they made the long and perilous crossing from England to the New World in 1630. Like Kennedy and his newly formed administration, the Puritans “faced the task of building a new government on a perilous frontier,” and were beset “by terror without and disorder within.”4

			The simile was applied to modern America as it faced the dangers of the Cold War and to the Kennedy administration itself as it formed a new government from a generation of clever but young and mostly unproven leaders. Kennedy used the vision of “a city upon a hill” as an affirmation of—and an invitation to—American greatness, both for the nation itself and, if they could earn it, the new administration.

			Yet alongside this aspirational invocation, Kennedy was also paraphrasing Winthrop’s warning of the consequences of the failure to achieve the task. Winthrop had said, “… if we shall deal falsely with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help from us, we shall be made a story and a byword through the world.”

			As the civil rights movement became a national concern, Kennedy knew that how his administration, and America herself, handled the thorny and divisive issues of race, religion, and political ideology, would determine its legacy and potentially alter the nation’s destiny, for better or worse. Kennedy referenced Jesus’s words: “For of those to whom much is given, much is required.” History was watching and would hold both the administration and the nation to account.

			On the eve of the darkest moments of the Cold War, amidst rising domestic social tensions, President-elect Kennedy was calling America to live up to four cardinal national virtues: courage, judgment, integrity, and dedication. Kennedy was tapping into a commonly understood and shared narrative of America’s origins, seated in Puritan New England’s culture and values. The ideals he evoked were deeply rooted in both religious faith and a distinct expression of society, a community of covenant relationship that, in the eyes of many Americans, represented the heart of the nation’s civic life.

			The challenge for Kennedy was that this culture was exclusionary—it was white, Anglo-Saxon, and Protestant—and thus not particularly workable in a culturally and racially diverse modern America. The dominant creation story of America centered on Puritan New England and its English-ancestried people, to the exclusion of nearly everyone else. This was therefore a deft political move on Kennedy’s part, in the words of Abram Van Engen, to “graft American Catholics unto the Puritan stock.”5

			While the dominant narrative of American exceptionalism was rooted in Puritan origins, it was a story that eventually would become open to and adoptable by men and women of all races, creeds, and classes. Over time, and not without detours, this begrudging assimilation would prove to be the practical meaning of our national motto, E pluribus unum—Out of many, one. Our 250-year national history has been one of many graftings, with multiple waves of immigrants from all over the world. And at each point along the way, there has been resistance to these waves from nativist impulses that—sometimes legitimately, sometimes not—saw their economic security, culture, or way of life threatened.

			Whether Irish Catholics, Germans, Italians, Jews, Chinese, or otherwise, these migrant men and women, hungry for a better life, generally aspired to America’s highest ideals. They were willing and able to assimilate into American society and its values, without having to reject their own ethnic and cultural histories. First and foremost, they proudly identified as American and were by and large willing to assimilate into American culture.

			Many new Americans recognized that one of the highest duties of citizenship was involvement in government and civic organizations, and that one of the greatest liberties was the freedom to criticize America’s government and society when they fell off track. Frederick Douglass, the escaped slave turned abolitionist and voice of nineteenth-century American consciousness, defined patriotism this way: “The best friend of a nation is he who most faithfully rebukes her for her sins—and he her worst enemy who, under the specious…garb of patriotism seeks to excuse, palliate or defend them.”6

			American exceptionalism, as it eventually came to be understood and articulated in the “city upon a hill” imagery, was the shared belief that America was a unique nation founded and set apart by God for special purpose. Its people were divinely chosen, blessed, and tasked with a particular mission in the world. America wasn’t alone in this belief. It was common to the European nations of Christendom, including the French, the Dutch, and especially the English.7 Daniel Rogers writes in As a City on a Hill, “There had been cities on a hill in Europe before: holy undertakings, as their founders imagined them, closer to the social templates that God had mandated than the world had yet seen.”

			In believing that God had a unique plan for America, early American exceptionalism traveled a well-trod path of English exceptionalism. Each saw themselves as a new Israel and their land as a new Canaan, a promised land of divine inheritance. With the failure of the English Civil War to bring about long-lasting republican and religious reform, English emigrants came to America with the assumption that “the Glory had departed” England and settled on the shores of New England. This mission would be to serve as a beacon of civil liberty, religious freedom, happiness, democracy, human dignity, equality, and justice unlike anything before. America would serve as a model of a heavenly kingdom worked out in community on earth.

			Rogers writes that Winthrop’s Model “seems to hold in its grasp what the future would bring for the United States: its magnet status for a world of immigrants, its economic ascendancy, and its rise to world leadership. The nation’s moralism, its Wilsonian idealism, the endurance of its religious cultures, and its certainty that it had been granted a unique and special part in the unrolling of human history all seem presaged in Winthrop’s text.”8

			American exceptionalism started with a lofty set of ideals, beliefs, and principles about its meaning—and the nation’s destiny—that have defined and shaped the country ever since. But America is more than just an idea. America is rooted in a specific place and time, and a certain set of historical experiences that shaped the country and its people. Yet America is not simply the sum of those experiences or historical events. America’s greatness cannot be measured purely in GDP, in land mass, or in its abundance of resources. It cannot be found only in geopolitical power or economic might. These are all either inputs to, or products of, America’s essential greatness but not its essence.

			America is an invention, a moral experiment, a proposition, an ideal, and a myth that has grown, been refined and pruned, and yet often fallen short of its highest aims. America’s true greatness has always been rooted in the transcendent—i.e., in its ideals, its values, and its aspirations—not in its material successes of wealth or power, though we have often confused this truth.

			America is rooted in ideals of equality and inherent human rights. This radical republican conception has been under constant tension and attack for most of our history. The tension has occasionally become so severe it has led to crises that fundamentally threatened the nation itself: the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, the civil rights movement, and perhaps again today. Each discontinuity brought into question the survival of the nation and what would emerge from the ashes of great and terrible conflict.

			As Lincoln famously declared at Gettysburg, America is built on “the proposition that all men are created equal.” This proposition has repeatedly been tested by fire. It ran counter to the actual historical experience and practice of government of most every nation before it, including the US prior to the Civil War. While the Civil War has long passed, we are still today “testing whether that nation, or any nation so conceived, and so dedicated, can long endure.” Equality is not a natural state in human history. It too is an innovation, one that was conceived in Judeo-Christian faith and culture, in sharp relief to classical pagan culture as manifest in the Roman Empire and in most empires in history.

			The revolutionary and novel ideas that Jesus introduced were so threatening to the establishment and undermining of its power that the religious and political elite sought to kill Him and destroy the movement His followers would create. When the State could not annihilate Christianity, it instead co-opted it and slowly bled it of its most radical meanings. This Christian ideal of the equality of all before God and amongst men would languish and lie dormant for centuries, ironically in the arms of political Christendom, yet somehow survive, sustained by the blood and tears of religious and political dissidents and martyrs, before being rebirthed in the Reformation and, later, in an uneasy pairing with the Enlightenment.

			When Kennedy delivered his address, it was clear to his audience that he was calling Americans to live up to a set of established ideals that were widely understood and shared in America at that time. While greatly challenged by the Soviet Union and the Cold War, and domestically by the racial tensions of the civil rights movement, the America of 1960 had a high degree of consensus and trust in government and in one another. The two dominant political parties shared many of the same views and were more alike than they were different. America remained highly confident about its role in the postwar world, which was defined in binary terms of black and white, good vs. evil, democracy vs. communism, and freedom vs. oppression.

			Americans believed that the Cold War was a continuation of the epic struggle of the world wars against the evils of empire and totalitarianism, and that America was the best and last line of defense against Soviet tyranny and aggression. The conflict gave America its raison d’être and provided Americans with a sense that they were fighting for something honorable. This was a narrative that Americans were able to rally around.

			Americans knew that they were on the right side of history at moments such as in 1966, when the Romanian pastor Richard Wurmbrand testified before the US Senate. He described unspeakable horrors experienced during fourteen years in Soviet prisons, including depravations, beatings, tortures, rapes, executions, and other appalling acts, along with mind-destroying brainwashing. The scarred back and broken body that Wurmbrand shockingly displayed to the esteemed US senators weren’t the consequence of being punished as a murderer or other violent criminal. Those felons never received such inhumane treatment in the communist system. Wurmbrand’s crimes were ideological. The communist state’s justification for such cruel treatment was that Wurmbrand believed and preached that Jesus was the true king of the world, not Marx, Lenin, or Stalin, and that this king of kings would eventually judge and overcome the wicked “kingdoms of the earth,” including communism.9

			The Cold War gave Americans something to fight against, but what were they fighting for? This is what Miller and others of his generation set out to define and defend for a new generation of Americans and, importantly, the rest of the world. For perhaps the first time, a coherent narrative of the meaning of America was articulated, both to unify Americans and to propagate around the world to win the hearts and minds of nations and individuals caught between competing regimes and ideologies.

			Since Kennedy’s speech, the “city upon a hill” imagery has been repackaged and used as metaphor for American exceptionalism by almost every subsequent president from Johnson to Obama. Each invoked the image to call Americans back to something higher than consumeristic materialism and atomistic individualism, two potential excesses of America’s distinctive character. And importantly, the imagery was used to shake off the complacency to which Americans are prone and the tendency to take for granted the extraordinary privileges and benefits of our heritage.

			It was Ronald Reagan, however, who most effectively made use of the phrase to capture America’s attention. While he campaigned on “Make America Great Again,” he made Winthrop’s phrase “the signature line of his presidency.” Reagan’s vision of renewed American greatness, rooted in high ideals, helped bring America out of its decade-long funk of the 1970s: the despair and self-doubt that followed the Vietnam War, Watergate, the oil crisis, inflation, and the contradictions of the civil rights crisis and urban poverty, now made visible to Americans by the new technology of television.

			Reagan was able to capture the imaginations of Americans around the city on a hill imagery and used it to inspire new hope. While doubt and disillusionment had crept in for many, what had not yet been lost was America’s sense of purpose. True, Americans were frustrated because America wasn’t living up to its ideals, but it wasn’t because those ideals didn’t exist or couldn’t be (mostly) agreed upon. Even in the 1980s, these ideals were still understood and widely shared, even if there was strong debate about how to realize them. Despite the deep cultural divisions unleashed in the 1960s, most Americans in the 1980s still shared a common sense of national identity, which helped them shake off the previous decade and its skepticisms and insecurities.

			Reagan reunited Americans around a shared vision for the country and a renewed sense of national purpose globally. His appeal successfully crossed political lines for this reason. Reagan, a Republican, attracted many from the Left and from the working class, especially amongst the unions, in an era in which party politics hadn’t stooped to the divisive and polarizing level that would come to define our present time.

			Kennedy and Reagan were each able to draw upon an existing shared sense of national identity. They reminded Americans that America was great because America was good. The foundations remained intact even if the house was somewhat damaged. Not everyone agreed that America was great (other than in its military and economic power) or that it was good. But a sufficient portion of Americans did, which enabled the center to hold.

			Those who dissented from this view were nonetheless important voices to confront complacency and to constantly challenge how that greatness—or goodness—was expressed. Throughout American history, it has been the voices on the fringes—the dissidents, the moralists, the suffragettes, the abolitionists—that have helped moved the complacent center of American society to act for causes of truth and justice. This is another reminder why censorship of unpopular voices is so dangerous. It reenforces groupthink, silences the minority opinion, and prevents the muddled middle from hearing ideas and views that provide healthy challenge to the status quo of consensus thinking.

			The challenge we face today is unlike either of these previous eras. Today, the shared understanding of American identity and purpose that was present in Kennedy’s and Reagan’s generations no longer exists among a sufficient majority of Americans. In the forty years since the Reagan revolution reinvigorated America, the idea of American greatness has grown increasingly tattered and worn. Somewhere along the way, America seems to have lost confidence in both its greatness and its goodness.

			Today, our culture is deeply divided on the most basic questions of national identity and purpose. We cannot find purpose without meaning, and we cannot find shared meaning when we cannot even agree on the facts of our own history, and no longer have a common linguistic understanding of the meaning of the words used to describe them. What many Americans do agree on is that we are in a terrible moment of crisis in our history, although we have trouble defining it or identifying its causes. All we know is that something is just not right.

			President Obama dialed down the exuberance expressed by Reagan and others by describing American exceptionalism as being unexceptionally no different than say, British exceptionalism or Greek exceptionalism. In other words, it was nothing more than the pride that any country naturally takes in its own history and culture. President Obama was likely reacting, at least in part, to President George W. Bush’s extreme expression of exceptionalism, which in foreign affairs took its most aggressive interventionist and imperialistic form in the hands of the neoconservatives surrounding him.

			Obama pulled in the horns of American interests around the world, using what seemed to be an apologetic and abnegating tone. John Bolton described Obama as the country’s first “post-American president” because Obama was “beyond all that patriotism stuff…. He’s a citizen of the world and he’s a citizen of the world in large part because he doesn’t believe…in American exceptionalism.”10 Obama reintroduced a period of doubt and skepticism about the virtue and values of American ideals not seen since the Carter administration of the 1970s.

			However, it was presidential candidate Trump who initially seemed to repudiate the concept of American exceptionalism altogether. He said that he “never liked the word.” In Trump’s view, the phrase was offensive to other nations and fundamentally not representative of the decaying state of America. Trump distanced himself from the rhetoric of American exceptionalism that competing candidates on both Left and Right harkened to during the primary campaigns. He was the only candidate who did not use the “city on a hill” imagery, but rather focused on the negative.

			Trump implied that even if America was once exceptional, it wasn’t any more. Jobs were being shipped overseas and lost forever, technology and IP stolen, infrastructure crumbling, and borders erased. Basically, that everything was going to hell, and that it would take radical change if there were to be any hope of restoring American greatness.

			Trump’s promise to “Make America Great Again” (a phrase used in the Nixon, Reagan, George H. W. Bush, and Clinton campaigns) and “America First” rhetoric was mistrusted and misunderstood by many confused observers who did not recognize or understand the origins from which they came, let alone the meaning of Trump’s anti-establishment and anti-elitist message of populist revolt and national revival.

			Critics mistook America First as evidence of President Trump’s repudiation of American exceptionalism. They believed Trump was harkening back to an earlier era of isolationism and protectionism. This was incorrect. What Trump was rejecting, in the most pugnacious language possible, was the failure of globalism advocated by previous administrations, as expressed in free markets in trade, open borders in labor movement, and interventionism in foreign policy.

			Any country’s leadership would normally prioritize their own citizens and strategic interests ahead of other nations. Why shouldn’t America? This commonsense idea was met with dramatized horror by the establishment.

			Trump saw that something fundamental had shifted and that the US was no longer getting a fair deal in trade and international relations. To Trump, America First was not only essential, but it was also inevitable and natural. American workers were getting the short end of the stick and being asked to sacrifice their livelihoods for noble but elusive objectives like ending world poverty, uplifting oppressed peoples, or most vaguely, fostering the good of the global community.

			Trump’s campaign captured the deep frustration felt by many Americans. He portrayed twenty-first-century America as having completely lost its way, with infrastructure degenerating to the status of a “shithole” country, being naïvely taken advantage of by powerful enemies within and without, and containing a multitude of national disasters, most of them self-inflicted by decades of bad policies.

			The kernel of truth hidden in Trump’s dystopian message was that the city on a hill metaphor for America had grown less credible and worn through the millennial years. The scene was set by the tragedy of “endless wars” abroad, which distracted US leadership from the real foreign policy challenge, a rising imperial China. At home, America faced decaying critical infrastructure, an eroding manufacturing base and middle-class job losses, an opioid epidemic devastating rural and small-town life, and a new political religion—identity politics—that threatened to divide the country in ways not seen since the Civil War. The light had grown dim, and the walls of the city broken down.

			While this unrelenting and immodest attack on the establishment shocked and alienated many voters, Trump earned the respect and loyalty of a vast number of disenfranchised Americans by saying what no one else was willing to say. Grimly stating that “the American dream was dead,” Trump painted an apocalyptic picture that tapped into the pessimism and disillusionment felt by many Americans.

			Yet Trump offered hope that he would make the country exceptional once again, not by maintaining the traditional rules of the international relations game, but rather by putting America first in its dealings with other nations. Rogers writes, “more importantly, the rhetoric of disaster was the prelude to a promise of a heroic, near superhuman action” to do what Trump the businessman claimed to do best…restructure, renegotiate, and turn things around.11

			Trump argued that if there was any chance of saving America, of making it “strong,” “proud,” “safe,” and “great” again, only he would be able to do it. To the great surprise of the establishment, a hidden plurality of Americans who shared his views, appreciated his candor, and felt that someone was finally on their side, propelled him into office.

			In the early days following Trump’s 2016 victory, when the global foreign policy establishment and US government bureaucracy were still in shock and licking their wounds, it was widely claimed that Trump intended to repudiate all forms of American exceptionalism in exchange for a nationalistic populism. At that time, voices such as neoconservative Robert Kagan declared “the end of the 70-year-old US world order.” Trump was compared to the biblical Samson, ready at any moment to pull down on his own and America’s head the pillars of the temple of liberal internationalism.12

			Trump denounced nations-building and insisted that US allies start to carry more of the financial burden of their own protection. He committed to rebuild an enfeebled US military, pursue terrorists to the last mile, and show a strong hand against the much bigger geopolitical challenge, Chinese aggression. None of that was particularly shocking or new. However, Trump’s pugilistic style and disparagement of existing conditions in the US (“we’re like a third world country”) was vastly misinterpreted by an entrenched bureaucracy and grossly misrepresented by a hostile media.

			Trump’s America First rhetoric was misunderstood as a reversion to isolationism, but it was instead a call to arms. America needed to get tougher with both its enemies and its allies, each of which was seen as taking advantage of a soft and accommodative US leadership. Rather than retreat, Trump set out to upend the pattern of international trade relationships in which he believed the US came out as the biggest loser. This resulted in the repudiation of, withdrawal from or renegotiation of major trade agreements and alliances such as NAFTA, the Trans-Pacific Partnership, the Paris Accords, and the WTO. Trump brought into the open and legitimized latent questions in the minds of Americans about job offshoring, endless wars, and the hidden costs of America’s one-sided relationship with China.

			 

			By the end of his first term, President Trump voiced a different view on exceptionalism than he had as candidate Trump. He began to use phrases like the “awesome splendor of our country’s timeless exceptionalism.”13 A lot had transpired over four years, including Russiagate, the Wuhan flu and its cover-up, increasing tensions with China, the coordinated collusion of the Big Tech and media oligopoly to censor and suppress conservative voices while amplifying lies and misinformation, and the destructive riots in the summer of 2020 that had laid waste to several American cities and desecrated its most sacred national monuments.

			Perhaps President Trump concluded that American exceptionalism wasn’t such a bad idea after all. However, the constant and unprecedented political warfare that ensued over his four years in power severely restrained President Trump from accomplishing many of his objectives. The aftermath, and the change of administrations in 2021, left many of these issues unresolved. And so, we come now to our present situation.

			 

			In early 2021, the Biden administration issued a swarm of executive orders revoking several Trump-era initiatives, including a reversal of President Trump’s original July 2020 executive order intended to strengthen enforcement of existing law and the prosecution of individuals damaging, defacing, or committing acts of violence against monuments. The rioters, looters, and vandals would have a free pass. The tens of millions of veterans of all races who had served our country, many making the ultimate sacrifice, were in this moment disenfranchised and disgraced. It was a shameful hour. It would only be eclipsed by the Biden administration’s killing of Keystone XL and the humiliating withdrawal from Afghanistan on the worst possible terms and with the worst possible tactics.

			That there was something to Trump’s worldview is evidenced by the Biden administration’s maintaining of many of the trade-related resets of the Trump administration, including tariffs and the onshoring of American jobs, and by a stiffened tone toward China. Indeed, the need for a stronger posture toward China is the one thing both sides of the political aisle seemed to agree on in 2021.

			However, this more assertive tone has not been taken seriously by China, Russia, Iran, and others. The Biden administration’s bumbling of the US withdrawal from Afghanistan, and equally damaging mishandling of the Ukraine crisis, has fully undermined America’s credibility with both our foreign adversaries and allies.

			For perhaps the first time in American history, the idea of American exceptionalism seems to have reached a dead end. Traditionally shared national values, a common understanding of identity and meaning, and a unifying purpose appear to either be no longer valid or at least no longer widely accepted or valued. But this is not a message of doom and gloom. Rather it is an invitation to reinvention and renewal. Mark Twain’s comment that “every civilization carries the seeds of its own destruction” can be turned on its head. Every civilization, including America’s, also carries the seeds of its own rebirth. Like the legend of the phoenix, sometimes this regeneration must come through fire and ashes.

			Modern American Prophecies

			Several observers of the American experiment have sought to understand and explain the sweeping social and political changes occurring around us. Three visions of our future, one by a pair of sociologists, one by a futurist, and one by a journalist, provide keys to explain where we find ourselves today and where we may be headed as a country. These selected recent “American prophecies”—predictive forecasts—are based on analysis of the long-term historical forces that presaged our national crisis. They set the stage to discuss the challenges we face as a nation.

			The Fourth Turning: Social Upheaval

			In 1997, William Strauss and Neil Howe published The Fourth Turning: An American Prophecy.14 The authors had written and lectured together on generational issues and recurring patterns in American history, including insights explaining the attitudinal and cultural differences between Baby Boomers and Generation X. The implications of The Fourth Turning were shocking. They pointed to an extreme crisis in America by the second decade of the twenty-first century that would threaten the survival of the nation.

			Strauss and Howe asserted that repeating cycles can be seen across five centuries of modern Anglo-American society. Each cycle lasted about eighty to one hundred years, the span of a human generation, and had a rhythm of four “turnings” that matched the four seasons in nature: growth, maturation, entropy, and destruction.

			These four historical turnings identified by Strauss and Howe are: 1) High, an “upbeat era of strengthening institutions and weakening individualism, when a new civic order implants and the old values regime decays”; 2) Awakening, a “passionate era of spiritual upheaval when the civic order comes under attack from a new values regime”; 3) Unraveling, a “downcast era of strengthening individualism and weakening institutions, when the old civic order decays and a new value regime implants”; and 4) Crisis, a “decisive era of secular upheaval, when the values regime propels the replacement of the old civic order with a new one.”

			In our century’s own cycle, the first turning (High) was the postwar world, marked by confidence, institutional strength, and social cohesion around agreed values and ideas. The second turning (Awakening) was the “Consciousness Revolution” (1960s–early 1980s), marked by personal liberation alongside a widening cultural divide. Through the upheaval of the sexual revolution and drug counterculture, traditional American values, including faith in God and trust in government, went out the window. Conservative institutions—the military, government, family, and church—each came under attack.

			The third turning (Unraveling) was labeled the “Culture Wars.” Beginning in the late 1980s, the authors predicted this turning would last through the mid-2000s. Here, the American cultural divide erupted into outright conflict between “progressive” cultural revolutionaries and “reactionary” forces who sought to defend traditional values and structures. The authors saw that this era would be marked by “national drift and institutional decay.” This was the era the Boomers ran and in which Gen Xers reluctantly and slowly adulted. Millennials were just being born.

			The fourth turning (Crisis), is the punchline for our purposes. It is the era we are in now. The authors describe it as “history’s great discontinuity. It ends one epoch and begins another.” They foresaw that this era would be characterized by a multitude of crises. It would contain “severe distress that could involve questions of class, race, nation, and empire.” The old social order would disintegrate. The very survival of the nation would be at stake, and “the risk of catastrophe will be very high.”

			Strauss and Howe predicted that the disruption of our decade could be marked by insurrection, civil violence, dissolution of the nation, a lapse into authoritarianism, and/or total war. The outcome would be binary: either apocalyptic, with the nation destroyed, or glorious, with a new golden age for America requiring both a “new values regime” and a “strong new political regime.” The outcome was in question, but the timing wasn’t.

			The crises faced in the first two years of this decade support the outlook Strauss and Howe gave over a quarter century ago. We are now in the critical hinge point of our nation’s history that they predicted. Let’s now look at two other forewarnings.

			The Storm Before the Calm: Institutional Crisis

			Geopolitical forecaster George Friedman writes in The Storm Before the Calm (2020)15 that the 2020s mark a rare, simultaneous intersection of two long-term geopolitical cycles in America, the “institutional cycle” and the “socioeconomic cycle.” The institutional cycle runs eighty years, and its transitions have been marked by the Revolutionary War, the Civil War, World War II, and whatever new crisis of similar magnitude will emerge in the 2020s or 2030s at the latest. The socioeconomic cycle runs fifty years and brings with its transition a fundamental shift in how economic and social systems function. The cycle just ended began with the cultural upheaval of the 1960s and ran through the first decade of the twenty-first century. This was a period in which fundamental shifts occurred in our economic models and social systems. Previous cycles witnessed the Industrial Revolution, the Great Depression, and the postwar rise of the middle class.

			Friedman argues that “the federal government is undergoing a periodic shift in which its operations and traditional relationships to society are changing. That shift is driven by increasing failure in the system. Simultaneously, the economic system is undergoing a fundamental shift driven partly by an excess of money and limited opportunity for investment.” He notes, “The glue that was holding American society together has weakened and will continue to decline through the 2020s.” Friedman expects that the 2020s will be “one of the most difficult in American history,” potentially marked by war, violent civil strife, or revolution.

			Friedman does not predict doom but rather eventual renewal and reinvigoration through upheaval. Like Strauss and Howe, he too sees a deep crisis, “an intensely difficult period of time between now and when the next phase of American history begins in the early 2030s—and the period of confidence and prosperity that will follow it.” This turning point will be “a crisis in faith in the Republic itself.” As an increasingly dysfunctional federal government proves unable to function effectively, Americans will more and more come to view its failure as deliberately “designed to benefit the few and harm the many.”

			For Friedman, the problem is rooted in the expansive and overweening power of the federal government, combined with that government’s “inability to create coherent and understandable laws and policies” that address the mushrooming problems of the nation. “There will be an increasing belief in the coming decade the federal government is in the hands of conspirators…In the 2020s, this image of the federal government will make deliberate collusion the only coherent explanation for its failure.”

			Because the federal government will not be able to unwind itself from its complex and overarching involvement in all aspects of American society, it will double down on technocratic methods of control and intervention, impacting individual freedoms and reducing privacy. This will create strong sentiments of resentment and mistrust, leading to resistance and potentially even widespread rebellion against perceived government overreach.

			Americans will conclude that “technocrats are acting not in the best interests of the citizenry but rather to protect their position and power in government.” Social unrest will likely result as more and more Americans, especially industrial workers, find themselves disenfranchised and pushed out of the middle class by the absence of decent-paying jobs and economic opportunities. History shows us that such upheavals do not typically end well—or peacefully.

			Friedman concludes with the assertion that the system of institutions than we know today will be radically transformed or replaced, either through painful but peaceful processes or violence and upheaval. He warns that “institutional shifts are normally preceded by military conflict, with that conflict’s end creating the foundation for a new institutional structure.” Friedman expects that this shift may include a radical redistribution of wealth and power along with a new social landscape unrecognizable from the past.

			In the few years since Friedman issued his warning, we are watching his predicted crisis in the federal government begin to manifest. Much of the government’s dysfunction has been revealed by the stresses of the pandemic. It is no longer in the domain of fringe conspiracy theorists alone to question whether the government has the interests of the people at heart or whether perhaps it is being controlled by an elite group of special interests under the shadow of foreign influence.

			The Strange Death of Europe: A Warning for America

			The third prophecy isn’t about America at all. It’s about Europe. But just as Europe has been a forerunner for our nation in so many other ways, the situation in Europe provides a prophetic warning to America. Douglas Murray opens his introduction to The Strange Death of Europe (2017)16 with a foreboding explanation of his title: “Europe is committing suicide. Or at least its leaders have decided to commit suicide.”

			Murray explains, “… the civilization we know as Europe is in the process of committing suicide and…neither Britain nor any other Western European country can avoid that fate because we all appear to suffer from the same symptoms and maladies. As a result, by the end of the lifespans of most people currently alive Europe will not be Europe and the peoples of Europe will have lost the only place in the world we had to call home.”

			He argues that European civilization is killing itself because “Europe today has little desire to reproduce itself, fight for itself or even take its own side in an argument.” In other words, Europe, like America, seems powerless to understand, let alone resist, the forces of dismemberment ripping apart its history and culture, and thus its self-identity. “The culture produced by the tributaries of Judaeo-Christian culture, the ancient Greeks and Romans, and the discoveries of the Enlightenment have not been leveled by nothing. But the final act has come about because of two simultaneous concatenations from which it is now all but impossible to recover.”

			The first concatenation is “the mass movement of people into Europe,” i.e., the gigantic migration of millions of people from outside of Europe—particularly Muslims from North Africa and the Middle East—the result of which “was that which had been Europe—the home of the European peoples—gradually became a home for the entire world. The places that had been European gradually became somewhere else.”

			The second concatenation is that “at the same time, Europe lost faith in its beliefs, traditions and legitimacy.” Murray sees the origins of this loss in the observation that “more than any other continent or culture in the world today, Europe is now deeply weighed down with guilt for its past.… There is…an existential tiredness and a feeling that perhaps for Europe the story has run out and a new story must be allowed to begin.… The fact that a society should feel like it has run out of steam at precisely the moment when a new society has begun to move in cannot help but lead to vast, epochal changes.”

			Murray locates the center of the crisis of European identity in the loss of its religious moorings. He points out that while it’s fair to ask Europeans questions such as, “are we, for instance, Christian?,” it is also self-evident that “Europe was never, for instance, a continent of Islam.” He makes the point that “religion had not only retreated in Western Europe. In its wake there arose a desire to demonstrate that in the twenty-first century Europe had a self-supporting structure of rights, laws and institutions which could exist even without the source that had arguably given them life.”

			Said differently, can the branch, the ideal of human rights, itself a Judeo-Christian concept, survive having been cut off from its religious and philosophical roots? “We left unresolved the question of whether or not our acquired rights were reliant on beliefs the continent had ceased to hold or whether they existed of their own accord. This was, at the very least, an extremely big question to have left unresolved while vast new populations were being expected to ‘integrate.’”

			Douglas writes that the creation of a supranational Europe required, in the words of former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl, the “disintegration of the nation-states of Europe into one large integrated political union.” This was seen by Kohl and others of the European political elite as a matter of supreme importance to avoid a repeat of the twentieth century’s wars. This secular political integration left “Europeans in the twenty-first century without any unifying idea capable of ordering the present or approaching the future. Consequentially, the divorce of the concept of human rights from any religious idea of a Giver of Rights meant that “there was no appetite to protect such rights because whether or not we believed in them at home, we had certainly lost faith in our ability to advance them abroad.”

			Murray’s unintended prophetic warning for America is “that everything you love, even the greatest and most cultured civilizations in history, can be swept away by people who are unworthy of them.” As is the case within Europe, the ethics, beliefs, identity, and ideology of twenty-first-century America have become almost exclusively about “respect,” “tolerance,” and, most self-abnegating of all, “diversity.” These values are not bad, but they are weak foundations for a nation, as “they have no chance at all of being able to call on the deeper loyalties societies must be able to reach if they are going to survive for long.”

			 

			If Strauss and Howe did not score a bull’s-eye nearly twenty-five years ago in forecasting today’s crisis, then they were frighteningly close. We are watching their prophetic vision come to pass. Freidman’s analysis also seems to be playing out before us, as more and more is revealed about the corruption in our public and private institutions. And Murray’s incisive analysis of Europe’s societal illness strikes too close to home for comfort. We are seeing the same challenges in America in our crisis of illegal immigration along our southern border.

			The treacherous season unfolding in America is manifesting in several ways, including extreme political and cultural polarization, a widening wealth gap, excessive levels of income inequality, and the disenfranchisement of middle-class America. We see it in an impending financial crisis characterized by persistent inflation, energy shortages, and potential currency devaluation. It is evidenced by vast censorship and truth distortion, facilitated through the capture of our media and press by corporate and political interests. The crisis is made worse by the replacement of national identity with identity politics, resulting in new forms of racism, classism, and otherism, and the manufacture of tourism protest, rioting, and violence. It has resulted in the corruption and enfeeblement of our cherished institutions and ideals. The crisis is further reflected in worsening great power conflict with China. The pandemic and many of the State’s oppressive responses served to uncover and expose much of what lay hidden below. This was the catalyst that brought many of the other underlying issues out into the light of day.

			We are now in that dark and unfriendly forest Strauss and Howe forewarned, and there be wolves about. But it is far from a hopeless situation. The crisis presents great opportunity. In the wintry decay of our public institutions—and the fraying of social compact that once held us together as a nation—lie the seeds of renewal and rebirth.

			Why America Matters will examine both the “values regime” and the “political regime,” as Strauss and Howe labeled them. This means we’re going to be bouncing back and forth between the world of ideals (our values, our culture, our morals, and our national identity) and the world of practical policies in both domestic and foreign affairs. Ideals and practice cannot be separated in any coherent way if we have any hope of finding our way out of these gloomy and foreboding woods.

			We turn next to describe the four categories of crisis simultaneously impacting America today.

			
			
		

		




Chapter 2

			Amidst Four Crises

			Four Categories of Crisis

			America is challenged by four distinct crises: a crisis of circumstances, a crisis of identity, a crisis of institutions, and a crisis of engagement. Different in nature and in origin, they are interrelated and impact each other like waves converging and amplifying their power.

			The crisis of circumstances describes the crush of multiple substantial challenges visibly impacting the country since 2020. Some are long-standing and slow developing, such as America’s emerging great power conflict with a rising China or the widening wealth gap, while some came upon us suddenly and surprisingly, like the pandemic, inflation, war, and disabling attacks on our critical infrastructure.

			The second crisis, the crisis of Identity, gets to the heart of how we see ourselves as Americans. Who are we as a nation? What is our history? What are our shared values? What are American traits and characteristics, i.e., those public virtues to which we should aspire? How are we different from other nations? What, if anything, is our shared purpose? Is there a unifying vision for our nation? What responsibilities do shared purpose and unifying vision impose on us? How does this translate in daily life? To what extent should these national objectives not only shape popular culture, but restrain its more decadent and demoralizing influences? As we will see, never in the history of our country have these questions been more difficult to answer or opinions so divergent amongst Americans.

			The crisis of institutions refers to the breakdown of both trust in and the effective functioning of our major institutions, including government, media, Big Tech, and our educational system. The issue of trust centers around a rising perception of corruption, i.e., that these institutions are beholden to special interests, collusion, and incompetence, and no longer support but rather actively undermine American values.

			Americans have grown frustrated with government’s inefficiency, perceived incompetence, and failure to deliver on its promises. Political parties are no longer big-tented homes to divergent and overlapping views, where concession and compromise are possible, but rather polarized camps in a state of siege warfare. All the while our national debt mushrooms before our eyes to support runaway spending, and inflation erodes our purchasing power.

			There is a sense that the bloated bureaucracy is no longer suited for the tasks at hand and that power is entrenched in a self-serving and coercive elite that doesn’t care about ordinary Americans. Even worse, fears are growing that the system in increasingly under the influence of foreign powers.

			The first three crises (of circumstances, identity, and institutions) conspire to produce a fourth. This is the crisis of engagement. If we don’t know who we are as a nation, how do we pursue common goals? How do we face a hostile outside world if we are divided and fighting amongst ourselves? If we cannot agree on the purpose of government, how do we determine its role to address unexpected and challenging circumstances? What is the role and responsibility of government versus that of private citizens? Where should the borders of authority lie between federal, state, and local governments?

			If we cannot agree on who we are, and do not have the proper institutional framework to match, then challenging circumstances are met with inappropriate and ill-fitting responses in a futile attempt to at least “do something.” The endless wars of the past two decades provide a suitable if tragic illustration of the issue here, as does government’s politicized response to the pandemic. Broadly, the question of how America should conduct its foreign policy—its engagement with other nations though diplomatic, economic, military, and humanitarian means—reflects this crisis of engagement and poses a challenging dilemma for America.

			To better understand all this, let’s take a deeper dive on the four crises that confront America.

			The Crisis of Circumstances

			The crisis of circumstances that erupted in 2020 caught most Americans by surprise. For many Americans, 2020 felt like a perfect storm of frighteningly bad news. The Wuhan flu was the catalyst. The pandemic and related lockdowns would lead to social unrest and economic dislocation, and push US-China relations into their worst state since the Korean War.

			The Wuhan Flu

			At first there was scant notice, followed by rising concern and ultimately alarm. Discussion and debate about what was happening in Wuhan, and what it meant for the rest of the world, was obfuscated by the Chinese government’s widespread falsification of data, manipulation of information, and public denial of danger to the world. Rising concern shifted to panic. Suddenly, the world as we knew it came to a stop.

			It’s worth recalling the disorienting feelings of those early days. What had started in mocking disbelief and skepticism quickly gave way to widespread fear and anxiety, conflicting reports, misinformation, and wild rumors. Anyone sneezing in public was glared at in disgust; any feeling of malaise or headache aggravated by panicky dread. Expatriates, students, and other travelers desperate to get home were accommodated by airlines and governments struggling to respond. Masses of passengers flying home probably did more than anything else to spread the virus around the world in those early days.

			Within a few weeks, borders were closed everywhere. Grocery shelves emptied out, and panic buying revealed supply-chain issues across the country. Public events were abruptly called off (“Coronavirus conference gets canceled because of coronavirus” wasn’t satire from The Onion; it was a Bloomberg headline). Most businesses were eventually shut down. These closures initially happened voluntarily, then mandated and extended under state and local emergency orders. Policy recommendations were made, then rescinded, then reinstated. It was clear that governments were playing along by ear, unsure of how to respond.

			There had been ample warnings of the risk of pandemic. Experts had written books, given lectures, and warned governments and the public of the looming risk. It’s unclear whether anyone was listening. Similarly, the US intelligence community’s Worldwide Threat Assessment report in 2018 called the risk of human-to-human transmission of a new microbe a major threat. The risk stemmed from both natural causes and man-made bioweapons, whether intentionally or inadvertently released.

			Popular culture, in some sort of subconscious awareness, had been reflecting on the possibility of a pandemic resulting from a virus manipulated by humans. One of the most popular films of 2011 was Contagion, about the global outbreak of a pig- and bat-borne virus originating in China labeled MEV-1. The tagline to Contagion read, “Nothing Spreads Like Fear,” an apt message for 2020. The 2019 song Parasite Eve by Bring Me The Horizon seemed to anticipate the virus as an engineered bioweapon. In 2018, a Korean-language drama on Netflix called My Secret Terrius featured an episode in which a man-made coronavirus, engineered to be more contagious and more lethal than natural coronaviruses, is unleashed on the earth. This discovery left 2020 viewers in a daze.

			Other media with references to pandemic were dusted off. The Twittersphere blew up in 2020 over a Kardashian tweet referencing a 2008 book by a psychic predicting a pneumonia-like illness spreading across the globe in 2020. Also uncovered was a reference in a Dean Koontz horror novel from 1981, The Eyes of Darkness, which features a biological weapon created by the Chinese government called Wuhan-400, a man-made virus engineered as a “perfect weapon” that would only kill humans. In the novel, a Chinese scientist defects to the US to reveal the program and provide evidence. In that fiction, the US was willing to listen and respond to the message.1

			For reasons yet unknown, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and the World Health Organization (WHO) chose as their talking points the Spanish flu of 1917–18, a pandemic that cost an estimated fifty million lives globally. The models used by the experts in March 2020 predicted that COVID-19 would be of similar magnitude, with potential to kill up to forty million people globally and over two million in the US. These numbers seem implausibly high in retrospect. Nonetheless, this became the media’s narrative echo.

			It was not the right comparison. The CDC and WHO disregarded their own experience, and success, in managing more recent viral outbreaks, including the similar Asian flu pandemic of 1957–58. In June 2020, former New York Times journalist Alex Berenson challenged the narrative and asserted the most important questions about the virus: “How lethal is SARS-CoV-2? Whom does it kill? Are the death counts accurate—and, if not, are they over- or understated? The coronavirus appears far less dangerous than the Spanish flu a century ago, which was commonly said to kill 1 in 50 of the people it infected. It appears more comparable in terms of overall mortality to the influenza epidemics of 1957 and 1968, or the British flu epidemics of the late 1990s.” Berenson was immediately censored and silenced.2

			Historian Niall Ferguson writes in Doom: The Politics of Catastrophe (2021)3 that “as a public health crisis, [the Asian flu pandemic of 1957–58] looks much more like the COVID-19 pandemic of our own time than does the 1918–19 pandemic, which was one of the ten deadliest in all of history.” When confronted with the Asian flu, Republican President Dwight Eisenhower pragmatically decided to keep the economy open. Schools were never shuttered, travel wasn’t restricted, businesses weren’t shut down, borders weren’t closed, and masks weren’t mandated. The primary nonpharmaceutical intervention was encouragement toward social distancing of symptomatic people and good hygiene by all. The machinery of life had to go on.

			Why such a stark difference in response and impact? Ferguson doesn’t pull punches here: “A striking contrast between 1957 and the present is that Americans today would appear to have a much lower tolerance for risk than their grandparents and great-grandparents six decades ago.” The “can do” and “get it done” attitude of that era saw nothing unusual about facing a contagious disease.

			For a generation hardened by the Great Depression and war, life was risk and challenge, and this was just one among many. Ferguson notes, “It seems plausible that a society with a stronger fabric of family life, community life, and church life was better equipped—‘tighter’—…to withstand the anguish of excess mortality than a society that in so many ways has come apart.”

			Ferguson writes, “Compare these stoical attitudes with the hesitancy of many voters in 2020 to end the lockdowns and return to work and social normalcy.” About a third of Americans polled in mid-2020 said they would only return to work when new cases declined significantly in their state, another third only when there were no new cases in their state, and 12 percent only when a vaccine was developed.

			Unlike in 1957–58, the public narrative of 2020 was oriented toward fear (news sites featured crawlers prominently tracking daily infections and deaths, horror stories of those on respirators dying in overcrowded hospitals, and so forth) and demands for governments to take control and “do something.” Governments and activists both responded.

			In the wake of lockdowns, prospects for the future dimmed, and many—out of work and isolated—increasingly felt hopeless. Into this sinkhole of discouragement came some old ideas wrapped in new packaging. Calls for alternatives to the existing political and social order were reintroduced. Authoritarian solutions reemerged with a vengeance. Socialism put on a friendly and welcoming twenty-first-century face. Despite having been previously rejected as too radical by most Americans, these ideas gained serious attention and debate. In the confusion, and in the absence of a stable foundation, both grizzled traditional Marxists and young and idealistic progressives alike suddenly realized that their hour, and the time for action, had come.

			The Illiberal Decision

			Rather than drawing from the wellspring of American experience in dealing with pandemics, the technocrats advising the administration adopted the Chinese model of surveillance, suppression, and intervention. Quarantines, lockdowns, confinement, trace-and-track, mandatory vaccines, and arrests for holding church services are not ideas that readily spring from the Western democratic tradition. They are essentially totalitarian and flow from an authoritarian mindset in which government can compel its citizens to do anything. These response tactics, like the virus itself, are Chinese in origin.

			China was the first to deploy these methods, initially in Wuhan then nationwide, and the West quickly followed suit. China blockaded cities, ordered house-to-house searches, rounded up the sick and corralled them in quarantine centers. Anyone who refused to comply with house confinement was arrested or had their apartment doors welded shut.

			Initially, US media would call China’s confinement tactics “extreme,” “harsh,” and “improvised,” noting that the Chinese government was censoring discussion of the virus. Mainstream media would later change its tune and support similar policies and practices in the US. The irony is that the Left, which normally would rail against authoritarianism, became the strongest proponents of lockdowns.

			Nonetheless, by adopting the Chinese totalitarian model of response, by April 2020 America and most of the world found itself shut up at home; unable to go to work or school; restricted from activities such as daily exercise, coffee runs, watercooler chats, and exposure to fresh air; and isolated from friends and family members. Triggered by the lockdowns, we saw an almost immediate reversal in the previously strong US economy and an explosion of social unrest and rioting.

			On a positive note, as a result of lockdowns, the smog cleared enough over Los Angeles to reveal that there was still not much to look at below.

			Social Unrest

			The proximate cause of widespread rioting and looting in the summer of 2020 was the death of George Floyd in the hands of arresting Minneapolis police officers. America was outraged by the apparent cruelty they saw in the videos released by standers-by and read into it systemic racial injustice. Black Lives Matter became the standard around which America was asked to rally.

			Activists saw a rare opportunity. With proper encouragement and now motivation, what started as peaceful demonstrations and protests quickly devolved into rioting, looting, attacks on law enforcement and other symbols of authority, vandalism in the desecration of national monuments and federal buildings, and a call to “defund the police.”

			The anger was real, but this was not just a spontaneous eruption of outrage. While George Floyd was the catalyst, the violence unleashed in 2020 was part of a coordinated call to action that had long been in the works. Under the guise of Black Lives Matter and Antifa movements, what had been years in the planning had finally found its moment in a society shut up at home and cut off from economic opportunity and the palliative effects of social engagement.

			The crisis was amplified by the media’s distorted narration of police brutality and racism, intentionally fueling the fire of hatred and division. In case after case, facts were repeatedly ignored by the media even when exculpatory evidence was overwhelming, as the trial of Kyle Rittenhouse later illustrated.

			These events played into the hands of the organizations that would most benefit from the chaos. There was a predictable pattern to the outrage. The politicization of previously legitimate anti-discrimination or anti-racism groups followed a well-traveled path. Douglas Murray describes how the same pattern emerged in Europe. “Those groups that aspired to tackle actual discrimination in time sought increasing influence, access and funding. And they were aware that they could only get this if the problem was not solved. In time, this had the effect of making discrimination appear worse—and needing to be fought harder—at the very points at which things were getting better. Complaints against society presented an opportunity to grow. Satisfaction became a dying business.”4

			Suddenly US corporations, foundations, and philanthropists were tripping over themselves in the rush to throw monetary guilt offerings at BLM and other activist organizations. This fluster of corporate virtue signaling was in most cases made without understanding the underlying ideology and mission behind the façade of Social Justice Warriors fighting against “systemic racism and injustice.”5

			Donors came late to discover that they were funding organizations that were explicitly hostile to American values and economic and political systems. Some were Marxist, racist, classist, opposed to traditional family structures, denying the biological realities of gender, and revolutionary in approach and outlook. And following the outpouring of guilt-laden donations, these radical political organizations were now extremely well-financed.

			The failure of local government leaders to mount an effective response left their cities burned and shattered, their small businesses destroyed and chased away, their hobbled and demoralized law enforcement officers retiring or resigning under protest as funding was cut and tools of effective intervention removed from their hands. The consequence has been that many of America’s most beloved cities, including Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Minneapolis, Chicago, and New York, are increasingly unsafe and barely livable. The exodus of fed-up residents and businesses gutted the tax base of these city centers. The befuddled politicians of the progressive Left remained, blaming everyone but themselves and appealing to the federal government for more funding to continue their inept reigns.

			We have now created a self-fulfilling prophecy of urban demise that will hurt no one more than these cities’ minority communities and impoverished residents themselves, who don’t have the luxury of moving to Tahoe or the Hamptons. These decimated and abandoned communities are now left to pick up the pieces of their neighborhoods without the benefit of local businesses that create jobs and prosperity, and without the support of law enforcement and local government to provide security and peaceful order. In other words, an environment doomed to fail.

			Despite the race-baiting rhetoric on domestic terrorism, by far the more dangerous threat has become the conditions of our largest cities, where violence has escalated over the past year in the wake of the radical Left’s harebrained idea to “defund the police.” The result has been substantial increases in the murder and violent crime rates in our largest cities, often impacting innocent bystanders and children. A reduced police presence clearly hurts small businesses and law-abiding citizens trying to build a better life for their families. Defunding the police mostly benefits the gangs and violent criminals who step into the power vacuum, and who create mayhem in the process.

			The Economy

			Globally, governments’ collective response to the pandemic included shuttering small local businesses while many global corporations kept functioning, in some cases at faster paces than before. This precipitated the next circumstantial crisis, the economy. Layoffs, especially in the hospitality industry, came fast and furious, with an estimated 7.7 million jobs (nearly half of total hospitality and leisure jobs) lost in April 2020 alone. Within six months, more than 60 million Americans had filed for unemployment insurance, the highest level since the Great Depression. US GDP fell by a third in the second quarter of 2020, the worst result ever recorded.6 If an adversary of America had planned such a disaster, they could not have succeeded more effectively.

			The pandemic itself would have likely resulted in a high economic cost simply from strain on health care systems. What will never be known is how much death and suffering was averted by the measures put in place. Analysts and consultants will be hired to model scenarios that support the policy decisions previously made. Nor will we ever know what the results of an alternative path might have been. Yet by mid-2021, it was already apparent that states that had opened faster and earlier were performing much better than those that remained locked down, without any significant difference in infection and morbidity rates.

			National Institute of Allergy and Infection Diseases director Anthony Fauci described the loss of ten million jobs as “inconvenient from an economic and a personal standpoint, but we just have to do it.”7 For those millions who lost jobs and livelihoods, the economic costs of shutting down the world’s largest economy was far worse than the impact of a virus with a greater than 99 percent survival rate ever could have been.

			The economic impact of layoffs further exacerbated an existing social crisis, the widening wealth gap in America. The pandemic and government’s shuttering response did not impact all Americans equally. Rather, it exacerbated existing disparities between the already wealthy and everyone else. Rentiers (those who live off dividend or interest income from invested capital, as opposed to making a living from working) and the affluent managerial class grew wealthier in 2020, as financial assets like stocks and real estate increased in value. But most anyone who had to rely on income from their labor suffered. Long before the pandemic, the wealth gap had widened to levels that threated to destabilize the social order. The gap widened further in 2020, as did income inequality. Good progress made in previous years to close the wage gap for minorities and women came to a halt after mid-2020.

			Rising Conflict with China

			As economic pressures mounted, the gloves came off between the US and China. Cyberattacks spiked, military tensions grew, accusations and jibes increased in a war of words, alongside tit-for-tat retaliatory trade and diplomatic moves. The intensity of conflict increased substantially when the Trump administration confronted Beijing over its pattern of lies, obfuscation, and denials about events in Wuhan. The Chinese government refused Trump administration demands to provide access to information and people who would answer legitimate public interest questions about the virus’s origins.

			The Wuhan deception was only the newest in a long series of growing conflicts between China and the US that threatened the peace between the great powers. Tensions between the US and China had been building for several years. President Trump didn’t create the conflict. He revealed what was already there.

			Essentially, President Trump sought to right what he viewed as very lopsided economic relationship between the two countries, one in which China held the overwhelming advantage. Trump blamed US political and corporate leadership as much as China’s leaders, whom he acknowledged were simply acting according to their own interests. US business and government leaders, on the other hand, were guilty of a series of “own goals” where US policy and business practices had sold out and undermined American economic interests. The Trump administration imposed a series of tariffs and other trade policies that had been off-limits in the free trade era of the US-led postwar global consensus.

			Trump irreversibly pulled the smiley-face façade off a relationship that both sides had previously sought to characterize as mutually beneficial and cooperative. Importantly, he raised awareness amongst Americans of the dangers of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and its economic, political, and military objectives toward the United States. Trump lambasted the way American policy makers had acquiesced to China and allowed unfavorable trade deals. He shamed American companies for trading away their sustainable technological advantages for the quixotic hope of access to a massive consumer market, one which the CCP would never truly open to foreigners.

			Trump called out several years of economic espionage, one-way transfer of critical technologies and intellectual property, and outright theft by the Chinese government and its state-owned enterprises. Trump focused on asymmetrical trade terms that left the US at a distinct disadvantage, and which had led to massive job losses, outsourcing, the hollowing out of the US manufacturing base, and the irrevocable loss of our technologic advantage.

			By imposing stiff import tariffs on Chinese goods, encouraging both US companies and America’s allies to source elsewhere, banning Chinese companies that were spying on the US and other governments, Trump posed a challenge to the leadership of the CCP that they had not seen from previous American presidents. By 2020, both resentment and determination had grown within China’s leadership. Resentment for this “hostile” treatment led to China’s determination to do everything in their power to destabilize America’s economy and leader.

			Looming in the background were the upcoming 2020 US presidential elections. This cycle proved to be the most contentious and divisive election since the nineteenth century, the outcome of which continues to perilously divide America today. Americans had been warned for years about the potential for foreign interference in America’s elections, government influence-peddling campaigns, and the insecurity of voting machines. Yet voices warning of the Biden family’s economic ties to the Chinese government were silenced in mainstream and social media outlets as “disinformation,” apparently with the cooperation of the FBI, which refused to move on damning evidence in their own hands.

			The crisis of circumstances revealed just how much the foundation of American identity has been eroded. The crisis of circumstances exposed the second crisis, which is America’s increasingly confused self-identity and understanding of who we are as a people and a nation.

			The Crisis of Identity

			America faces an identity crisis characterized by a failure to understand its past, confusion over its present, and a lack of vision for its future. Americans are confronted with contradictory narratives of American history, some of which are intentionally and fraudulently distorted to invoke guilt and shame rather than pride and honor. Overwhelmed by the bewildering array of events engulfing the nation, Americans struggle to recognize meaningful patterns. Little in recent experience provides an effective guide. The result is either paralysis or a flailing around in the dark. Because of deep ideological and political divisions, we are unable to align around a singular vision of nationhood.

			A 2021 Pew Research Center survey showed that the US is deeply divided by ideology and culture—more so than is Europe, including the UK, France, and Germany, even though these countries face similar or greater challenges. The differences highlighted below illustrate what is dividing America.8

			Shifting Views of National Identity

			In America today, the majority (60 percent) of citizens believe that “our country will be better off in the future if it is open to changes regarding its traditions and way of life.” When viewed across age cohorts, 78 percent of young Americans (ages 18–29) hold this view. Looking at the ideological divide, 92 percent of people who identify with the Left agree. In the US, it is largely older, more conservative citizens who comprise most of the 38 percent of Americans who still believe that “our country will be better off in the future if it sticks to its traditions and way of life.” The gap between those who support maintaining American traditions and way of life and those who don’t is twice as wide in the US as it is in a fractured Europe.

			Overall, Americans are much less proud of their country than they used to be. While less than a majority—around 40 percent—of Americans say they are proud of their country most of the time, this statistic masks a wide ideological divide: 55 percent of Americans who identify with the Right feel proud of their country, while only 16 percent of those on the Left take pride. Together, these groups share pride in their country around freedom, voting rights, and economic and social opportunity. On the other hand, 21 percent of those on the Left say that they are ashamed of their country most of the time, compared with only 4 percent of those on the Right.

			Most Americans are thus unhappy with the state of the nation but for very different reasons. Sources of shame for those on the Left include America’s history of slavery and racism, inequality and discrimination, and predatory international relationships. Those on the Right are most proud of America’s economic opportunities, military might, and cultural and technological influence, but ashamed of “PC culture,” and the opioid crisis.

			Views on what it means to be American have weakened rapidly over the past five years. The importance of traditional components of national identity—language, religion, custom, and origin—is quickly declining. Today, only 77 percent of Americans believe that speaking English is important (down from 92 percent in 2016), 71 percent believe in the importance of sharing America’s customs and traditions (down from 83 percent). Only about a third (35 percent) believe it’s important to be a Christian or to have been born in this country (down from 51 and 55 percent, respectively).

			These surveys reveal a concerning acceleration of longer-term trends that have been in motion for fifty years. What is striking about these figures is not the direction of travel but that they shifted so rapidly in 2020. It is neither surprising that these views divide sharply across ideological lines of Right and Left nor that they also strongly correlate with age. Younger citizens (18–29) are much less concerned with established criteria for national identity than any other age cohort, while the over-65 age cohort has the strictest views on criteria for belonging. For example, 42 percent of young Americans believe that it is not important for Americans to share national customs and traditions.

			Joel Kotkin writes in The Coming of Neo-Feudalism (2020) that “a loss of faith in the basic values of our society is particularly marked among the young; nearly 40 percent of young Americans think the country lacks a history to be proud of.”9 When we dig deeper, we will see that the issue among younger Americans is not that they have diligently searched and found a better way. Rather, they simply do not know, do not care, and/or do not value the importance of their national patrimony. The main reason is what they have been taught, and what they have not been taught.

			Those who have been through the ideological factories of our university systems have been taught to believe that there is little in our history to value or esteem. Facts of American history have been replaced with an ideological narrative rooted in postmodernist thought and critical Theory that undermines facts, meaning, and truth itself. We will draw a direct line from the decades-long decline in history and civics instruction as a key curricular requirement in our public schools, along with the rise of the centrality of our entertainment culture and social media landscape, to the disassociation with American ideals.

			In other words, a toxic combination of apathy, ignorance, misinformation, and propaganda is slowly but surely working through our educational and cultural systems to undermine national cohesion and honor of our country.

			These facts and figures reveal what we intuitively know. America is suffering from an identity crisis. The question of what it means to be American is now not only open-ended, with no consensus view, but it also reflects a deep schism in society. On the one hand, we have an America that still holds to beliefs in religion, family, democracy, and liberty. These people see patriotism as a virtue and are proud to be American. On the other hand, we have an increasingly secular, atheist, socialist, globalist, and antipatriotic America (if such a thing is possible) that seeks radical change. This is a schism that cannot hold.

			Traditional Values: Still Relevant?

			Americans’ changing views of national identity correlate with their changing views of traditional institutions, including religion, marriage, and family. In the 1950s, 99 percent of Americans believed in God. Today, while a strong majority of Americans (80 percent) still believe in God, only a modest majority (56 percent) believe in a personal God as described in the Bible. Another third of Americans believe in some higher power or spiritual force. America remains religious, or at least “spiritual,” in that only one in ten Americans do not believe in God or a higher power of any kind. But unlike the 1950s, today many of those who do believe don’t have a strong conception of what that divinity looks like.

			Traditional religious beliefs, long a distinctive attribute of America, continue to decline. In 2007, roughly 78 percent of Americans identified themselves as Christian. That number has declined substantially over a decade, to 65 percent in 2019. Over the same time, the percentage of Americans who are religiously unaffiliated increased from 16 to 26 percent. The “No Religion” category increased from 6 percent in the 1970s to 22 percent. By far, the most secular group of Americans are white Democrats, 42 percent of whom identify as having “No Religion.” Increasingly, the Democratic Party is the party of secularism and anti-theism, just as it once was the dominant party of the forces of slavery, Jim Crow, and segregation.

			At this accelerating pace, within a decade or so America will no longer contain a majority of believing Christians. We will show why this matters due to the inextricable link between religious belief, personal and civil virtue, and the foundational values of our democratic republic. It is far from clear that the republic can survive without a religious foundation. If there is no God, then there is no lawgiver beyond what the State imagines for society. Our nation’s highest ideals become what the dominant party values most. And in this political climate, the value held most dear is power.

			Traditional institutions of marriage and family continue to unravel. Only 29 percent of Americans believe that it is very important for couples who have children together to be married, down from 49 percent in 2006 and a substantial majority in previous generations. This shift is largely attributable to those who identify as Right or moderate changing their views to more align with the existing views of the Left.

			Jonathan Sacks, the former chief rabbi of the UK, writes in Morality that “since the mid-1960s, marriages, families, and communities have all atrophied. Fewer people are marrying. They are marrying later. They are having fewer children. More marriages are ending in divorce. The result is that more people are living alone. In the United States, the proportion of single person households has more than doubled in the past fifty years.”10

			The gap masks the divergence in American society between affluent classes, for which the rate of marriage has remained relatively high, and lower economic classes for which the institutions of marriage and families are quickly unraveling.

			Fathers, Men, and Boys

			The third manifestation of the crisis of identity is the crisis of masculinity. Changing gender roles may play a part, but what has been liberating and empowering to women shouldn’t negatively impact a man’s view of his role and responsibility in society. However, a culture that overemphasizes the dangers of “toxic masculinity,” while denigrating traditional masculine virtues such as strength, courage, competence, and honor, has led to enormous confusion and insecurity. Media portrays traditional gender roles, and masculinity in particular, as the problem, not the solution. The confusion is particularly hurting American boys.

			Americans, whether conservative or liberal, male or female, agree that they are meaningfully more concerned about boys becoming successful adults than they are about girls. Parents on the Right are less worried about their own sons than they are about boys in general, but parents on the Left are more worried about their own sons than they are about boys in general.

			Americans are right to be concerned about their boys. The statistics are startling. Boys over fourteen are four times more likely than girls to die by suicide. For every 100 girls, there are 180 boys who abuse drugs and alcohol, 318 boys who die by overdose, 237 boys diagnosed with ADHD, 291 boys expelled from school, and 355 boys in public schools classified with emotional disturbance. This asymmetrical list goes on and on.

			Christina Hoff Sommers argues in The War Against Boys (2000) that the US educational system, once viewed as discriminatory against girls, now has the opposite problem. It is failing to educate boys in a way in which they can engage and perform on the same level as girls. The US Department of Education’s own data, as well as several university studies, provides compelling evidence that girls are now excelling relative to boys. “They get better grades. They have higher educational aspirations. They follow more-rigorous academic programs and participate in advanced-placement classes at higher rates.… More girls than boys enroll in high-level math and science courses. Girls…now outnumber boys in student government, in honor societies, on school newspapers, and in debating clubs…. Girls read more books. They outperform boys on tests for artistic and musical ability.” Boys’ failure to thrive follows them to adulthood.11

			The closing of the gender gap in educational and labor markets has been strongly positive for women. However, the situation for men, other than the elite, has worsened. According to David Autor and Melanie Wasserman in Wayward Sons (2013), “Over the last three decades, the labor market trajectory of males in the US has turned downward along four dimensions: skills acquisition; employment rates; occupational stature; and real wage levels.” For women at the lower end of the socioeconomic scale, “the combination of low male wages and high incarceration rates among young men” limits the pool of prospective mates. At the same time, rates of marriage have declined as its economic value has diminished, “leading many women to conclude that they can raise a child without a long-term partner.” The consequence is an absence of stable fathers from the lives of boys, who are particularly impacted by “incarceration, abandonment, and fractured family structures.”12

			While this is broadly true across most economic classes (the top 20 percent is a notable exception) and ethnicities, minorities, and the poor are most impacted by these conditions. Charles Murray describes how by 2010, nearly 30 percent of white men in their prime working ages, 30–49, were not making a living (defined as providing enough income for a household of two to stay above the poverty line), a figure that has tripled since 1973.13

			It is this economic underclass—those who cannot, or will not, work and provide for a family—not race, that is at root of the crisis of masculinity.

			This creates a negative generational loop in which poorly educated and poorly paid men fail to marry but do not fail to have the same number of children. These children of undereducated and underpaid men have fewer advantages and perform less well economically themselves, resulting in particularly poor social and educational outcomes.

			The root of the crisis is fatherlessness. Mounting evidence confirms what many Americans intuitively appreciate: children from single-parent homes have worse outcomes on both academic and economic measures than children with traditional two-parent families. While lack of a father negatively impacts both girls and boys, it’s the boys who suffer the most. The consequences aren’t limited to getting a good education and a well-paying job.14

			Children in fatherless homes are four times more likely to be raised in poverty than children living with both parents. They are ten times more likely to abuse drugs or alcohol. Eighty percent of adolescents in psychiatric hospitals come from fatherless homes. They’re nine times more likely to drop out of school and twice as likely to commit suicide. Seventy percent of teen pregnancies happen in fatherless homes. Seventy percent of juveniles in state-operated institutions come from fatherless homes. The statistics are never-ending, depressing, and conclusive. Children need fathers in the home to best thrive.

			Seeds planted in the 1960s, including the sexual revolution and President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, have borne bitter fruit as an epidemic of fatherlessness. The US now has the world’s highest rate of fatherless homes. As recently as 1960, just 9 percent of American children lived with only one parent. Today, almost a quarter (23 percent) of American children live with only one parent, triple the world average (7 percent). The largest countries in the world, including China (3 percent), Nigeria (4 percent), and India (5 percent), have substantially lower rates of single-parent households. In Canada, where culture and views on marriage and family are most like the US, the share is still only 15 percent.15

			The crisis in masculinity is correlated with rising incidence of gender identity confusion and the related crisis of role identification and adoption (i.e., the widespread insecurity of knowing what it means to be a man, how to act responsibly in relationships, to make and keep commitments, and to relate to traditional masculine identities (such as father, son, defender, protector, provider, and so forth). These dysfunctions have their roots in fatherlessness.

			While fatherlessness has affected all classes and races, the biggest impact has been on black families. Prior to Johnson’s Great Society, the black family in America remained largely intact. Fathers were at home, grandparents and extended families lived in proximity, and church going was central to community life. These pillars provided the security, moral education, community, support, and financial assistance needed to face the difficult challenges of life, often in the face of social injustices. Following the Great Society’s imposition of the welfare state, the black family began to break down.

			In 1965, over 76 percent of black children were born to married women. By 2009, only 26 percent of black children were born to married mothers.16 About 58 percent of African American boys under the age of seventeen live with their mother only, compared with 21 percent for white children. Charles Murray writes that “being a single mother is tough, and it is appropriate to sympathize with women who are in that situation, but that doesn’t make single parenthood any less problematic for the functioning of America’s civic culture.”17

			While 72 percent of Americans of all races share the view that fatherlessness is the most significant family or social problem facing America, Black Lives Matter (the political activist organization, not the idea) disagrees. In fact, BLM seeks to “disrupt the Western-prescribed nuclear family structure requirement.” The BLM mission statement, taken down last year amidst the controversy over this very issue, makes no mention of fathers in their envisioned utopia. This is a world in which they “make space for transgender brothers and sisters to participate and lead” and “dismantle cisgender privilege and uplift Black trans folk, especially Black trans women who continue to be disproportionately impacted by trans-antagonistic violence.”18 In summary, the radical Left’s position is to dismantle traditional families and leave men and fathers out of the equation altogether. Pity the children born to such a world.

			Each of these three trends—loosening standards of national identity, the reduced importance of traditional values, and the crisis of masculinity tied to fatherlessness—has substantial implications for the future of America and whether the idea of American exceptionalism can continue to hold meaning.

			Alongside a crisis of identity, America faces a parallel crisis, which is a loss of trust in its core institutions of government, media, education, markets, and, at least among the younger demographic, even democracy itself, an institution that is itself best sustained by another strong, vibrant, and engaged institution: the American middle class. We turn next to the crisis of institutions.

			The Crisis of Institutions

			Most Americans have not given up on democracy. Indeed, more than three-quarters of Americans (77 percent) confirm it’s important to have democracy in America. However, Americans are concerned that democracy isn’t working as it should. For example, most Americans (59 percent) believe that the US government does not act for them but rather for a small minority of special interests. Nearly half (45 percent) of Americans say there is not enough democracy in America.19

			However, support for democracy breaks down when younger generations are polled. A 2016 poll “found that 44 percent of American millennials favored socialism while 14 percent chose communism or fascism.”20 This same cohort will be the largest voting bloc in America by 2024. For them, democracy is one flawed option among many.

			The proportion of Americans who say there is not enough democracy in America increased substantially (by 25 percent) in just one year between 2020 and 2021, a dramatic shift. Americans’ growing weariness with oppressive government actions in response to the pandemic, rising income inequality made worse with lockdowns and the closure of the economy, concerns about election integrity, and the related issue of Big Tech censorship and misinformation may all be contributing factors.

			For most Americans, the biggest threats facing their country are the institutions that have failed to serve the interests of the people. Sixty-two percent of Americans now believe that Big Tech threatens democracy; in fact, Big Tech and economic inequality (61 percent) were seen as the two largest threats the nation faced in 2021. Nearly half (47 percent) of Americans now believe that social media is a negative for democracy. This is new, reflecting a twenty-point negative change since 2020. Over half of Americans view restrictions on freedom of speech as a growing threat to democracy. Americans are signaling concern that Big Tech and social media are working against them to undermine the nation, their communities, and their families.

			Around half (49 percent) of Americans believe that unfair elections and election fraud threaten democracy in America. Nearly 70 percent of Americans now believe that foreign influence will impact American’s next elections, a ten-point increase over previous year. Before 2020, it was primarily those on the Left who were most vocal about their concerns over election integrity. Now it’s the Right that is most alarmed and even dismayed, while the Left have circled the wagons around defending the existing system.

			The satisfaction of Americans in their government is at an all-time low. Less than a quarter of Americans say they “can trust the government in Washington to do what is right, compared with about three-quarters before the Vietnam War.” This general distrust, and the long-term decline since the 1960s, spans across lines of party, ideology, age, and ethnicity.21

			A similarly low percentage of Americans approve of the way Congress is doing its job. Political polarization is at an all-time high. American political society was once defined by vigorous debate and disagreement, but one that could come together when needed to solve common problems. Today, these groups do not work together, and they barely speak to one another. Cooperation is seen as betrayal not pragmatism.

			Since at least 2008, half of the country has felt that the executive occupying the White House is “not our president.” The divisiveness became particularly acute with the election of Donald J. Trump. The disappointment, anger, and frustration led to a multiyear illegal campaign by the Left to undermine the president through Russiagate, show-trial impeachments, and the perpetuation of the false narrative of a stolen 2016 presidential election.

			Following her defeat, Hillary Clinton would spend the next four years publicly repeating the claim that Donald Trump was an “illegitimate president,” and asserting that “he knows he stole the [2016] election.” She repeatedly made claims to delegitimize the 2016 election results. The result of the repeated reinforcement of this false narrative was that in 2018, 78 percent of Democrats still believed that Russian interference changed the 2016 election outcome. This remained the widespread view of the Left long after Obama’s own Homeland Security secretary Jeh Johnson testified before the US Senate in 2017 that he had no evidence votes were either altered or suppressed by Russian cyber-incursions.22

			Russiagate

			One of the biggest hoaxes perpetrated by the Left was to create and amplify a false conspiracy theory that Trump was an agent of the Russian government working in collusion with President Putin and the Russian oligarchy.23 The US government illegally spied on the Trump campaign throughout 2016 using information known to be false to obtain surveillance warrants with the help of corrupt elements within the FBI and intelligence apparatus. This illegal surveillance carried over into President Trump’s time in office, greatly hindering the administration’s effectiveness, even after FBI Director James Comey was fired and the surveillance exposed in mid-2017.

			Russiagate engaged corrupt elements of our most important institutions, such as our national security apparatus, including the CIA and FBI, members of Congress, and a compliant media more than willing to replicate and promote a demonstrably false narrative. Using fraudulent information, including the now thoroughly debunked Steele dossier—a catalog of fantastic imagination and falsehoods compiled by a British spy—the forces of the deep state conspired to undermine Trump’s presidency.

			Christopher Steele’s in-credible dossier was funded by the Democratic National Convention and the Hillary Clinton presidential campaign. Key figures in the Obama administration, including Hillary Clinton, were aware of and contributed to the creation and contents of the dossier, briefed on the investigation’s progress, and coordinated related surveillance activities. The FBI laundered the Steele dossier to illegally obtain surveillance warrants, meant to be used only for foreign agents, on US citizens.

			US attorney and Special Counsel John Durham’s 2022 report details much of this. More disclosure is to come. Russiagate was not just dirty politics. It was a conspiratorial plot engineered to take down a sitting president. Watergate looks like child’s play in comparison. Russiagate was an attempted coup d’état. Yet to date no one has gone to prison. Many key figures Durham’s report implicates in the scandal are still employed in the Biden administration.

			Corruption Within Congress

			Subject to less scrutiny and fewer rules than the executive branch, Congress can be seen as the epicenter of federal government corruption. Members of Congress face temptations from bribes, side deals, favors, and stock tips. Indeed, some in Congress are almost certainly in the pockets of corporate and foreign interests, in the form of direct or indirect benefit in exchange for favorable legislation. There is truly nothing new under the sun. Montesquieu wrote in 1748:

			The misfortune of a republic is when intrigues are at an end; which happens when the people are gained by bribery and corruption: in this case they grow indifferent to public affairs, and avarice becomes their predominant passion. Unconcerned about the government and everything belong to it, they quietly wait for their hire.24

			Peter Schweizer reveals in Secret Empires (2018) how American officials on both sides of the congressional aisle have enriched themselves through public office. Schweizer notes the rise in recent years of unusually favorable dealings with Chinese businesses by US political families. The giving by corporations or other special interests of gifts, board seats or other offices, business deals or favors benefiting officeholders would be illegal under the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act if done in other countries. Yet they are both legal and common, indeed considered perquisites of office, in Washington Beltway culture.

			Members of Congress enrich themselves by trading on confidential information. Trading on insider information is illegal on Wall Street, but Capitol Hill gets away with it. Studies have shown that senators’ investment track records outperform the market (“the cumulative daily abnormal return”) by over 25 percent per year, outpacing not just the market but even the best investment professionals.25 Senators manage this feat not by their brilliance but by early access to insider information not available to other investors.
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