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This is not who we are. Those are the words Americans will invariably hear after a horrific incident of violence. These statements belie the reality of mass shootings, which have reached a level that is unimaginable in other countries. Public officials will engage in the politically pre-requisite verbiage that there is no place for racism, homophobia, misogyny or xenophobia. Yet politicians have already started the Islamophobia onslaught against the winner of the NYC Democrat Mayoral primary, Zohran Mamdani.

It is believed that the majority of Americans do not subscribe to violence or the various “isms” that are an ever-present aspect of society. Unfortunately, history shows that despite a rejection by most people, it has always been part of the American landscape. The plethora of these types of incidents suggests they are part of the nation’s DNA. The recent tragic assassination of conservative activist Charlie Kirk​[i] is an example of the violence that has always been a part of American political discourse. While some attempt to blame the left for violence, the Cato Institute, which is funded by the Koch Brothers, shows that unlike the sixties, today’s political violence is mainly a right-wing phenomenon. 

On the other hand, American history is filled with examples of great acts of kindness and generosity exhibited during times of disaster. Neighbors coming to the aid of one another after a catastrophic event is not an unusual occurrence. Whether through the wildfires of California or various floods and hurricanes that have ravaged parts of the nation, Americans are quick to lend a hand. This includes the Johnstown Flood of 1889, where support for the victims came from around the nation and the world. This notion of neighbors supporting each other is also an essential part of the American personality. 

Nowhere was this more evident than after the terrorist attacks of September 11th, 2001. In the aftermath of that horrific event, neighbors from across the nation came to New York to help and support the victims of that attack. Yet incidents of violence increased against people who were deemed to be Muslim.

The history of America is replete with stories of people marching alongside people who look different from them to fight for equal rights. This was quite evident during the Civil Rights Movement. Despite language towards immigration that is sadly reminiscent of Hitler, there are millions of Americans who are working to help those who came to its shores assimilate into society. These historical truths are also part of the DNA of the nation. These varying characteristics of the nation can make America seem schizophrenic to those looking in from the outside. 

Born out of violent rebellion, America is a nation of great possibilities, accomplishments, opportunities, ironies and hypocrisy. It is a nation that rebuilt Europe after World War II but was also the first to use an atomic bomb, which killed thousands perhaps unnecessarily. It is a nation that speaks of freedom yet has a dark history of the enslavement of people. America speaks glowingly of the importance and centrality of democracy and freedom, even as it denied both to over half of its population for a significant part of its history.

Those who acted on the promise of America were often met by those who believed in a racial and gender hierarchy that would deny equal rights and representation despite the fact that the nation’s founding documents, namely the Constitution, provide oppressed people the path towards equality albeit unintentionally.

America is a nation that reveres its right of free speech but saw fit to restrict those rights during WW I. As the United States entered the war, it used the Espionage Act against people who spoke out against the war. It was used against Jehovah’s Witnesses and socialist Eugene Debs was incarcerated as a result. Debs consequently ran for president from jail and received over one million votes.​[ii] 

The nation revels in the words from Emma Lazarus’ poem “The New Colossus”, “give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free,” written on the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty. Yet its history with immigration is mixed. In recent times people such as white nationalist Stephen Miller, now the Deputy Chief of Staff to Donald Trump, refuted those words when he said, “the poem you are referring to which was added later is not part of the original Statue of Liberty.” Historically he is correct as the statue was dedicated in 1886. Nonetheless, her words, which were added in 1903, have come to symbolize the welcoming of immigrants to the shores of the nation.

While there have been magnanimous examples of immigrants being welcomed, including the amnesty provided by President Ronald Reagan and DACA by President Barack Obama, it also has a history of xenophobic tendencies. The history of the nation, despite its founding documents, is a nation that can be defined in many ways. There is no doubt that America is a great nation. At its best, it is a city on a hill as defined by John Winthrop. It is the nation of choice for people seeking freedom and opportunity. At its worst it is also a nation that has perpetrated a legacy of pain upon segments of its population, where the scars remain as a stark reminder of the past. 

It is a nation where in 1955 a Black man named Emmett Till was beaten to death for looking at a white woman but in 2024 elected a white sexual predator to the highest office in the land. Nonetheless, America is a nation whose aspirational ideals are worth fighting for. 

As the nation is in a battle about who it is, what it is, and who it is for, the question is which American characteristic shall emerge victorious. Hopefully, for many people, in the long run, it is not the one that emerged victoriously on November 5th, 2024.
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​​​​​​​​​​Chapter One​​​​​​​

Is America Broken?
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There has been a lot of talk by media pundits and social commentators about America being broken. A New York Times article discussing the 2020 presidential campaign, “Why Is Biden Struggling? Because America Is Broken?”​[iii] alluded to an essay by the editor of Tablet magazine, Alana Newhouse. In her article, she laid out several reasons she believes America is broken. In referencing her essay, the New York Times opinion piece author Damon Linker says, “The examples are almost too numerous to list: a disastrous war in Iraq; a ruinous financial crisis followed by a decade of anemic growth when most of the new wealth went to those who were already well off; a shambolic response to the deadliest pandemic in a century; a humiliating withdrawal from Afghanistan; rising prices and interest rates; skyrocketing levels of public and private debt; surging rates of homelessness and the spread of tent encampments in American cities; undocumented migrants streaming over the southern border; spiking rates of gun violence, mental illness, depression, addiction, suicide, chronic illness and obesity, coupled with a decline in life expectancy.” 

This is certainly a daunting list, and surveys back this up. In a Pew Research Center survey, it suggests America is in bad shape. Sixty-three percent of the population expressed no confidence in the future of the US political system. Polls are showing an increased incidence of depression, loneliness, and hopelessness. If these surveys are correct, it is fair to ask what has led to this trend in the country that the late Madeline Albright called “the indispensable nation.” On the face of it, this list can be considered symptoms of a broken nation. While these are a reality, it doesn’t point to America being a broken nation. When compared to other nations, for example, suicide rates are much lower in the United States than in countries such as Greenland, Guyana, Russia, Lithuania or South Korea.

The question is what defines a broken nation? Is a nation broken when its institutions and systems are no longer able to serve the population? Perhaps a nation is broken when its politics become so toxic that elections seem more like a civil war rather than a contest of ideas. Pete Hegseth the beleaguered Secretary of Defense wrote in his book “American Crusade” that if there was a “Democratic election victory in the US there would be a “national divorce” in which “The military and police ... will be forced to make a choice”​[iv] and “Yes, there will be some form of civil war.”​[v]​[vi] While this was clearly hyperbole, it represents a mode of thinking of a significant segment of the electorate. In speaking about America, others such as British economist Umair Haque suggest that “our politics are dismally inadequate for the challenges of this century.” About Europe, France’s President Emmanuel Macron said, “We must be lucid about the fact that our Europe today, is mortal. She can die. She can die and it only depends on our choices.” The same can be said about America. While there is angst about the direction of the nation, as evidenced through the US presidential election, there is also a complacency about the nation’s resilience. 

The idea that it can withstand anything is centered in a naïveté about so-called American exceptionalism. What is curious about present American sentiment is its seemingly contradictory feelings about the nation. The American Values Survey highlights several contradictions. While a majority feel the country is going in the wrong direction, a majority also believe their local communities are going in the right direction. 

There has been a lot of discussion about the nation being polarized along political and demographic lines as proof of its brokenness. Whether Democrats or Republicans, the idea of America being broken has been raised as a concern and used as a political strategy for victory at the ballot box. It has been used as a campaign tactic to leverage the sometimes-irrational feelings of the electorate. As a candidate for the Republican presidential nomination, Ronald Reagan said, “our nation is in danger, and the danger grows greater with each passing day.” Creating a sense of doom and gloom is a time-honored tactic for political hopefuls. 

Given the fact this type of political campaign is meant to tap into people’s emotions rather than their intellect, perhaps there needs to be a deeper discussion about whether America is indeed a broken nation or has perhaps always been this way. In discussing this issue, it must be asked through what lens this concern is being seen. Are they talking about its system of governance or simply the plethora of issues that the nation faces? 

One of the dire challenges to America is confronting the reality that the very nature of its governance structures can be changed. For some, that will be a good thing, while for others it would be seen as a negative. Either way, Americans need to take seriously the ominous fact that 32% of the public believe “rule by a strong leader or the military would be a good way of governing their country.” Even more disturbing is a Marist poll that showed,  “One in 5 U.S. adults believe Americans may have to resort to violence to get their own country back on track.”​[vii] 

The nation’s Founding fathers were under no illusion that the American system of self-governance was a foregone conclusion nor that it was perennial. When asked on September 18, 1787, by Elizabeth Powel, “Well Doctor, what have we got a republic or a monarchy” Benjamin Franklin replied, “A republic if you can keep it.” The good doctor understood that this was an experiment in governance that had a good chance of failure.

As one looks through history, the governance structure of many nations have been usurped through militaristic means. Nations such as Germany and Italy, however, were not transformed through a violent coup but through their existing system at the time. In other words, it was handed over. 

On January 6th, 2020, the concern that Franklin professed on that day in the 18th century was brought to life as millions watched supporters of the former president violently attack the nation’s capital. The capital had not been breached since the War of 1812, when the British burned down the White House. 

There are some who believe the United States is in the process of voluntarily handing over its system of governance to authoritarianism. Others respond to this by saying it’s alarmist. For some, appeasement of the current president has been engaged in by people such as Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, Mark Zuckerburg, and JP Morgan CEO Jamie Dimon for fear of retribution. Their acquiescence is a function of what some call “autocratic capture” which Protect Democracy defines as “government using its power to coerce political loyalty from moneyed interests.” If figures such as these have engaged in voluntary surrender, it does not bode well for American democracy. 

While the January 6th, 2020, attack was visible and virulent, people should not be lulled into thinking it was the only time in the nation’s history that its structure was challenged. The United States has experienced times when the very nature of its governance structure was challenged by outside forces using the system itself. In an excellent multi-part podcast by MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow called “Ultra,” the US Senator Ernest Lundeen from Minnesota was implicated as a co-conspirator with Nazi’s to overthrow the US government. Lundeen had allowed his office and official position to give pro-Nazi statements and to use his mailing apparatus to disseminate pro-Nazi propaganda to his constituents. It would have been easy to dismiss if Lundeen were the only official engaged in this activity. The truth of the matter is that George Viereck, a representative of Adolf Hitler, was working with at least twenty US senators and members of the House of Representatives to disseminate Nazi propaganda throughout the nation. 

Another threat to American democracy came from an organization in Brooklyn, New York, called the Christian Front. This organization, which was influenced by Fr. Joseph Coughlin, an anti-Semitic Roman Catholic priest, planned to overthrow the government through a coup. 

The German American Bund, formed in 1936, had created over twenty youth training camps throughout the nation. These camps were modeled after Hitler’s youth camps, replete with Nazi insignia and the familiar heil Hitler salute. The highlight of the German American Bund was a rally held in New York City’s Madison Square Garden, which drew 20,000 people. This rally was led by Fritz Kuhn, who in his speech to the rally said, “You all have heard of me through the Jewish-controlled press, Wake up! You, Aryan, Nordic and Christians, to demand that our government be returned to the people who founded it!” Despite counter protesters and the fact that Kuhn was eventually convicted of embezzlement, one cannot ignore the support that anti-democracy forces have enjoyed throughout America’s history. Many have compared it to the 2024 Trump presidential rally at Madison Square Garden. 

This type of behavior continues in current times. In the infamous march in Charlottesville, participants shouted, “blood and soil” and “Jews will not replace us.” What made this event even more egregious, along with the murder of Heather Heyer by Nazi sympathizer James Fields, was the inability of the then American president to condemn the sentiment of the marchers. There are some who will point to the fact that he said the following “So you know what, it’s fine. You’re changing history. You’re changing culture. And you had people — and I’m not talking about the neo-Nazis and the white nationalists—because they should be condemned totally. But you had many people in that group other than neo-Nazis and white nationalists. Okay? And the press has treated them absolutely unfairly.” What goes unspoken is that the so-called Unite the Right march was organized by white nationalists. 

While many people consider the threat to democracy to be overplayed, there are very wealthy and powerful people who would like to see a different form of government in place. People such as Peter Thiel, and Curtis Yarvin, known as Mencius Moldbug, who Vice-President JD Vance cites as an influence, have proposed a “techno monarchy.” In his words, Americans had to “get over their dictator phobia.” 

While insurrections have been unsuccessful on a national level, one found success in 1898 when a state-level coup d’état was successful in Wilmington, North Carolina, after the Fusion Party, a bi-racial political party, won elected offices. This led to many political offices being filled by Black citizens. As a result, enraged white business leaders, through armed violence, made the newly elected officers resign and replaced them with white supremacists. They took over the local government through armed insurrection.​[viii] 

The nation is not immune to a volcanic shift in its present governance structure. The fact that these efforts have not totally succeeded should not give people a sense of complacency. While there has been a lot of discussion about the violent attack on the capital by Trump supporters, as the aforementioned events show us, it should not be seen in isolation but as a continuation of efforts to bring down the nation as it presently exists. January 6th was the latest iteration of this desire. 

It is time to step back and reflect upon whether America is a broken nation. If the answer is affirmative, then the question becomes how can the nation be fixed? It may not be the system that is broken. Americans may have to deal with the reality that it is simply the product of a flawed nation that has the propensity for both great and destructive things. This book seeks to examine some issues that have contributed to the narrative of the nation being broken.
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​​​​Chapter Two

​​​​A nation that’s never satisfied
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It has been reported that two-thirds of the population believe the country is on the wrong track. This poll has been consistently used as a barometer for predicting presidential elections. The wrong track, right track poll is one of the constant sources for media pundit’s evidence of a broken America. While it is touted as gospel, this poll may be valued beyond its actual utility. 

Gallup started this survey, which supposedly measures how Americans feel about the direction of the nation, in 1971. As one looks at the history of this poll, Americans, with exceptions, have generally been pessimistic about how the nation is doing. When the question was first asked, the percentage of Americans who said the nation was on the wrong track was 63%. The Daily Beast has reported that Americans believed the nation was on the right track only three times since 1972.​[ix] The first was “from 1984 to 1986 during Ronald Reagan’s presidency. Gallup found that a slight majority, up to 60% of Americans, thought the nation was on the right track as the economy came back to life from a punishing recession. That was up from approximately 30% in Reagan’s first four years. By 1987, however, that number had fallen to 45% and would not break 50% again during Reagan’s term.” Yet the nation exhibits a fond nostalgia for the Reagan years, despite the fact that the majority of Americans expressed dissatisfaction during most of his time in office. The second time was during the Clinton impeachment, where 71% of the nation thought it was on the right track. The third time was after the attacks of September 11th, when it went to 72%. Despite these approval ratings, none lasted long as they all decreased to below 50%. The obvious follow-up question that is rarely asked is, why do people believe the nation is on the wrong track? 

There are some who say the poll could be an example of human nature to readily express dissatisfaction. In fact, studies have shown that humans are hard-wired to be discontented. Psychiatrist Rafael Euba says, “a state of contentment is discouraged by nature because it would lower our guard against possible threats to our survival.” Brazilian poet Vinicius de Moraes said, “Happiness is like a feather flying in the air. It flies light, but not for very long.” Neuroscientist David Linden has stated, “The brain is ancient in its design and slowly adapting, but that also means the ability to prioritize happiness isn’t simply within us — yet.“

This is not to suggest that Americans are never legitimately dissatisfied. In 2008, during the Great Recession, 91% rightly felt the nation was headed in the wrong direction. The key, however, is that a general question about being dissatisfied is not sufficient in gauging what the right direction should be in the minds of the electorate. There will always be a significant segment that feels the nation is on the wrong track. Much of that is contingent upon who is in office, as Americans tend to live vicariously through their public leaders. 

Given the general nature of the question, this would not provide evidence of a nation that is broken. In fact, if psychology is correct, using this benchmark as a rationale for a broken nation is misleading at best. At worst, it becomes an example of yellow journalism, which ultimately leads to a self-fulfilling prophecy. If this poll is to be taken at face value, it is a fair question to ask what information are people considering when answering that question. In an age of disinformation, it is quite possible that people are basing their opinions upon incorrect or incomplete information. ​​​​​
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Chapter Three

​​​​Nostalgia: A convenient liar





[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


There is a large segment of the American electorate that longs for the past, or at least what they perceive was the past. Nostalgia is a powerful tool for political strategists. The ability to conjure up a pollyannish time when everything was good is a time-honored method of appealing to the nation’s electorate. The MAGA movement is centered in a toxic form of nostalgia.

This longing for the past is not an American phenomenon. The desire for past glory drove Brexit, which has been disastrous for the United Kingdom. In her column, Elon Shafak wrote, “A Hungarian band Karpatia sings songs about a greater Hungary, which they describe as paradise, and the fans of the band go to concerts wearing T-shirts with maps of their lost empire.” Even in Russia, it is reported that 25% of the population believe that Stalin was good for the nation. This is despite the historical reality that Stalin killed over three million of his own people. 

When it comes to nostalgia, people’s memories can be easily manipulated. Politicians playing on this nostalgia is not a recent phenomenon. As Senator Bob Dole accepted the 1996 Republican nomination for president, he said the following “Age has its advantages. Let me be the bridge to an America that only the unknowing call myth. Let me be the bridge to a time of tranquility, faith and confidence in action. And to those who say it was never so, that America has not been better, I say, you’re wrong, and I know because I was there. And I have seen it. And I remember.”​[x] Senator Dole, according to many, was a decent and honorable man, having served his country and bore the scars of it. Yet his vision was steeped in a nostalgic desire for the past, swept clean of its ironies and hypocrisies. 

Yearning for a bygone era is a normal part of the human condition. People often have fond memories of a time they would love to relive. While this may be an enjoyable activity — sitting on the porch with a glass of iced tea, trying to recreate a nation according to a nostalgic outlook is foolish at best and dangerous at worst. 

When there is a feeling of brokenness, it is natural for a segment of society to engage in nostalgia. Nonetheless, former US Ambassador to the United Nations George Ball said, “Nostalgia is a seductive liar.” It should be said that political nostalgia usually results in Pavlovian responses. Those on the right  are anxious to return to what they consider a better and innocent time, while many on the left will point to the negatives experienced during the so-called bygone era.
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