



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2023 by David H. McCormick


All rights reserved.


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Center Street


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


centerstreet.com


twitter.com/centerstreet


First edition: March 2023


Center Street is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Center Street name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Center Street books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.


ISBNs: 9781546001959 (hardcover), 9781546001973 (ebook)


E3-20230106-JV-NF-ORI














To my parents, Jim and Maryan, and to Dina and our girls.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Center Street logo]















PREFACE



It’s tempting to be pessimistic about America these days. Inflation, stagnation, and the lingering effects of the pandemic threaten the American dream. Our values are under assault, and our country is being pulled apart by polarization. The rise of the Chinese Communist Party threatens our security and our way of life. The world is changing rapidly, and our policies, institutions, and leaders are not keeping pace. Our strength and our self-confidence are slipping away.


Yet I remain optimistic. If the true test of a great country is its capacity for self-renewal, the United States of America stands apart. Throughout its history, our country has continually defeated grave threats and overcome domestic divisions when the odds were stacked against us. That’s the American story, and we can do it again.


Decline, in other words, is not inevitable, but neither is renewal. What matters is what we do next. That’s what this book is about.


The following pages present a vision for how our leaders can break the cycle of stagnation, disillusionment, and decline and begin renewing the greatness of America. I do not attempt to offer a solution to every enduring national problem. Instead, I look to the opportunities to breathe new life into our country and present a plan for victory in the races for global supremacy in talent, technology, and data. These are the critical contests of our time, and I believe the United States can prevail in all three. In doing so, we will unleash the extraordinary potential of the American people and ensure our nation remains the global superpower. However, our success will require more than just big ideas. It will require transformational leadership that shapes America’s future by redefining how our government serves our society, renewing the souls of our institutions, and setting forth a unifying vision for our nation.


This book is not about politics or business, nor is it a tell-all autobiography. Rather, it is about the leadership required to save America, as seen through the eyes of someone blessed to have led in our esteemed military, successfully run two companies, and served at the highest levels of government. I began writing this in 2020 while CEO of Bridgewater Associates. I feared our country was headed in the wrong direction and believed I had something to contribute during this national crisis. A year later, for the same reason, I decided to run for the U.S. Senate from my home state of Pennsylvania.


While I lost the race, the experience—and the conversations with the many thousands of people I met along the way—reaffirmed that our path forward is treacherous and uncertain, but it also renewed my confidence in our country. The years ahead will undoubtedly test our resilience and place in the world. But decline is a choice. America, for all its faults, is exceptional. If we rally together and commit ourselves to the mission of renewal, our best days are yet to come.















INTRODUCTION




Duty, Honor, Country: Those three hallowed words reverently dictate what you ought to be, what you can be, what you will be. They are your rallying points: to build courage when courage seems to fail; to regain faith when there seems to be little cause for faith; to create hope when hope becomes forlorn.


—General Douglas MacArthur, at West Point, May 12, 1962




On a rainy Friday in May 2022, I climbed into my pickup truck to drive to Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania, for a campaign event that evening. Eleven days later, Pennsylvanians would go to the polls to pick their Republican nominee for the open U.S. Senate seat. The race was tight, and I was meeting with supporters to build momentum heading into the final stretch.


That same day, Donald Trump also came to Westmoreland County, to hold a rally for my opponent, Mehmet Oz, whom he had endorsed a few weeks earlier. The weather could hardly have been worse for him, and only a few hundred people came out in ankle-deep mud to hear the former president speak at the Westmoreland Fairgrounds.


When my event ended around 9:00 p.m., my colleague and I got back into my Ford F-150 for the hour-long journey back home to Pittsburgh. We turned on the radio and began listening to Trump’s rally. Driving through dark, rain-slicked country roads, we heard the familiar refrain of the president bragging about his record and endorsements.


“Every single candidate that I endorsed won their primaries on Tuesday!” “We have a total record of 55 and 0!”


Then I heard my name.


“Dr. Oz is running against the liberal Wall Street Republican named David McCormick.”


They say politics is not for the faint of heart, and I was about to be reminded why.


I had met with Donald Trump twice to discuss the campaign. When the news broke that I was considering running, in November of 2021, he called and invited my wife, Dina, and me to Florida.1 We didn’t talk much about the race, except to recognize that, with the incumbent Republican, Pat Toomey, retiring, holding on to his seat would be vital to regaining a Republican majority in the Senate.


The second time was a few weeks before that rainy night in Westmoreland County. At the time, my campaign was surging. We entered the race in January, months after most of the candidates, but in twelve weeks we had sped to the front of the pack. We had all the momentum. Then I heard the former president planned to endorse Mehmet Oz, so I flew to Mar-a-Lago.


When I arrived, I was escorted into President Trump’s office. I sat across from him and asked him simply to stay out of the race. “Let us duke it out ourselves,” I said. “Let the voters decide on their own.”


He listened and then called in his assistant Molly. On a large television against the wall, she pulled up a video of an interview I had participated in in early January 2021, not long after January 6. She played a Bloomberg segment, where, when I was asked about the political divisiveness in America, I said Trump bore some responsibility. In the same segment, the interviewer asked what I thought about President Biden’s first days in office and his recently stated goal of unifying the country, and I wished him well. President Trump was unhappy with both comments.


Then the former president looked me in the eyes and warned, “You know you can’t win unless you say the election was stolen.” I made it clear to him that I couldn’t do that. Three days later, Trump endorsed Mehmet Oz.


The endorsement gave Dr. Oz a bump in the polls, but before long, his momentum faded. I remained in the lead. It became clear to all involved that Donald Trump’s endorsement wouldn’t be enough to close the deal, which would have been an embarrassing loss for the former president in the critical Keystone State. So Trump made his way to Pennsylvania.


When I turned on his rally that Friday night, I didn’t expect to hear my name. While President Trump had previously attacked incumbents with whom he had disagreements, he had never attacked other Republicans running for office, particularly a candidate who knew him as well as Dina and I did and who was campaigning on many of his policies. We figured Trump would leave me out of it, but we were wrong.


For the next few minutes, I sat in silence, watching the trees fly by in the dark outside the window and listening as the former president of the United States attacked me at a fairground a mere twenty miles away.


He called me Wall Street, not Main Street. Soft on China, not tough on China. A globalist, not America First. He labeled me weak, not a fighter, and said I’d get to Washington and “fold,” like all the establishment Republicans. I’d been called many things in my life—nothing can compare to the rhetorical assaults of a foul-mouthed Army Ranger instructor—but I’d never been called weak or had my patriotism called into question. The man Trump described wasn’t me. It certainly wasn’t the person my colleagues had known for decades or the man the voters of Pennsylvania had come to know over the preceding months of campaigning.


I couldn’t help but smile. The remainder of the election was going to be a hell of a fight.
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I was born in Washington, Pennsylvania, a few short miles from that evening’s rally in Westmoreland County, and was raised in a small industrial town named Bloomsburg, fifty miles south of Scranton. Bloomsburg was the sort of place where, on the Monday after Thanksgiving, the schools would shut down, and we would head out to the hills for the first day of deer hunting season. While we lived in town, my family owned a small farm, and I grew up working in the summers trimming Christmas trees and bailing hay. On the weekends, I bused tables at the local Magee Hotel on Main Street. I did well enough in school, but I wasn’t a great student. I found a home competing on football fields and wrestling mats across northeastern Pennsylvania.


Wrestling was my path to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. I was the first local kid in decades to attend one of the academies, so when I was accepted, it was a big deal for my hometown.


I arrived at West Point and learned the three words that become what General Douglas MacArthur called the “rallying points” for every cadet: “Duty, Honor, Country.” For four years, I studied to be an engineer, trained to be an Army officer, and worked religiously in the weight room and on the wrestling mat. I became cocaptain of the Division I Army wrestling team my senior year and was commissioned a 2nd lieutenant in 1987.


I fought in Desert Storm as part of the 82nd Airborne Division. Graduate school at Princeton came a year later, where I received my PhD in international relations. After completing my doctoral dissertation, I returned home to Pennsylvania, this time to Pittsburgh. And after a couple of years of consulting at McKinsey & Company, I joined and eventually became CEO of a cutting-edge software and services company, FreeMarkets. The company went public with a blockbuster initial public offering (IPO), and we created six hundred jobs in Pittsburgh, contributing to the city’s 1990s renaissance. Then I was called back to public service in the George W. Bush administration.


This time I walked the halls of Washington, DC, not the hallowed grounds of West Point. I found myself in the Oval Office with the president of the United States. I flew in Air Force One with President Bush to meetings with heads of state from all over the world. These responsibilities put me at the forefront of the fight to protect U.S. technology from Chinese theft and, as a senior Treasury official, at the center of the response to the global financial crisis.


After leaving government, I went to work at Bridgewater Associates, one of the most successful investment firms in the world, which manages money for large institutional investors ranging from state pension funds for teachers, firefighters, and police officers to corporations and university endowments. After several years at Bridgewater, I became co-CEO, was fired eighteen months later, and eventually became CEO again years later. That’s a story for another chapter.
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All these experiences came flooding back that Friday night in Westmoreland County. From Main Street to Wall Street to the proving grounds of the 82nd Airborne, I’ve seen this country from many angles. I’ve worked in finance, but I’ve also helped create jobs on Main Street Pennsylvania. I’ve done business around the world, but I’ve also played a unique and powerful role in defending America from the predations of the Chinese Communist Party. I’ve been in government but also in combat in Iraq. It’s been an extraordinary blessing to live a life that’s only possible in America.


Presumably because of these experiences, President Trump had interviewed me to be Treasury secretary, asked me to be his deputy secretary of defense, and appointed me to his Defense Policy Board. During my Senate run, I supported and campaigned on many of his policies, and my wife had served honorably as his deputy national security adviser. So I’ll admit I was surprised to hear the president attack me.


But as I listened, I realized that despite the former president’s unfair and inaccurate attacks on me, his words also reflected the tension at the heart of the conservative movement: the forces of traditional, big business pulling against the populist wave. The free trade orthodoxy of old versus the new protectionist impulses. The ongoing debate about America’s role in the world, and the uprising of everyday Americans against the elite, Acela corridor bubble. Soon I understood what Trump was also saying: the old Republican Party and the traditional understanding of what it means to be a Republican are dead. He had a point.


We’ve seen such changes before. In the early twentieth century, my family were Democrats. My grandfather was a Democratic commissioner during the FDR era in Indiana County, Pennsylvania, and my parents, both teachers, were the children of New Deal Democrats. But the times and the political landscape changed. Though we still hold the same values, those values are now more at home in the Republican Party.


When I was a kid, politics didn’t matter much to me. When I went to West Point and joined the Army, I largely followed in the apolitical footsteps of George Marshall, the legendary World War II general and secretary of state. In uniform, my duty was to the country and the commander-in-chief, not to any party.


While attending graduate school, I studied under two brilliant conservative thinkers, during which time the patriotism formed in the Army turned into a deeper appreciation of the exceptional nature of the American founding and of America’s role in the world.2 Later, as a business leader, I came to embrace the wisdom of former president Ronald Reagan’s confidence in the free market and entrepreneurship as essential drivers of America’s strength. I even led a company called FreeMarkets. These two beliefs—in exceptionalism and free enterprise—carried me into the Bush administration. Like many of my colleagues, I had faith in the power of markets, and I believed there was no substitute for American leadership in the world.


Before long, I began to see the limitations in that orthodoxy. Communities like the one I grew up in suffered as production lines and jobs moved overseas. As someone who had witnessed the horrors of war, after initially supporting the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, I started to question what we were doing for such an extended period in both countries, where young men and women sacrificed life and limb for no clear or consistent mission.3 I further wondered why our national leaders would not do more to stop China’s growing abuses of power and the corruption of global institutions that we ostensibly led.


By the time Donald Trump threw his hat into the ring in 2015, the Republican Party needed to change. It had become, in the estimate of two political observers, Salena Zito and Brad Todd, “consumed with the ‘big government versus small government’ argument,”4 and given in to the excesses of ideas over prudence, dogma over compassion. The Democratic Party wasn’t any better, moving ever leftward. The two sides were locked in ideological warfare, disconnected from the practical needs of voters. A huge swath of America had had enough. They wanted politicians to stop the exodus of manufacturing jobs and to help rebuild communities hollowed out by globalization and technological advances. They wanted someone to stand up to China, to stick it to the elite institutions and so-called elites who had left them behind, and to defend our nation’s values. They wanted someone to fight for them. Enter Donald Trump.


President Trump’s “nationalist argument,” write Zito and Todd, “was economically pragmatic from the start, devoid of the ideological language of the trench warfare that had stalemated presidential politics.”5 Instead he recognized the wave of legitimate anger and disillusionment that cut across traditional party lines, and he rode it to victory in 2016.


Though I had never met Trump, after he was elected, the president interviewed me for his cabinet and eventually asked me to serve as deputy secretary of defense,6 but I was committed to finishing what I had started at Bridgewater. Nonetheless, I applauded from afar as his administration reset our relationship with China and explicitly put the needs of Americans first in our foreign and economic policies.


The Republican Party had finally wakened from its sleepwalking slumber, roused by the populist movement, which was reflected in and channeled by President Trump. But now what?


No answer to this question was offered at that Westmoreland rally. None has been offered since. President Trump had his moment as the great disruptor, but what matters now—when the present and future of America are in such jeopardy—is what we do next. To save our republic, we need a vision for how we will address the immense problems before us, and we need leaders who can unite our country around that vision.
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One of my favorite authors, Ernest Hemingway, wrote that bankruptcy happens “gradually, then suddenly.”7 So it has gone for American strength. When the Cold War ended, America stood alone at the top. It had unchallenged economic, military, political, and cultural force. We were perhaps the most powerful country the world had ever seen. In the generation that followed, our primacy slipped little by little. Our leaders wasted the strategic advantage granted by the fall of the Soviet Union. We disarmed, then got bogged down in foreign wars. Across administrations, America aided and abetted China’s rise, and now it has become our gravest economic rival and military threat. At the same time, the dynamism that had powered our economy throughout the twentieth century slowed. Productivity stalled, and entrepreneurship declined. The global financial crisis left millions without a job or savings, and a decade of shortsighted monetary policy enriched the already rich but left the rest behind. Inequality of opportunity grew dramatically.


The Biden administration’s abandoning of Afghanistan in August of 2021 was for me a shocking and deeply troubling symbol of that decline. First the White House pulled out most of our troops, seemingly overnight. In their wake, our most strategic position—Bagram Air Force Base—and billions of dollars of military equipment were left open for the taking. Thousands of Americans and tens of thousands of Afghans who had fought alongside us, as well as their families, were left exposed to the depredations of the radical, evil Taliban.


I will never forget sitting in my home with my girls watching in horror the television news coverage of the thirteen service members killed at the gates of Kabul Airport. I will never forget the tragic spectacle of Afghan civilians so desperate to flee the fate that awaited them that they clung to the wheels of hulking cargo planes, some falling to their deaths, others found hours later mangled in wheel wells. How could Dina and I explain to our six daughters that this was not the America we know?


Dina, who had served in senior roles in the White House under both President Bush and President Trump, stayed up night after night trying to get Afghan women and American citizens out of the country. She was joined by veterans and heroes all around the country, all trying desperately to ease, in some way, the pain and shame brought upon us. Only there was no balm. America was humiliated before the world.


Six months later, Russia invaded Ukraine. Russian forces landed in the south and surged north from Crimea. Tanks rolled down from Belarus and in from the east. Airplanes and missiles bombarded and murdered innocent civilians.


Except it wasn’t just Afghanistan or Ukraine. In recent years, the southern border has become a freeway for drugs and human trafficking. Inflation hit forty-year highs. Food and gas prices skyrocketed. Cities saw record levels of violent crime, carjackings, and robberies. COVID took over one million American lives. Our schools continued to struggle, and violent mobs tore down statues of our nation’s founders. We suffered through the reverberations of the indefensible and shameful violence on the steps of our Capitol on January 6, 2021. Our country confronted an unprecedented assault on her values, history, and liberties.


It began to feel to many as if America was coming apart and the national fabric fraying. The future I had dreamed of for my children appeared darker than I could have imagined.


As I watched the horror unfold in Afghanistan, I couldn’t help but think back to the 1970s. Then, as now, we saw disasters in the Middle East, inflation, empty grocery shelves, gas so scarce people could fill only half a tank, and what President Jimmy Carter called a “crisis of confidence” in the soul of the nation. Many anticipated America’s best days were behind her. We hear the same chorus again today, from politicians, talking heads, and even business leaders, who are predicting our demise.8


Yet the profound challenges before us today, which loom so large in my mind, begin to shrink in the shadow of our nation’s remarkable story. Throughout our history, America has confronted grave threats at home and abroad and defeated them all.


There is nothing inevitable about American decline. What matters is what we do next.
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As a renowned scholar once wrote, “The ultimate test of a great power is its ability to renew its power.”9 By that standard, America stands alone. This nation has an unparalleled ability to overcome its own circumstances, thanks in no small part to the restless, courageous, and indefatigable spirit that dwells within the American heart.


Our very founding achieved perhaps the greatest political revolution in human history. It reimagined how people could organize themselves for liberty and prosperity. Never before had a nation committed to a creed like ours. Never before had government been constructed explicitly of, for, and by the people. With that same spirit, our forefathers continually, often too slowly, amended and expanded the founders’ vision. It drove the pioneers west, the astronauts to the heavens, and our nation to glory.


America was born of and sustained by the audacity of its people, and that spirit makes us exceptional.


Over the course of my career, I have had the great fortune of traveling all around this country and meeting Americans from all walks of life. I have seen immigrants congregate in classrooms with the descendants of Allegheny coal miners. I served in government alongside the children of émigrés and blue bloods from New England alike. I had the honor of serving in the Army with those from all backgrounds—each with their own incredible story.


There’s a reason people come to America from all over the world: our shores promise liberty and opportunity, and all we ask in return is patriotism. They do not cross oceans and deserts for the promise of this or that government program or safety net. They come in search of the freedom to live their lives as they see fit. They come for the American dream and the promise of a better life. They come because here they will be treated and respected as individuals. Here they can practice their faith freely. Here they can make a home, join a community, open a business, and send their children to school to become a scientist, surgeon, or whatever they want to be. They come because they can become Americans and be privileged with the wondrous blessings that entails.


To some, America is a dream. To others, an inspiration. It’s freedom. It’s art. It means the great wide open of the West or the soaring Rocky Mountains. Or maybe it’s the welcoming hamlets of the Gulf Coast or the blue-collar ethos of Pittsburgh. But for all, it means freedom and possibility. There are some who despise us for these very reasons, but for most, our country remains a beacon of hope and opportunity.


There’s a tendency these days to see American exceptionalism as a dirty word. Some argue it is an empty slogan, and we are no different from any other country in celebrating ourselves. As then-President Barack Obama put it in 2009, America is exceptional “just as I suspect that the Brits believe in British exceptionalism and the Greeks believe in Greek exceptionalism.”10 Others reject the notion altogether. In classrooms, dorm rooms, and newsrooms, America is often seen as irredeemable and born in sin. Republicans and Democrats see those on the other side of the aisle as the enemy. American exceptionalism has even been labeled a dangerous myth: a lie we tell ourselves to justify imperialism.11 The common theme is that our history isn’t glorious but full of sin and failure.


To those who question our goodness, I say show me a better country. Show me a freer country. Show me a more artistic, innovative, diverse, or welcoming country. Show me a country that has done more for the world in its short history. Show me a country that gives more opportunity and liberty to more people. Show me the country as willing to admit when it is wrong and then change to make it right.


Now, show me the country formed for the singular purpose of securing human liberty and opportunity. The truth is, in absolute terms, relative to other countries, and across history, no nation can compare to America in the advancement of freedom, democracy, prosperity, progress, and equality.


I do not object to those who believe the dark chapters of our past have not been fully illuminated. I do object to those who would have our children conclude that America is not a force for good in the world or that our present is infected by the sins of the past. That isn’t history but revision.


Though we have too often fallen short of our own ideals, we have continually worked to redress the injustice and form, as the founders said, a more perfect union. That’s who we are. Those hell-bent on revising our history are a distraction. The past is past. The future is ours to define. And that’s what this book is about—defining the future of this great nation.
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About a month into my Senate campaign, on a cold February morning, I attended a “meet and greet” breakfast in a local diner in Lehighton, an industrial town in Carbon County, in northeastern Pennsylvania. As the questions wound down, an elderly woman stood up. Her husband was seated at her side, and before a hushed room, she thanked me for my military service, then told me about her son, Michael.


A local standout, Michael had volunteered for the military after September 11 and fought in heated combat in Afghanistan. Upon returning home, he quietly suffered and, after years of struggle, took his own life in 2013. He left a wife and young daughter behind.12


As she told Michael’s story, she began to cry, and so did I. When she finished, she handed me a gold star coin representing her patriot son. She asked me to carry it with me and to promise that as senator I would fight for all the Michaels across Pennsylvania and across America. All the veterans who came home to peace but for whom inner peace proved elusive. All the people left behind, who lost jobs to globalization, who lost loved ones in or were left damaged by war, who lost someone due to COVID, who devoted their lives to this country they loved so dearly.


In that moment, I knew, no matter what happened, I had made the right choice to run for the Senate. This country gave me everything I have, and I believed I had something more to give it in return.


I lost the primary campaign to Mehmet Oz—more on that later—but this book is a continuation of that journey. It is my effort to answer the defining question facing our national leaders: What comes next?


A starting proposition is that while America is imperfect, it is both exceptional and worth defending. Let me offer two more: First, every generation has a duty to this country, and ours is to renew it. Second, American renewal is not possible without a revival of the American spirit.


America is a work in progress—an experiment in human liberty and self-governance. As such, we continually struggle with big, often recurring problems. Democratic elections are contested and hard to run, particularly as our country grows and modern technology and social media revolutionize how we communicate. Government officials are incapable of living within our national means, so debt and deficits balloon. In times of relative peace, we neglect to maintain our military might, then struggle to restore it when needed. Our society—big, diverse, and spread out—never exists in perfect harmony. The list goes on. Each, as we’ve seen, can stymie our nation’s leaders, but each is enduring. Every generation must contend with them. They must, in other words, do the hard work of preserving our republic.


But there come times when Americans are called upon to renew it. When everything seems to be crashing down and the future looks dark—in these moments of great trial, America has always found hope and opportunities to grow stronger, to expand the frontiers of our power, and to begin a new era of American leadership.


The pages that follow present a plan for national renewal, built around the unique opportunities of our moment. They begin by taking stock of where we stand—the state of our union. They then put our present moment in the context of history and of Ronald Reagan’s Morning in America. As we will see, we have been here before, and the sources of American strength remain the same. The question is: What does it take to renew them?


My answer to that question is that we need our leaders to put forth policies to secure victory in the three defining contests for global leadership in our time: talent, technology, and data. First, I present a plan to invest in talent by advancing school choice and education reform, promoting workforce development, and crafting a strategic immigration policy. Second is a bold reimagining of how our nation pursues technological supremacy. And third is a strategy for data that addresses the challenge of Big Tech and secures American leadership in the digital age.


Finally, the book explores the kind of leadership necessary to accomplish renewal. I first address the ultimate external risk to American renewal—the Chinese Communist Party—and what our leaders must do to overcome this existential threat. I then discuss the chief obstacle to our renewal—the decay in our national institutions—and how America’s leaders should reform them, and I conclude by defining the kind of transformational leadership needed to drive our country forward.


Our national “to-do” list is too long for any book, and I don’t attempt to address every issue here. This book is not about our dismal fiscal situation and exploding debt. It doesn’t fix our broken tax policies or enumerate the broader set of pro-growth economic policies needed to stimulate the economy. It does not offer a holistic plan to rebuild the military nor to tame inflation. And it is not about electoral reform, gun control, or the other contentious social issues.


Instead, it is about what’s distinct in our time and what should stand at the vanguard of our country’s renewal agenda.


My argument is straightforward: America is stuck in a downward spiral of stagnation, disillusionment, and decline. To reverse course, America needs leaders who not only successfully develop and implement plans to achieve global superiority in talent, technology, and data but also take the steps necessary to make renewal possible, by confronting China, reforming our institutions, and guiding our nation forward.


Because I am a conservative, this book is anchored to conservative principles, chiefly the understanding that America’s success has come from ensuring individuals have the opportunity to strive, innovate, and flourish, secure in the knowledge of their liberty from tyranny and oppression. Because I am a Republican, I believe the ideas in these pages should become building blocks of the party’s future agenda. Free-market conservatives and national security advocates alike must get on the same page. Now, more than ever, our economic interest and security concerns go hand in hand. Our national policies must reflect that truth.


But this book isn’t about Republicans or Democrats. It’s about what our leaders must do to heal the country. To create common ground in the fight against the great challenges of our day. To renew America.


Our success will ultimately depend on the quality of that leadership.


In his recent book, former Secretary of State and National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger elegantly captures the criticality of leadership in times of transition: “Leadership is most essential during periods of transition, when values and institutions are losing their relevance, and the outlines of a worthy future are in controversy.”13 Is there any doubt we are in such a moment, one made all the more challenging by the fact our country is so deeply divided?


Our leaders must meet this moment with a transformational vision for our country—one that spans government, business, technology, and the military and unites the majority of Americans around a shared national purpose. I have lived squarely at the intersection of these arenas my entire professional life, moving between the elements of our society and seeing how they can work together. And though this book is rich with policy prescriptions, if there’s one thing I’ve learned along the way, it’s that government is not the answer to all our problems. The best thing our political leaders can do is unlock all that’s great about this nation and its citizens. This book offers a plan to do just that.


We sit atop an untapped reservoir of potential energy: the courage and restlessness of the American spirit. If we can cultivate and unleash that spirit—and endow it with the gratitude of patriotism—America will remain exceptional.
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Every December for the last twenty years I have tried to take my family to the Army-Navy football game. It’s one of my favorite days of the year. My wife and I and our six daughters descend on Philadelphia, where the game is usually held. My and Dina’s parents, my brother and his wife, and our friends meet us there for dinner the night before. Early the next morning, despite occasional complaints from my daughters about cold or rainy weather, we go for a family run. We make our way through the city streets to the Philadelphia Museum of Art, where we climb the “Rocky Steps” and look out over the city, down the Benjamin Franklin Parkway.


I first saw that view as a kid. One of my dad’s friends had tickets to the Army-Navy game and invited us to go with him. It was incredible. The stadium was packed. People came from all over Philadelphia and all over the country. Former players and their families and veterans from as far back as World War II and Korea made the trip. There were Philadelphia dockworkers, New York lawyers, and everything in between.


My brother and I both played football growing up, but we had never seen anything like this atmosphere. The roar of the crowd, the pageantry, the grandeur of the game. Seventy thousand people packed together to watch two teams play without pro contracts or national championships on the line but in what may be the greatest rivalry in American sports.14 And as the saying goes, the Army-Navy game is beautiful because whether you’re cheering for Army or Navy—America always wins.


When I went to West Point in 1983—not to play football, as I’d initially hoped, but as a member of the varsity wrestling team—I came to understand that the two teams didn’t need any trophy to motivate them. They were playing for honor, glory, and the lifelong memory of defeating their greatest rivals, who also happen to be their brothers-in-arms.


The game is mandatory for all cadets. Most years, we would hop on buses the night before and drive down from West Point to Philadelphia. In the bitter December cold, we would descend upon the parking lot of Veterans Stadium the next morning, often with head-pounding hangovers, to prepare for the pre-game “march on.”


If you haven’t been to the game, the march on is the first of many game-day traditions. The entire Corps of Cadets and the Brigade of Midshipmen, up from Annapolis, parade onto the field and take their places in the stands. I vividly remember lining up with my cadet company and marching out of the tunnel. I remember standing ramrod straight as the National anthem played, something I do to this day. I remember the crowd, as big and wonderful as ever, coming alive as Army skydivers jumped into the stadium and Navy jets flew overhead. Then the whistle blew, and all bets were off.


This is the biggest game of the year for both teams—if you lose most of your games but win this one, it’s a successful season. Few, if any, of the players will go on to play professionally. For most, when the game ends, the normal pace of academy life will continue: predawn wake-up, inspections, physical fitness, classes, and training. The linemen will immediately start to cut weight to make Army or Navy regulations. For the seniors on both sidelines, it’s the last hurrah before putting on their military uniforms. When future games are played, they might be running counterterrorist operations in the Horn of Africa, standing guard at Europe’s Eastern Front, or navigating through the Straits of Malacca. Soon enough they’ll serve shoulder to shoulder with the guys on the other sideline. But for four quarters, they fight like hell for bragging rights and the thrill of beating their sworn rival.


When the game ends, the crowd stays in place, and the stadium grows eerily quiet. Players from both teams take their helmets off as the alma mater of the losing team and then the alma mater of the winning team are played. The Corps of Cadets in their gray dress coats and the Brigade of Midshipmen in blue and brass stand at attention as they sing. The crowd watches in reverence. Even the TV announcers go silent.


More than thirty-five years after I first sang West Point’s alma mater with the long gray line of cadets, the closing ceremony never fails to bring a tear to my eye. In that moment, the young men on the field, the cadets and midshipmen in the stands, everyone in attendance and everyone watching from home joins with all who have watched and played these games over decades past. All the passion and rivalry of four hard-fought quarters of football melt away. In their place ring what Abraham Lincoln called the “mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land.”15


With the writing of this book already well underway, I attended the Army-Navy game in December of 2021. As I stood at attention listening to the final chords of “Alma Mater” fade away, everything I love about America came into focus. I was overwhelmed with a profound sense of gratitude for all those who have sacrificed for the country and a deeply held confidence in our ability to once more “swell the chorus of the Union” and renew our country.16


The pages that follow detail the American dream I’ve been blessed to live, the state of our union, and the steps we must take to restore this great nation.
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PART I



Decline, Renewal, and What Comes Next















CHAPTER 1



Decline Is Not Inevitable




For America today, decline is not a condition. Decline is a choice.


—Charles Krauthammer, in his Wriston Lecture at the Manhattan Institute, 2009




The order came in the middle of the night, broadcast over my Humvee radio: get back to Fort Bragg. We were given a set of coordinates and told to go there and wait for a transport plane. We didn’t know why, but we knew it was urgent. We packed up our gear, secured the communications equipment, and moved quickly to the pickup site. When we landed back in North Carolina, it was clear something big was happening. Transport aircraft lined the runways at nearby Pope Air Force Base, and vehicles and pallets full of ammunition and supplies stood waiting to be loaded. Military police directed traffic. The place was abuzz with frenetic activity and the immense logistical burden of a rapid full-scale mobilization.


A few days earlier and a thousand miles away, my unit—C Company, 307th Engineers, 82nd Airborne Division—had parachuted into the woods of Arkansas at the Joint Readiness Training Center, one of the Army’s most realistic and demanding training grounds. The around-the-clock exercise was meant to simulate actual combat in a jungle environment. We faced off against a well-trained opposing force designed to mimic a Soviet-equipped insurgency. The men on both sides were armed with laser-fitted weapons, and we wore sensors that would signal if the enemy had hit us. The rounds we fired were blanks, but the explosives were real. The Arkansas woods in August are no place for the fainthearted. Mosquitoes and chiggers are everywhere, and the heat is oppressive. With the stifling surroundings, the relentless pace of operations, and the realism of the training, this was serious business. The members of my unit had worked hard to prepare and were fired up for the challenge.


I arrived at the storied 82nd two years before as a new lieutenant straight out of Ranger School, which had followed the officer basic course and Airborne School. My time in that elite paratrooper unit was everything I had hoped for. In my first assignment as a platoon leader, my unit included a Southern Baptist from Alabama, a Black man from Newark, a farm boy from Kansas, a well-to-do college dropout from Boston, and, thankfully, a platoon sergeant from Puerto Rico, who took this green lieutenant under his wing. In the fast-paced and mission-driven environment of the 82nd, misunderstandings and prejudices faded away, soon replaced by loyalty, teamwork, and patriotism.


I was honored to be the leader of this courageous, committed group of young Americans, who had volunteered twice—once for the Army and a second time to be a paratrooper—and I worked hard to be worthy of their trust and to lead them well. Sadly, my time at the 82nd was slated to come to a close. Not long before we jumped into Arkansas, I had been posted to a one-year assignment to help build an airfield in Turkey and was preparing to leave Fort Bragg after this final training rotation.


What happened next was a turning point in my life, and in the course of history.


It was August 1990, and 100,000 Iraqi soldiers had just invaded Kuwait, a small, oil-rich nation wedged between Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and the Persian Gulf, on which Saddam Hussein had set his sights long ago. He wanted Kuwait to reduce its oil production to drive up prices and help Iraq recover from its grueling war with Iran, which had just ended two years prior. He also wanted Kuwait itself, which he saw as a rightful part of Iraq. Unable to strongarm Kuwait, Saddam instead took it by force, thinking it would be a low-cost operation. The assault began on August 2, and Kuwait quickly fell. And now the 82nd Airborne was headed to Saudi Arabia to block further aggression south.


My duties were clear. As executive officer, I was responsible for getting the 130 paratroopers in C Company ready to deploy. Every soldier needed ammunition, food, and gear. Every vehicle needed to be cleaned and inspected. And we had one day to do it. Overnight, we boarded C-141s and flew to Ramstein Air Force Base in Germany. The planes refueled, and we continued on to Dammam, Saudi Arabia.


Almost overnight the nation was mobilizing for war, and all of America watched anxiously for minute-by-minute updates on CNN.


Once we arrived in Saudi Arabia, we did what soldiers have always done: we waited. The company initially set up in Dammam, near some of the largest oil fields. We conducted live fire exercises, practiced clearing minefields, and constructed all types of fortifications. We received regular intelligence briefings, and our ranks swelled with specialists and supporting forces, most ominously Army surgeons.


Initially, we were deployed as a screening force on the Kuwaiti border to deter Iraqi forces from crossing toward the Saudi oil fields. We would not have been able to do much against the Iraqi tanks, but that wasn’t our job. Our job was to make clear that if they invaded Saudi Arabia, they would invite retaliation from the full might of the U.S. military.


In the chaos and secrecy of the mission, we didn’t get a chance to call home before we deployed, nor were we able to be in touch with our families except by mail for the many months that followed. I sent my parents letters as often as I could. My mother still has them in a box at home. After we moved to the border, it became even harder to keep in touch. The Army brass had all sorts of restrictions for operational security reasons, so mail made it to our unit only episodically. But one day, shortly before Christmas, a huge box showed up at our camp. We opened it and found a Christmas tree that my dad had picked out from the family farm. By some miracle, it had made it past all the censors and restrictions. For a few days, we had proper Christmas cheer in the middle of the Saudi desert—an unexpected blessing that made even the most hard-bitten soldiers smile. After Christmas, we moved back to an airfield near Riyadh, to help protect against any attack on the city, which held the Kingdom’s military headquarters.


By this time, one of the largest build-ups of military power in modern history was well underway. Every hour, troops, tanks, and helicopters flew in from the United States. We partnered with allied nations to stand up to Iraq’s aggression and assembled on the Trans-Arabian pipeline road—dubbed the Tapline Road—along the Iraqi border. Amid this consolidation of forces, I had the responsibility of preparing for a broad range of contingencies. I took a day trip into Riyadh and returned with bulldozers hauled by 18-wheelers, power tools, and assorted equipment that might be needed once we crossed the border. We didn’t know what the mission would be, so we prepared for just about everything a combat engineer could expect.


An American-led coalition, orchestrated by President George H. W. Bush, had given Saddam Hussein an ultimatum: leave Kuwait by January 15, 1991. He didn’t, and on January 16, the world witnessed what the greatest fighting force ever created could do.


The invasion went in two phases. First, an air war where the combined might of American and allied militaries rained thousands of tons of ordnance on the Iraqi army. Weeks later the coalition smashed through Iraq’s barricades and military in a two-pronged ground attack. To the right, American-led forces surged into Iraq near the Kuwait border. Meanwhile, another contingent launched a left hook across the Iraqi desert. My unit joined that assault. At the last minute, we had been attached to a French tank division charged with protecting the left flank.


We crossed the border into Iraq early on the morning of February 25, our Humvees cutting through the desert with close air support in the distance. When the sun came up, carnage met my eyes. I remember vividly the skeletons of enemy tanks, trucks, and artillery that had been hit by precision-guided missiles. The bombing campaign, so precise and watched on TVs around the world, was unprecedented in human history. Pushing farther in, we encountered some resistance from retreating Iraqi Republican Guard forces, but the majority shed their uniforms and blended into the populace or surrendered by the thousands.


My unit was assigned the missions of clearing minefields and destroying Iraqi munitions and military equipment. A platoon from the 27th Engineer Battalion, also from Fort Bragg, was attached to my company. Soon after crossing into Iraq, it was assigned the mission of clearing munitions from airfields, after coalition bombing had rendered them inoperable. Sadly, when clearing cluster munitions, the bombs went off, killing seven, including their platoon leader, 1st Lieutenant Terry Plunk, whom I’d gotten to know well. It was a tragic and very personal reminder of the costs of war.1


Not long after my company and others from the 82nd were tasked with destroying the Khamisiyah weapons depot, an enormous and remote desert facility housing over 18,000 tons in munitions. Our goal was to ensure the Iraqis would not regain control of all that firepower when U.S. troops withdrew. The depot held entire city blocks of missiles and ammunition, mostly stored underground in hundreds of protected bunkers. It took time, but we disabled and destroyed everything we found.2


My company successfully executed this pressure-cooked mission, and as a result, several key leaders, myself included, were awarded the Bronze Star for meritorious service in “support of actions against hostile forces” in Iraq. I was proud of our unit and its performance, but our efforts paled in comparison to the remarkable bravery and sacrifice that so many U.S. service members have exhibited over the past two decades of combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.


By the end of February, Iraq had retreated from Kuwait, its forces in disarray. Having achieved its war aim, the United States, on behalf of the coalition, moved to a cease-fire with Iraq, and on April 11 signed an armistice agreement.


About a year before, I had visited East Berlin during a week of leave. I walked to where the Berlin Wall had once stood and picked up a piece from a fresh pile of rubble, an artifact of the Cold War to celebrate the Soviet Union’s ongoing dissolution. Then, one year later, as my unit crossed the border from Saudi Arabia into Iraq, with Apache helicopters and A-10 Warthogs flying in the distance, I was present at the creation of the unipolar moment, one that would define America’s role in the world up to today.


In that small corner of the Middle East, America passed its first test as the world’s singular superpower. With its decisive victory over Saddam Hussein’s forces, it affirmed its primacy. Our military was unrivaled, and our moral authority extended around the world, as seen in the relentless march of liberal democracy and free market orthodoxy across the globe.


The groundwork for that moment had been laid over the preceding decade, with Ronald Reagan’s Morning in America. Old challenges of energy price instability and inflation had been contained, and the information revolution was opening new frontiers. The military was reequipped with new, high-tech weaponry—and lots of it—making it the unstoppable force that would decimate the Iraqi army. The green shoots of the technology boom of the 1990s began to show, and the deft, adaptable statesmanship of Reagan, George Shultz, Jim Baker, George H. W. Bush, and many others set the Soviet Union on a path to peaceful dissolution.


By virtue of their leadership, “the core feature of global politics was U.S. dominance,” as Charles Krauthammer put it in 1990. As we would soon prove in the Iraqi desert, America was indisputably “the unchallenged superpower.”3


Thirty years later, the unipolar moment has passed. I still have that piece of the Berlin Wall, but it now seems like a memento of a bygone era. America can no longer claim to be “unchallenged,” and the principal sources of national power have changed dramatically. Renewal requires us to recognize these changes and to adapt. But first we must take stock of our condition. Where do we stand? By assessing the state of American strength—our relative economic, military, and diplomatic power—and of our exceptional values, we can begin to see the path forward.



Is America in Decline?


The first U.S.–China summit of the Biden administration in 2021 started as most do. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan welcomed their counterparts and laid out their view of the state of the relationship. Then came the Chinese response. The Chinese Communist Party’s foreign affairs chief, Yang Jiechi, looked across the table and began reciting China’s achievements—how far it had come and how strong it was and stronger still it would soon be. He then turned his sights to America. America must accept decline, Yang declared. Stop promoting democratic values. Stop thinking of itself as the global leader. The dialogue grew heated. After a response from Secretary Blinken, Minister Yang shot back: “The United States does not have the qualification to say that it wants to speak to China from a position of strength.”4 If it weren’t already clear, this message crystallized China’s view: the sun is setting on America.


Is it? It’s not easy to measure a country’s “power,” its strength and ability to shape the outcome of world events. The best approach is to compare its pillars of power—its economic heft, military might, and diplomatic tool kits—to those of its competitors and to see how that comparison has changed over time. Measuring these pillars, and the competence with which they are used, can give us a sense of America’s relative power and the direction in which we are currently headed.


In China, the United States faces its first true economic rival since the 1940s. China’s growth from when I first traveled there thirty years ago is nothing short of remarkable, and it may soon surpass ours in overall size.5 Not even the Soviet Union at its height could aspire to that. However, China has many problems, and we have many advantages. America’s share of the global economy has held steady for decades, and U.S. capital markets remain at the center of the global financial system. Americans are far wealthier than Chinese citizens, and our demographic outlook is brighter. As one scholar put it, China is slated to grow old before it grows rich.6


China also struggles with its own economic challenges, including significant slowdowns in growth and productivity, national debt totaling over 250 percent of the country’s GDP, over $100 billion in overseas loans going bad, a real estate crisis and insolvency, nearly 20 percent unemployment among young people, and the structural challenges of trying to enforce Xi Jinping’s goal of “common prosperity.”7 Moreover, the U.S. dollar’s reserve status gives us unparalleled abilities to influence global transactions and borrow extensively.


Sadly, we have abused that privilege. Our national debt greatly exceeds our GDP and is growing quickly.8 More than a decade of low interest rates have made our payments on that debt manageable, but as rates return to their historic levels, more and more taxpayer money will be required to pay our creditors—thereby causing the deficit, which hit nearly three trillion dollars in 2021, to continue to grow. That spending is mortgaging our nation’s future and contributing to inflation hitting its highest rate in forty years. All this leads to my greatest concern: the long-term slowdown in economic growth and opportunity. We’re stuck in a productivity rut, and the rate at which Americans are starting businesses is declining.9 Americans do not share equal chances to pursue their aspirations, and that opportunity gap threatens the dynamism that has long characterized our country.


An analysis of our military power tells a similar story. We may have the most powerful military globally, but regionally, where wars are fought, we are outmanned, outgunned, and out of position. Since the Cold War, the U.S. military has shed personnel and matériel. Meanwhile, China’s military budget increased almost a thousand times over, and when adjusted for purchasing power, off-books budgets, and the fusion of civil and military technology, China now rivals the United States in military spending.10 They built the largest Navy in the world, measured by number of ships, and in 2020 alone built as many major naval vessels as the United States has deployed in the entire Western Pacific.


We are also losing our military technological edge. China has modernized with the intent to defeat U.S. forces, developing an unmatched missile arsenal, advanced aircraft, and combat ships and investing in high-end cyber and anti-satellite capabilities and lethal drones. Russia likewise built a large fighting force and then decided to unleash it on innocent Ukrainians. Smaller militaries and even non-state actors also now have access to devastating drones, cyber capabilities, and other advanced military tools.


Meanwhile, two decades of war, continual underfunding, bureaucratic impediments, and cultural drift all inhibited much-needed innovation in the U.S. military, and the armed forces have readiness and personnel crises on their hands. The services struggle to give their people the training and working equipment needed to perform their mission. Each is falling short of its recruiting goals, and radical, progressive politics are making their way into the leadership and education of our war fighters, distracting from the common purpose and missions that should define service.11


A former Pentagon war planner summarized the situation succinctly in 2019: in war games, “when we fight China or Russia… We lose a lot of people, we lose a lot of equipment. We usually fail to achieve our objective.”12 That is, we have lost military primacy.13


Our allies still, for the most part, stand by us, and though we have plenty of work to do in forging new partnerships, America has made tremendous progress with the strategic grouping of the United States, Japan, Australia, and India, known as the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue, or simply the “Quad”; a groundbreaking realignment in the Middle East with the Abraham Accords; and a new defense pact with the United Kingdom and Australia. Russia’s unjust and unprovoked invasion of Ukraine also galvanized our allies, who have finally begun to take seriously their NATO commitments and the dangers looming in the shadows of our world.


American leadership remains in high demand around the world. Yet Washington has been much too slow to adapt to emerging technologies that will define power in the digital age. China has clear plans to shape how technologies are developed and used around the world, plans that give the state access to user information and reject notions of privacy and liberty. The United States has pushed back selectively, as in the effort to block Huawei’s 5G systems from U.S. and allied markets. Otherwise, Washington has failed to muster an alternative vision for a free and innovative digital world.


China has also usurped much of our leadership of the major organs of global governance. The sins of the World Health Organization (WHO) at the outbreak of COVID-19 revealed the rot. Those tasked with protecting global health covered up bad news out of China and allowed political pressures to get in the way of their mission. Similarly, the World Bank continues to effectively subsidize China by categorizing it as a developing country, which makes it—one of the richest countries in the world—eligible for favorable loans. We have not held these institutions accountable for undermining U.S. interests, and now authoritarianism is on the march.14


All told, in surveying the pillars of American power, a common theme appears: America is strong but sclerotic. The United States is still the wealthiest country but risks becoming a stagnant one. Likewise, we maintain the strongest military, but it is losing its technological edge and lacks the men and matériel it needs to do what the nation asks of it. Finally, though the beacon of freedom still shines, U.S. diplomatic influence in both big global institutions and foreign capitals is fading. The humiliating withdrawal from Afghanistan and our failure to deter Vladimir Putin’s aggression signaled to many that America was in retreat. Moreover, China has sought to dominate the next generation of diplomacy: forging new relationships and shaping the rules of the road for emerging technologies.


It need not be this way. These outcomes are the result of choices, and it is past time to make different choices that renew America. To renew our nation, however, we must do more than strengthen our economy, military, and geopolitical power. America is a great country not because it is the most powerful but because it is exceptional. And it is exceptional because it protects liberty, promises opportunity, and inspires patriotism, all of which we must cherish.


America the Exceptional


The tapestry of America is woven in many threads. Songs, myths, and heroes captivate us. History, soil, and war unite us. The Constitution binds us. But it is a creed that defines us. The creed holds that all people are endowed with the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and if you work hard and follow the rules, you can make your life what you want it to be—you can live the American dream.


This creed is the grand proposition of the American experiment. The Founding Fathers believed that a country could be constructed to protect it, and for generations, Americans have fulfilled their obligations. They have confronted the injustices of slavery, oppression, and bigotry and overcome the Depression, pandemics, and malaise. They turned our land red with blood defending it, so that we may all have the blessing of freedom and opportunity.


The American creed, in other words, sets forth the virtues of liberty and opportunity, and the desire to preserve it instills a third: patriotism. Together these virtues make America exceptional. When we uphold them and bring them into harmony in our souls, America flourishes. We unleash the boundless energy of millions of individuals, tempered by patriotic and civic duty. When we don’t, all else suffers. Our economic, military, and diplomatic might rest on a foundation of sand.


On each account, we stand out when compared to other countries, and though we have often violated them, we are distinguished by our willingness to discuss our failings openly and by how far we have come to rectify them over time. However, the foundation is faltering. The American experiment is falling short in key dimensions.


When the Founding Fathers finally gathered in Philadelphia in 1787, they did so, as the preamble the Constitution declares, to “secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.”15 American government, they emphasized, exists to secure the innate rights of the people, most especially liberty. This, in the words of one historian, was “the exceptional idea” of the American founding, and it is embedded in our political system.16 From local school board elections to races for state office, Senate seats, or the presidency, Americans get to vote for their representatives more than any other peoples.


Liberty is also embedded in the American character. We are an unruly bunch. We hold tightly to our freedom, exercise it freely, and commemorate it in our treasured national symbols, from Lady Liberty to the Liberty Bell. In that, we are different from even our closest democratic compatriots. When a Pew poll asked Americans and Europeans what they valued in their governments, nearly six in ten Americans cited the preservation of individual liberty. By contrast, a similar portion of British, French, German, and Spanish respondents believed government existed to ensure no one was in need.17 Americans are distinguished by their embrace and prioritization of liberty.


For too long, many Americans were denied their liberty, but we have continually sought to correct course and accumulate progress. It has been a bumpy road. Hundreds of thousands of Americans fought and died to abolish the evil of slavery, but then Jim Crow laws and the Ku Klux Klan instituted a new form of racial repression. Civil rights activists marched for freedom, but evil men bombed the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. In time, equality secured victory in law. Likewise, America expanded the right to vote to women and others originally denied it. All the while, we upheld a free press, freedom to practice religion, the right to bear arms, and protections from illegal government intrusion into our lives.


Though we have made tremendous progress in the protection of liberty, serious challenges remain. Racial bigotry still robs some individuals of their God-given rights, and some seem ready to embrace socialism or other political ideologies that reject economic liberty and free enterprise. We’ve also just lived through a pandemic in which politicians and an unelected public health bureaucracy saw it within their powers to shut down businesses and schools, mandate vaccines and masks, and force people to abide by their rules, however arbitrary or divorced from evidence they may have been.


Americans are defined by what they do and what they aspire to, not by any class or ethnicity. For that reason, we mythologize those who achieve the unthinkable: the frontiersmen, the artist, the innovator, the astronaut. We praise those who build their own lives, families, and communities, and we honor the rights of the individual above all else. In that sense, America truly stands apart. We believe much more than Europeans, for example, in the primacy of the individual.18 We likewise are far more religious than other Western societies, and we encourage religious expression of all kinds.


Sadly, there is a tendency today to reject our individualism, our diversity, and the pluralism that allows us to coexist and thrive together. Woke ideologues on the far left would divide our country into groups based on race, ethnicity, sex, or any other convenient identifier. They would reject perspectives they disagree with and close down the kind of productive disagreement that allows our pluralistic society to come together. At the same time, extremists on the right argue “real Americans” are of a certain race and ethnicity, and they look down on our diversity, seeing it as an infection, not a beautiful and productive feature of who we are. Both sides see others as members of a group, not as unique individuals. Neither understands America. They divide it and polarize it.


America’s embrace of liberty cannot be disconnected from the promise of opportunity. Where I’m from in northeastern Pennsylvania has long been the destination for many immigrants, especially from across Europe. As memorialized in The Molly Maguires, a classic film starring the iconic James Bond, Sean Connery, they came to America as cheap labor to work in the coal mines and later manned the assembly lines in small manufacturing firms across the state. My father was the president of the local college, Bloomsburg State—now called Bloomsburg University—and the children of these laborers and immigrants filled the school.


During my dad’s time as president, my brother, Doug, and I would sometimes attend the college’s graduation ceremony. I will always remember seeing the rows of proud faces in attendance. These parents had traveled far and worked hard so that their children could go to college and enjoy a brighter future. As their children marched across the stage to receive their diplomas, all that sacrifice came to fruition, and in that moment, they lived their version of the American dream.


My wife, Dina, is living her American dream too. She was born in Egypt to Coptic Christian parents. Her father served as an officer in Anwar Sadat’s army, yet her family was discriminated against for their beliefs. When she was five, they emigrated to Texas. Her parents worked multiple jobs to put food on the table. They learned the language and began the process of becoming Americans. Dina worked her way as a waitress through college at the University of Texas and deferred admission to law school to go to Washington and intern for Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison. After a few years on Capitol Hill, she found herself in the White House as the assistant to the president for presidential personnel, at the age of twenty-nine the youngest person to ever hold the position. She has since gone on to reach the pinnacle of success in business, serving on the management committee at Goldman Sachs, and in senior government roles. Only in America.


In his journeys through a young America in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville marveled at what he called the “equality of conditions” and “immense liberty” of its citizens. He saw a country where anyone, regardless of their station, could pursue their definition of happiness. That’s the promise of America: each of us, whatever our unique dream, will have the opportunity to pursue it.


That promise made America the economic superpower it is today. As two conservative writers put it, “a commerce-loving, striving, and endlessly inventive people hustled its way to become the greatest economic power the world.”19 We have maintained an unrivaled track record of growth and dynamism through wars, economic downturns, and strife, and as a result, America is the wealthiest major country and the most economically free.20 The expanding wealth gap gets lots of attention, but even the bottom quintile of Americans by income are better off than those in almost any other country.


As America grew freer, opportunity expanded. The abolition of slavery in Northern states gave Black Americans access to the American dream. Expanding rights for women, including finally allowing them to go to work in large numbers, freed them to exercise their potential, and we have also welcomed immigrants.


Yet, for too many Americans today, that intergenerational promise of opportunity has been broken. Lincoln once said, “I hold the value of life is to improve one’s condition.”21 What a distinctly American principle, but one I fear we are losing.


Early in my campaign, I sat down with a middle-aged woman in Cambria County. Our conversation turned to the drug epidemic sweeping the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and she told me she had recently lost a family member to an overdose. Everyone in her community, she said, was affected. From then on, I started asking the same question to every group I met with: “By a show of hands, who here has been personally impacted by fentanyl?” I never entered a room where a large percentage of those gathered did not raise their hand. Over one hundred thousand Americans are killed each year by opioids, primarily fentanyl, including over five thousand in Pennsylvania in 2021. Many come from communities buffeted by globalization and ravaged by COVID-19. All are robbed of the opportunity for a better life.


But fentanyl is just one tragedy among many. Intergenerational mobility has declined, and today’s young adults often do not have the same prospects their parents did. According to one study, 92 percent of children born in 1940 earned more than their parents, but only 50 percent of those born in 1984 do.22 Despite the miraculous reduction to child poverty in my lifetime, those born into the lower socioeconomic class today are less likely to make it to the middle class than their parents. Worse yet, the loss of mobility hits those in minority and rural communities the hardest. Increasingly, someone’s status at birth determines their lot in life.
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