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Introduction



I should probably explain at the outset that I never expected to write a book—and that’s just one in a long list of experiences I never imagined I’d have.


I didn’t expect to work in Washington, D.C., for very long, or to find that work so compelling that I’d come to view public policy as a worthy vocation.


I never thought I’d run for Congress, and when I embarked on my first campaign—at just twenty-eight years old—I didn’t think I would likely win.


And I certainly never thought that I’d become the GOP vice presidential nominee.


And yet it’s these unexpected moments that have provided the best opportunities to work on the issues I care about: economic growth, saving Medicare and Social Security, fixing our broken health-care system, and passing on to the next generation a nation that is secure and debt-free.


These are the kinds of challenges that ideally would bring out the best in both parties. After all, such concerns aren’t the exclusive domain of liberals or conservatives—and there’s common ground to be found. Yet nearly two years have passed since our last presidential election, and we still find ourselves moving in the wrong direction. We’ve doubled down on a lot of the programs and policies that got us off course in the first place.


And the true price of this state of affairs is the erosion of the American Idea—a way of life made possible by our commitment to the principles of freedom and equality and rooted in our respect for every person’s natural rights.


When we speak about America as being exceptional, this is—in part—what we mean. And when people talk about our country being on the wrong track, this is what’s at stake.


Of course, these days it’s not talk about our problems that is in short supply. What’s missing is fresh thinking, good solutions, and real leadership.


In this moment, we’re framing up America for the twenty-first century. The questions before us are: How do we preserve the American Idea for the next generation? How do we ensure this experiment in liberty endures? And finding the answers to those questions starts with an honest debate about the different paths before us—and the choices we have to make.


One path—the course that liberal progressivism is offering—is a government-centered approach. Along this path, the federal government continues to expand, attempting to meet our every need with outdated policies that put the state at the center of our lives. It leads to a future in which America’s best century is the last century. It’s a future in which the American Idea is in serious jeopardy.


The second path puts society, not government, at the center of American life. Through a restoration of our founding principles, it expands freedom and fosters risk-taking, ingenuity, and creativity. Instead of growing government, it grows the economy—offering greater opportunity and prosperity for all. Along this path, government provides the necessary support rather than taking on the commanding role.


Mapping this path has been the focus of much of my work in Congress. Of course, my hope wasn’t that I’d be writing about these ideas; I thought I’d be helping implement them as part of a Romney administration.


But it didn’t take long for me to realize that while we may have lost an election, the cause continues. And those of us who are privileged to serve in public office have a duty to offer our fellow citizens a real and meaningful choice about the way forward. This book is my contribution to that conversation.


*     *     *


When I sat down to write, I had two questions in front of me. The first was, How did we get here? That question guides part I of this book.


It traces my own journey, which runs through Janesville, Wisconsin, where I grew up and first learned about the American Idea. And it discusses how, as a country, we slid further away from that idea, first because Republicans failed to stay true to our principles, and then because of the liberal progressive agenda that President Obama has pursued.


While part I of this book includes my recollections of people and events over the years, this is not an exhaustive memoir; where those things exist it is simply to explain my thinking—and what was happening from my viewpoint at the time. It is also not intended to be a comprehensive history. The events and conversations discussed are described as I remember them, and if I have made misstatements, it is not a product of ill intent but simply the limits of memory contending with the passage of time.


In writing this book, the other question I considered was, Where do we go from here? Part II of this book answers that question, first by looking at what liberal progressivism is offering and the vision that conservatism can deliver.


I believe the conservative vision can appeal to the majority of our fellow citizens. It offers a way of life that consists of a dynamic economy, a thriving civil society, and a government that protects our rights while offering a real safety net for those in need without overpowering the private economy and the private lives of citizens. And while the best vehicle for conservative thought and policies is the Republican Party, the GOP faces serious challenges that, in recent years, have led to critical losses at the polls.


Part II tackles this issue as well, describing the Republican Party’s current vulnerabilities. Among them, the caricature of the party that the Left has promoted—and the ways in which the GOP itself has played into that caricature instead of disproving it.


In these pages, I attempt to offer some ideas about how the party can overcome this challenge and others—and reach out to Americans from every walk of life.


While it’s true that our country’s current problems are urgent and real, I don’t view them as insurmountable. When I visit our big cities and our small-town communities, I see our untapped potential—and the signs of a great American comeback in the making. And I know if we make the right decision—if we choose the path that restores our founding principles and puts society, not government, at the center of American life—then we can renew the American Idea.


The time is right, the need is urgent, and I know we can find the way forward.


Paul Ryan


May 2014













PART ONE


How We Got Here













CHAPTER 1



A Tale of Two Cities


When the day finally came, I changed out of my suit, threw on a camouflage hat and shirt, and slipped out the back. In hindsight, I probably could have done without the camo. It was broad daylight, and I was surrounded by neighbors I’d known my whole life—and media trackers who had spent three weeks reporting my every move. Any one of them could easily have spotted me.


It was August 2012, and the press was eager for any indication that Mitt Romney had picked his running mate. Reporters from ABC and NBC camped out in my front yard, trying to figure out if I was missing so they could report that an announcement was coming.


Frankly, my wife, Janna, and I thought that anyone looking for breaking news on our lawn in Janesville that summer was going to be disappointed. In the days leading up to the Wisconsin primary on April 3, Mitt Romney and I had crisscrossed the state campaigning. We grabbed food at Culver’s in Johnson Creek. I introduced him to my cousin at Schreiner’s Restaurant in Fond du Lac. We visited with phone bank volunteers in Fitchburg. Along the way, we got to know one another. We talked about faith—my Catholicism, his Mormonism. We shared stories about our kids. We had long discussions about economics and what his initial legislative push would look like if he were elected president. We discussed what his first budget proposal would include and which tax and entitlement reforms he would advance to help get the economy growing and our debt under control.


By the time we’d wrapped up our trip, I thought Mitt Romney would make an outstanding president, but I did not think I’d be his choice for a running mate.


For starters, word had it that the “short list” was pretty long and included a lot of first-rate names: Chris Christie, Tim Pawlenty, Kelly Ayotte, Marco Rubio, Condoleezza Rice, Rob Portman, and John Thune.


Then, there was the matter of my work as chairman of the House Budget Committee. I was—and am—proud of the budget proposals we produced, but they contained the kind of specifics that can be easily mischaracterized in the rough-and-tumble, sound-bite atmosphere of a presidential campaign. There were also the changes I’d proposed to shore up Social Security and Medicare. If Mitt added me to the ticket, he would own them and have to defend them, too. I wasn’t sure that was something he or his strategists would want to do.


So I was a bit surprised when, several weeks after our Wisconsin trip, Mitt called.


“We’ve got a list of people we’re considering for the VP position on the ticket,” Mitt explained. “I’m calling because I am hoping that you and Janna will consider going through the vetting process with us.”


“It’s really an honor to be considered,” I said. “I’d have to talk with Janna about it, but we’re definitely interested.”


“Great,” said Mitt. “You two talk. In the meantime, Beth Myers from our team will send over the form that you need to fill out.”


The form turned out to be a very, very long questionnaire. The day it arrived, Janna and I spent a Sunday afternoon poring through it all. We flipped through page after page of inquiries into taxes, finances, policy positions, and drug use. There were dozens of questions. When all was said and done, it would take one month of work and five full notebooks to answer all of them.


I turned to Janna and said, “You realize that if we do this and Mitt asks us to join the ticket, we have to say yes. The way I see it, we’re pretty much making the decision now, so we have to be right with it.”


Janna nodded. “That’s right. I don’t think there’s any turning back once we fill this out,” she said. “If we send this back to them, we’ll have to be all in, but I doubt we’re going to get picked. You’re the guy with all the spending cuts and policy specifics, and that guy never gets picked.”


We spent a long time talking things through. For us, the whole decision really came down to two questions: What could a Romney presidency mean for the country? And what would this decision mean for our family?


For years, I’d been working on issues I really cared about—retirement security, health-care reform, and a debt-free future. I’d long hoped the policy proposals my colleagues and I had been advancing in the House might be championed by the GOP nominee—a goal that had new urgency given a sluggish economic recovery and high unemployment rate. Joining the ticket exceeded even those aspirations; it could make our proposals some of the guiding documents in a Republican presidency. When Janna and I looked at the decision that way, it seemed like an amazing opportunity.


The campaign would also change our family life. Almost every week, I left our home in Janesville and boarded a plane for Washington, D.C., while Janna and the kids started their routine of school, sports practices, and homework. At night, I’d talk on the phone with them before crashing on a cot in my office. Typically, I’d be back in the district in time for the weekend, but if things were busy and the House stayed in session, I might have only a twenty-four-hour window to spend with Janna, Liza, Charlie, and Sam. As we discussed how this decision could affect our children, I remembered something George W. Bush once told me: Life in the White House is actually pretty nice for a family. Compared to Congress, we’d actually see each other more. Living in the vice president’s residence would mean we’d be under the same roof seven days a week.


So we filled out the questionnaire, and then we tried not to get our hopes up. Our family calendar was a testament to just how slim we thought the chances were that I’d be spending the rest of the year visiting battleground states. The dates were filled with reelection rallies, a family backpacking trip, and an annual bow-hunting outing with my brother-in-law, Mark.


There were even plans for a consolation prize: a wood pellet smoker I’d seen at the Janesville Ace Hardware store earlier in the summer. I told Janna I had my eye on that smoker. “Okay,” she said, smiling. “Then let’s make a deal. When Mitt Romney does not pick you to be his running mate, I’ll let you buy it.” That was how we thought about it: We were sure being bumped off the short list was a matter of when, not if. In my mind, I was already making plans for weekends spent hunting and smoking venison bratwurst and summer sausage.


Then, early on a Sunday morning in late July, I got an e-mail from Beth Myers, the senior aide who had been Mitt’s chief of staff when he was governor of Massachusetts and was now running the search process for him. She asked to speak with me later in the day. I was pretty sure I knew what was coming. I drove home from a taping for Face the Nation and picked up Janna and the kids for church. “We’re getting closure,” I told her. “I’m getting the thanks-but-no-thanks call today.”


When Beth and I connected later, I was prepared to accept the news gracefully. Instead, she said, “It’s become a very, very short list. We need you to fill out another questionnaire. And we need it back by the end of the day.” The last one had taken a lawyer, an accountant, and several weeks to put together. Would I be able to finish this one that quickly? Yes, she assured me. This one would be easy.


When I got the e-mail, there were a lot of odd questions: What’s your neck size? What’s your shirt size? Would you rather travel from one town to the next late at night or make the trip early the next day? What do you eat for breakfast?


I showed the questionnaire to Janna. She looked at me and said, “Holy cow. This could actually happen.”


Not long after we returned the form, Mitt called and invited me to a meeting at Beth’s house in Brookline, Massachusetts, a suburb outside of Boston. My good friend and chief of staff, Andy Speth, drove me down to Chicago a couple of days later and checked me into a hotel at O’Hare under his name. The next morning I took the first flight into Hartford, Connecticut, where Beth’s nineteen-year-old son, Curt, picked me up and then drove me to the Myers family home. I actually spent the last stretch of the drive under a blanket in the backseat of the car. I was told not to emerge until we pulled into the garage and closed the door.


The day before, I had asked Beth if any other potential running mates had been invited to a similar meeting, if this was a final interview of sorts. She replied, “Nope, you’re the only one—unless, of course, you screw this up.”


Once I got inside the house, Beth welcomed me with a nice lunch while we waited for Mitt. Then, when he arrived, Beth left, and Mitt and I sat together at her dining room table. He thanked me for making the trip.


“It’s important to me that you understand why I’m running for president,” Mitt said. “I’m deeply worried about the country. I look at all of our challenges and I see President Barack Obama taking us in the wrong direction. I’m afraid that if we don’t change course now, we’re going to put all of these burdens—the debt, the deficit, a stagnant economy—on our kids and grandkids. We could lose the country.”


“That’s what motivates me, too,” I said. “And it’s why the last few years have been really frustrating. For a while, I had hope that we might be able to get something bipartisan done at least on the fiscal side of things. I feel a great sense of urgency about that, but it’s going to take more than a Republican majority in the House. We need a president who will work with us and make the debt and the economy a priority.”


Mitt nodded. “Well, that’s why I’m running. The question I’ve got in front of me right now is who is in the best position to help me—not just to win this election but to govern if we win. I’ve read the things you’ve written, what you’ve said. My team made sure I had all the information I needed to think about this decision from every angle.”


“Speaking from the other side of the process,” I said, “I assure you it’s definitely been thorough.”


“Look, my own view is that it comes down to this: You know how Congress works, and you’ve shown that you know how to get things done there. I want to fix our economic problems and turn the country around, but I’m going to need help. I know how to manage large organizations. I know business and I understand economics. You know Congress and the budget and how to navigate Washington, D.C. We complement each other. So I’m asking for your help with this. Will you join me on the ticket?”


I shook his hand and said, “Let’s get this done.”


*     *     *


Within a week, I was slipping out the back door of our house in Janesville in my hunting camo. The campaign’s insistence that everything be kept under wraps meant the number of people who knew what I was up to could be tallied on two hands. My kids didn’t even know the news yet. The whole thing felt surreal.


The house that we live in now is on the same block and about a hundred yards from where I grew up. So, as I snuck across our backyard, I made my way into the woods where I had spent afternoons and weekends playing as a kid. After more than a week in uncharted waters, it felt good to be in a familiar spot. I could see the place where my friends and I had played capture the flag. I crawled over part of the tree fort that I had built with my buddy Tom Thorpe. Out ahead of me was my childhood home. It was the first moment I’d really had to myself since the meeting with Mitt.


There, in the quiet of the woods where I grew up, the reality of what was about to happen hit me. I thought about our kids. Janna and I had made a conscious decision to join the ticket, but they had not. They didn’t even know what was coming. Would they be ready? Would this change be good for them?


I also thought about the gravity of the moment and what the election could mean for our country—both if we won and if we lost. I said a silent prayer that I’d be up to the challenge, that I’d be worthy of the faith so many people had placed in me, that I’d make the most of this chance. Then I called Andy Speth and told him I was ready to go.


Minutes later, Andy’s wife, Katy, appeared on the street a few yards away, driving the Speth family Chevy Express van. I jogged out of the woods, alongside my parents’ old house, down the driveway where I learned how to ride a bike, and jumped in. Andy, Janna, Liza, Charlie, and Sam were waiting there, huddled in the backseat with the blinds closed. Together, we drove through the streets of Janesville, past the homes of friends and neighbors and family members. We didn’t stop until we reached a small airport in Waukegan, Illinois.


Back at our house, my sister-in-law, Dana, did her best to make it look like another regular night at the Ryans’ was well under way. She turned on all the lights, let our dogs out into the backyard and brought them back in again, and kept the volume up on the TV. Then, at bedtime, she shut the place down.


Later Dana told us how she watched from our living room as Alex Moe, a nice young woman who had been our NBC tracker for several weeks, made her way to the front door of our house. She knocked, hoping for comment on the campaign’s announcement that their VP pick would officially join Mitt on the deck of the USS Wisconsin the following day. No one answered, but Alex didn’t go away completely empty-handed; our neighbor Marcia Nelesen came over and offered her a beer.


By midnight, the crawl on MSNBC announced “NBC News: Sources say Rep. Paul Ryan is Romney’s vice presidential pick.” Everyone kept reporting, “We hear it’s Ryan,” and Alex tried to explain to Chuck Todd that there was nothing going on at our house. As Chuck sat behind the anchor desk back at MSNBC headquarters, Alex stood on our front lawn and said, “We do believe Congressman Ryan and his wife and his three children are inside.” Meanwhile, our plane had already touched down in Elizabeth City, North Carolina.


The flight down was an emotional trip. Big secrets among kids often become rumors among neighbors in a small town, ricocheting back and forth and up and down the street. We’d decided it would be best to wait and tell Liza, Charlie, and Sam when we were on the plane. By the time we were in the air, our kids thought that Janna and I had lost our minds. In the span of an afternoon, they had been rushed out the back door of our house only to spend three hours waiting in the Speths’ living room. Then they sat huddled in the backseat of a van as they watched their dad come running out of the woods. There were a lot of questions.


All along, Janna and I had been worried about how our children would take the news. Waiting to tell them had seemed like a good idea—not just for the sake of secrecy, but also for their peace of mind. We thought it would be easier to digest everything as it was happening instead of trying to envision it in the abstract. But as the moment to tell them finally arrived, Janna and I thought that maybe we’d made a mistake. We’d had time to get comfortable with the idea of a campaign and what it could mean. Maybe all of this was too much to spring on them at once.


Liza, then ten, had already started to put the pieces together. Naturally gregarious and adventurous, she was eager to get the details about our impromptu trip. At eight years old, Charlie was a little more quiet and shy. He and our youngest, normally happy-go-lucky seven-year-old Sam, were openly confused and a little unsettled by the day’s events.


As we prepared to take off, the questions kept coming. What is this plane? Where are we going?


When we got in the air, Janna and I gathered them around.


“You know how I’ve been talking with Mitt Romney?” I asked. “Well, he’s asked me to join him on the ticket for vice president. We’re flying down to make the announcement.”


“Oh my gosh!” said Liza. “We’re going there right now?”


“Yeah,” I said. “We’re flying to North Carolina now, and then we’re going to drive to Virginia tomorrow, where we’ll do a big rally to make the announcement. Isn’t that great?”


Liza nodded enthusiastically.


“When is the election?” Sam asked.


“It’s going to be in November,” I replied.


Then Charlie put it all together. “Wait a second,” he said. “Dad, does this mean we have to leave Janesville?”


Janna and I looked at each other and exchanged a nervous glance. “Well, if we win, yeah. It does,” I explained. “We’d have to leave for four or eight years.”


And then came the tears. It wasn’t totally unexpected, but for me as a dad, it was hard.


Charlie’s first concerns were about switching schools. “What about Saint John’s? What about my friends?” he asked. “I can’t leave Janesville. Dad, we don’t want to leave Janesville.”


Sam started to get upset, too. “We’re leaving our house? Why are we leaving our house? What about my friend Carter? What about my teacher?”


Janna and I tried comforting them with assurances that friends could visit and there would be great teachers at a new school. Janna put her arm around Charlie. “This is a big deal for Dad, for all of us,” she said. “Our family is going to get to do something that can help the country and all of our friends back home.”


It was no use. The mood on the plane had shifted from excitement to a sense of loss and worry.


“Guys, I know this is hard,” I said. “If we win, you’re right—a lot of things are going to change, and some of those changes will be difficult. But some of them are going to be for the better. We’ll all be together under the same roof during the week. We can eat dinner together every night.”


Finally, in a desperate effort to console them, I added, “Plus, if we win, the place we get to live in has a pool.”


That stopped Sam in his tracks. “We get to move to a place with a pool?”


“Yes.”


“Wow,” Sam said, mulling it over. “Well, that’s pretty cool. I could probably move if it meant we were going to have a pool.”


Sam was quick to come around, and Liza was old enough to see the bigger picture. For Charlie, it took about a month longer.


I knew how he felt. Having lived in Janesville for thirty-eight of my forty-two years, part of me didn’t want to leave, either. Janesville was more than just my home or where I grew up. Our town shaped my values and my worldview. It taught me about the importance of family and the meaning of community. It was where I witnessed firsthand the kinds of life stories that are possible only in our country, and where I came to understand that with our rights and opportunities comes a responsibility to pass along a better country to our kids and grandkids. For me, Janesville was—and is—the embodiment of the American Idea.


*     *     *


The American Idea is a way of life made possible by our commitment to the principles of freedom and equality—and rooted in our respect for every person’s natural rights. It’s the kind of life Janesville’s first residents were seeking when they settled our town in 1835—not long before one of my ancestors, an Irish peasant named James Ryan, arrived on the scene.


In 1851, six years into the Irish potato famine, James got on a ship bound for America. Like hundreds of thousands of his fellow countrymen and -women, James made his way across the Atlantic Ocean. Signs posted throughout the boat tried to prepare them for the challenges they would face when starting over in the New World. A good friend of mine who’s into Irish history recently sent me a copy of one such sign. It reads:




Advice to Irish Emigrants: In the United States, labor is there the first condition of life, and industry is the lot of all men. Wealth is not idolized; but there is no degradation connected with labor; on the contrary, it is honorable, and held in general estimation.


In the remote parts of America, an industrious youth may follow any occupation without being looked down upon or sustain loss of character, and he may rationally expect to raise himself in the world by his labor.


In America, a man’s success must altogether rest with himself—it will depend on his industry, sobriety, diligence and virtue.





For a man like James Ryan, this would have been welcome news. Having suffered through years of setbacks brought on by famine and fever in his homeland, he was ready to prove himself and make his mark.


My great-great-grandfather purportedly arrived in Boston and then worked the railroad westward until he earned enough money to buy a farm. As luck would have it, he reached his goal just as he arrived in south central Wisconsin. It was summertime, and in the rolling hills, green grass, cornfields, and faces of his fellow Irish, he saw great possibilities.


According to family lore, James thought, This kind of looks like Ireland. Of course, then came the winter and I imagine he must have said, “Oh crap!” But he made a go of it, and my family has been in Janesville ever since, five generations now.


Over the years, the Ryan family got bigger… and bigger. My brother Tobin and I once stayed up late into the night and tried to count up all the cousins we have in town. We stopped at sixty-seven. There are eight Ryan households within six blocks of where I live now. My aunt Dinty and uncle Don (who is actually my first cousin once removed, but we call him our “uncle” because it’s shorter and because he’s an avuncular sort of guy) live across the street. My cousin Pat is right next door. My brother Tobin is two blocks away.


My family’s story is no different from the history of so many in Janesville. The Campbells, the Cullens, the Kennedys, the O’Learys, the Fitzgeralds, the Sheridans, the Murphys, and the Fagans—the list goes on and on, and most of their family trees look a lot like mine: plenty of branches and deep roots in our town.


The early Ryans played a modest role in Janesville’s growth. My great-grandfather P. W. Ryan and his wife, Mariah Murphy, started an earth-moving business that my cousin, Adam, still runs today. However, it was a pen company founded by local resident George Parker that first put our town on the map.


Parker Pens were sold across the country and around the world. The company also had strong ties to the United States military. During World War I, American soldiers used George’s “trench pen” out in the field. At the end of World War II, General Douglas MacArthur signed the Japanese surrender papers with a Parker Duofold pen. Two of General Dwight Eisenhower’s “Parker 51s” authorized the German Armistice. Later, a beaming Eisenhower would pose for photographers, holding two Parker pens in a “V” for victory.


By 1918, George and his sons had turned their family business into an international powerhouse with over $1 million in sales. For decades, their factory was one of our town’s largest employers. But by far, it was General Motors that had the greatest impact on Janesville’s economy.


During World War I, Billy Durant, the cofounder of GM, was looking for a way to get into the tractor business so he could better compete with Henry Ford. He bought the Samson Tractor Company in Stockton, California, merged it with the Janesville Machine Company, and set up shop in town. The plant churned out the Samson Model M tractor and the smaller “Iron Horse.”


When the war ended, so did the tractor boom, but the auto industry was on the rise. Durant liquidated Samson Tractor and converted the Janesville plant into a factory that could produce cars. On Valentine’s Day in 1923, the first Chevrolet built there rolled off the lines. By April 1967, the Janesville GM plant had built 6 million cars and trucks. By 1978, the plant employed 7,100 people directly and countless more indirectly. Up and down the streets, storefronts popped up around the plant. They housed manufacturers that supplied auto parts, restaurants that fed the GM workers, and the small businesses where everyone shopped.


By the 1970s, over forty-six thousand people lived in Janesville, including me and my parents and three siblings. My father, Paul Murray Ryan, was fourth-generation Janesville, the youngest of two kids born to Stanley and Edith McCarty Ryan. He spent his early childhood in the historic Fourth Ward, where descendants of the original Irish immigrants lived. They told stories about humble beginnings and meager livings scratched out in places where people looked down upon the Irish.


A soft-spoken and kind man, my father followed in his own father’s footsteps and studied the law. To pay for tuition and books, my dad worked at the local GM plant. I can still remember the pale white, bumpy scar that ran across his finger in the spot where the doctor had reattached the tip after it was accidentally cut off on the job. He didn’t seem to think much of that scar, but for me it was a reminder that anything worth achieving required sacrifice.


Not long after he finished law school, my father met my mom. My dad was immediately captivated by the smart, beautiful, and capable Elizabeth “Betty” Hutter. In 1956, a time when comparatively few women pursued the hard sciences, my mom earned a degree in medical technology. After graduation, she took a job in Milwaukee with a doctor who was doing research in blood genetics. She helped him gather data and conduct experiments.


One weekend, my mom traveled to Janesville for a wedding. Her boyfriend at the time was out of the country on business. Eager to be a good host, the father of the bride asked his friend, a small-town lawyer, to escort her to the party following the rehearsal dinner. The lawyer was my dad, and they were married less than a year later.


My parents lived in my dad’s hometown. Years earlier, my grandfather had died at age fifty-seven. My father was just three months away from graduating from law school, and once he finished his studies, he had dedicated his career to the family law practice.


By the time I was born in 1970 at Mercy Hospital on a cold January day, the Ryan household was already a pretty busy place. My older sister, Janet, was nine years old. It was no secret that she was hoping my mom would have a girl; for far too long, she had been outnumbered by our brothers Stan, then eight, and Tobin, five. When I showed up, Janet was less than pleased. My parents, on the other hand, were delighted. My mom used to call me their “bonus” child, an extra and unexpected arrival that rounded out her brood to an even four.


We lived in an area known as Courthouse Hill at 216 South Garfield Avenue. Along our block, modest Colonial-style homes with facades of brick and siding sat in well-kept rows. Doctors, lawyers, and business owners lived on the same streets as pipefitters, GM workers, and teachers.


The appeal of Janesville has always been that it’s a tight-knit community where people can support their families, make their own opportunities, and know the dignity of a solid day’s work. Growing up, no one ever really talked about money or class. It was generally assumed that everyone fell into one of two categories: “middle class” or “would be soon.”


People really didn’t care much about what you did for a living or how much money you made; they were much more interested in what kind of person you were. What bonded Janesville was a shared set of values. We were encouraged to meet our potential. There was an emphasis on personal responsibility and accountability. And as a kid, if you did something wrong, somebody would make sure your mom heard about it. I know that from experience.


Wisconsin winters are freezing cold with temperatures that regularly dip below zero and big storms that bring deep snowfalls. After school, I could always find a few kids willing to bundle up in mittens, hats, and multiple layers and walk around the neighborhood. We’d build huge snow forts and throw snowballs at each other. If the day dragged on a little too long, someone would inevitably get the idea that we should try to hit passing cars with our icy weaponry. For the most part, people just kept on going, but every once in a while, we’d hit a car and the driver would slam on the brakes. The minute we saw the bright red glow of taillights, we’d hightail it out of there, stopping only when our lungs hurt from sucking down too much cold air. Then we’d look around and, seeing no adults, figure we’d made a clean escape. And nearly every time, I’d come home to an angry Betty Ryan who had just gotten off the phone with a neighbor who tipped her off, reminding me that my mom had eyes and ears everywhere.


It made it hard to pull childhood pranks, but all the kids in the neighborhood were better off with everyone keeping an eye on us. Consequences were part of how people showed they loved you; they cared what kind of lessons you learned, because they cared about what kind of person you were going to be. This all might sound a little too Leave It to Beaver, and I am sure being a kid meant all of the adult concerns and hardships around me didn’t completely register. But for me, Janesville was—and is—a kind, close-knit community where people looked out for one another.


Of course, even without the watchful eyes of neighbors, I wouldn’t have been able to get in much trouble; the nuns at St. Mary School would make sure of that. The school was part of the second oldest Catholic parish in Janesville, Nativity of Mary, which was established in 1876. It was housed in a large, red brick building with two doors at one corner and, above them, banners carved out of stone. One banner read FOR GOD, the other FOR COUNTRY. Every morning, my friends and I would file in beneath those words on our way to class. There were about thirty kids per grade, spanning kindergarten through middle school.


My brother Tobin was five years ahead of me at St. Mary, and to my delight, he and his friends didn’t seem to mind much when I tagged along. When I was eight, they let me be the “manager” of their basketball team. It mostly involved chasing down stray rebounds, but I got to go to every practice and every game.


Between Monday and Friday, the nuns at St. Mary taught us our multiplication tables, our vocabulary words, and our prayers. On Sundays in the fall, I spent my mornings there as an altar boy, but my afternoons were reserved for green and gold.


The Packers games were something I looked forward to all week. Our family was like all others—we would put on Packers gear and huddle around the TV to talk strategy and watch the game. At larger gatherings, there were cookouts at halftime with sizable spreads of cheese, bratwurst, Pabst Blue Ribbon, and Miller. A lot of guys who warmed themselves around the grill had been on the Packer season-ticket waiting list for most of their lives.


Like most kids in Janesville, I was raised on the Packers, Badgers, Bucks, and Brewers. But we got WGN, the television station that broadcast from Chicago, so I also ended up watching the Cubs games. It pains me to admit it, but even now I find myself rooting for the perennial losers from the North Side.


While I liked watching sports, what I enjoyed most was being outside. I liked to fish, hike, and play in the woods. And, like most kids, I spent the entire school year looking forward to summer.


We didn’t take fancy or expensive vacations; instead, we’d pack up the car for a couple of weeks in July or August and hit the road. My mom loved the outdoors, and she would always plan a trip to the national forests in Colorado. We’d spend a week backpacking, rafting, mountain climbing, and fishing. My siblings and I learned a lot about self-sufficiency on those excursions into the wilderness.


Tobin likes to tell the story about the time we trekked up an especially challenging Colorado mountain during a summer snowstorm. When we finally got up top, the view was something right out of a postcard—a vast openness with a lake and sheep-filled meadow below. I was around seven years old, and apparently I just started singing “America the Beautiful,” spontaneously and off-key. Tobin always got a big kick out of that.


But what I remember best about those trips was my mom’s can-do spirit. My dad wasn’t a huge fan of camping or the outdoors, so he wasn’t exactly disappointed when work commitments kept him from our Colorado excursions. Even without backup, my mom never gave a second thought to packing up the kids and hitting the trail. My dad would drop us off at the edge of the woods—four kids, rations for a few nights, and camping gear—and my mom would throw on her backpack and say, “Off we go!” Then she’d lead us down the trail and into the backcountry of Colorado.


Now that I’m a parent, I can see that my mom was trying to instill in us a sense of resilience and self-reliance by teaching us how to find our way through the wilderness, catch and cook our own food, and start a fire. But what was even more powerful was her example. I spent my childhood thinking nothing could stop her, and her love of nature and adventure was infectious.


For my dad, traveling was a way to teach us about the world beyond Janesville—and to satisfy his amusing and all-consuming interest in coin collecting. He liked to take us wherever the annual summer show of the American Numismatic Association (ANA) was being held. During the trip, we’d stop off to see a local attraction or visit a big city. I got to see a lot of the country that way.


In 1982, when the ANA met in Boston, my parents planned out a road trip that took us through Michigan. My aunt Ellen was an administrative assistant with the Oscar Mayer Company in Madison, Wisconsin, and she had gotten my older brother Stan a summer job at the company’s office in Livonia, Michigan, outside of Detroit. The plan was to visit Stan and then see a little bit of the Motor City before we got on our way.


Whenever we took our road trips, my dad really wanted us to experience places that were different from where we lived—even if all we had time to do was look out the car window. I can still remember him driving us slowly through towns and cities, saying, “Okay, everybody, absorb.” It was his way of marking the moment when we should quiet down, look around, and soak it all in.


We spent only an afternoon in Detroit, but I absorbed quite a bit. I was just twelve years old, and coming from a small town, just being in a big city was pretty exciting for me. I remember staring up at Hudson’s Department Store, which stretched twenty-nine floors into the sky. My dad talked a little bit about Detroit’s history as he drove. He explained that it was the birthplace of the American auto industry, a fact that hit home with me since there was a GM factory in our town.


By the time we visited Detroit, the glory days of its postwar peak in population and prosperity had already passed. The middle class had pulled up stakes and moved elsewhere while gangs, crime, and the drug trade had moved in.


All that mattered a lot if you lived in Detroit, but for a tourist who kept on the beaten path, those forces simmered out of view. In many ways, to the casual observer Detroit was still the dynamic city that had been part of FDR’s arsenal of democracy, turning auto factories into wartime facilities that cranked out the tanks, airplane parts and engines, and vehicles that American soldiers used during World War II.


Of course, in the 1980s, those same factories were struggling to keep pace with significant challenges from the Far East. At the beginning of the decade, Japan became the world’s top auto producer, sending Detroit into a flurry of restructuring and innovation. The increased competition also placed intense pressures on workers, who shouldered the burden of boosting productivity.


Yet, in 1982, a visitor could still imagine Detroit in its heyday. It looked like a city that had seen better times but could still get its act together and turn things around.


My family visited Detroit during a brief ten-year window in which the city’s revenue exceeded its debt. Spending some time with its budget in the black had helped slow the city’s slide into total despair. But when I returned twenty-six years later, this time to represent my hometown as a member of Congress at a meeting with GM executives, Detroit could not have looked more different.


*     *     *


By mid-September 2008, the auto industry had been in real trouble for years, and the economic dislocation that rocked the Motor City was rippling through our community. In an effort to cut costs, GM put the Janesville plant on its list of locations slated to close. We stood to lose 1,512 jobs. Leaders in Wisconsin were working to find an alternative solution. As part of the ongoing talks, I joined a bipartisan delegation that traveled to Detroit to ask company officials to spare our plant.


On the very same day our group met with the GM brass, Lehman Brothers announced it needed a buyer or would face certain collapse. Across the country, the economic crisis took most Americans by surprise, but what I saw in Detroit was decades in the making.


Block after block, we drove by vacant buildings scarred by graffiti. Our car passed entire neighborhoods of boarded-up houses and smashed windows. Apartment buildings and storefronts had rotted out or burned down, leaving skeletons of rusted metal and charred wood. A year later, Time magazine would put Detroit on its cover, comparing the devastation in the city to a natural disaster.


In 1950, Detroit was America’s fourth-largest city. By 2009, it had dropped to eleventh place. As I write, it has slipped to number eighteen. In the course of a decade—between 2000 and 2010—a quarter of Detroit’s citizens packed up and moved out. To put that in perspective, a PBS NewsHour investigation determined that it was as if one person had left the city every twenty-two minutes during those years.


The decline of Detroit is a sixty-year story of how a city that was once the envy of the world slowly eroded before our very eyes, in part because of bad economic policy—a cycle of spending, borrowing, and taxing until the bottom fell out. It’s a story worth understanding, because it’s a warning of what’s to come if we don’t reform our broken institutions at the national level.


When Detroit declared bankruptcy in 2013, the Detroit Free Press dug through thousands of pages of archival files to try and figure out what went wrong. The resulting special report reads like a fiscal autopsy showing so many pressing problems that it’s hard to pinpoint the exact cause of death.


First, it’s clear that the size and scope of the city government grew beyond the community’s ability to pay for it. In the 1950s, when business was booming and the population was more than 1.8 million, the city needed a robust workforce to fund municipal services. In the years that followed, however, the population steadily declined—20 percent between 1970 and 1980, another 7.5 percent between 1990 and 2000, and fully 25 percent between 2000 and 2010. Cuts to the government workforce just didn’t keep pace.


What it cost to keep paying those salaries was only the tip of the iceberg. Many city government positions came with generous retirement and health-care benefits, the result of concessions made to public-sector unions over the years. Coupled with a workforce that didn’t shrink with the declining population, those packages saddled Detroit with massive legacy costs. By 2012, the city had almost twice as many retired workers as it did active ones. Carrying the promises made to those workers became a heavy burden that the city could not afford. The Detroit Free Press analysis found that the city’s “spending on retiree health care soared 46 percent from 2000 to 2012, even as its general fund revenue fell 20 percent.”


And then there were decisions that just defy common sense. For example, when the city’s pension funds yielded earnings that exceeded expectations, that money wasn’t reinvested or saved for a rainy day. Instead, city leaders paid bonuses to current and retired workers. Among retirees, these were known as “thirteenth checks,” a fringe benefit that would show up in the mail after the regular twelve checks for the year had been paid. Estimates show that if the city had kept those excess earnings in its coffers between 1985 and 2008, it would be over $1.9 billion richer today.


Of course, while all of these statistics point to poor management, they aren’t fatal in and of themselves. The real problem was that when the bill came due, city leaders either passed it on to Detroiters in the form of higher taxes or simply passed the buck altogether.


Bettie Buss used to work as a budget staffer for the city. When the Detroit Free Press interviewed her, she summed up the mind-set of its leaders this way: “The whole culture [was] how do we get what we want and not pay for it until tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow?” The answer was to borrow money and raise taxes.


In 1962, the city imposed a new income tax. In 1971, it added a new utility tax. In 1999, it introduced a wagering tax on casinos. Current taxes kept rising, and for the most part, the government bureaucracy kept growing.


The problem was that all those taxes made Detroit a much more expensive place to work, invest, or live. Companies and families fled, and as that happened, the intertwined networks of support that make neighborhoods strong began to weaken. Then property values—and property-tax revenues—started to fall.


It was a perfect storm that wiped out city revenues. In 1960, the city took in money from only three sources: state-shared revenue, property taxes, and service fees. Its revenues totaled $2 billion. In 2012, even with its new revenue streams, it raised just $1.1 billion for the year.


With little will to cut expenses and a big budget gap, city leaders increasingly turned to borrowing to stay afloat. In 1986, Detroit saw its bond rating raised; Standard and Poor’s deemed it “investment-grade.” That set off a flurry of borrowing activity that several mayoral administrations used to cover operating costs.


By 2013, all of the spending, borrowing, and mismanagement had caught up with the city. It had racked up a huge deficit and was carrying $17 billion in debt. Spread across the remaining population, every man, woman, and child owed $25,000.


Much of the city’s debt was due to unfunded pension liabilities, which an accounting firm hired by the city’s emergency manager put around $3.5 billion. That figure represents decades of promises that the government made to workers and now had no way to keep.


Detroit, of course, is not the only city guilty of spending more than it takes in. But it is the most egregious example of an alarming trend in which elected leaders keep on borrowing and racking up debt instead of making tough choices and reining in government spending. The Detroit Free Press responded to the sorry state of affairs this way:




It’s hard to know why Detroit’s leaders allowed the city to sink, a little further each year. For some generations, it was surely denial. No American city has fallen so far, so fast. In the early days, it’s easy to understand why Detroit leaders saw decline as an aberration. But at some point, the fact that this was Detroit’s new normal should have sunk in. It shouldn’t have come to this.





If you’re a Detroit resident, you’re probably nodding your head. In 2012, Detroit had the highest income-tax rate and the highest property-tax rate in Michigan. With tax rates like those, you’d expect a city with top-notch services, safe streets, and good public schools. Instead, many citizens are living in a scene reminiscent of NBC’s post-apocalyptic drama Revolution.


At night, some areas of town are pitch-black because around 40 percent of the streetlights don’t work. Trash litters the streets. In a place once called the City of Homeowners, there are now 78,000 abandoned structures and 66,000 abandoned lots. The city simply can’t afford to knock down all the empty buildings and homes.


For Detroit firefighters, those buildings aren’t just eyesores; they’re fuel. There are 12,000 fires annually in the city, and in nearly 1,000 cases, arson is the cause. In February 2013, the Detroit Fire Department announced that it would no longer use its hydraulic aerial ladders unless the situation was immediately life threatening. They were worried about the safety of their firefighters, because inspections were long overdue on the city’s nineteen hook-and-ladder trucks.


The violent crime rate in Detroit is five times the national average. In fact, the murder rate has reached a forty-year high. The statistics can be hard to comprehend without context, so consider this observation made by Joe Duncan, president of the Detroit Police Officers Association: Between 2001 and 2012, we lost nearly 2,000 Americans on the battlefields of Afghanistan. During that same period, more than 4,000 Americans were murdered on the streets of Detroit.


The city’s budget crisis means it can’t hire more police officers. It’s actually been reducing the force’s ranks, since officers who retire are not replaced. Understaffed and overwhelmed, the Detroit Police Department solves less than 10 percent of reported crimes. If you call for help, it takes them an average of fifty-eight minutes to respond.


Almost 60 percent of Detroit’s children live in poverty, and seven in ten don’t have a two-parent home. To say the public school system is failing doesn’t even begin to describe what’s going on. In 2009, the city shocked the nation—and nearly everyone in education—when it posted the worst results in the thirty-year history of the National Assessment of Educational Progress test. Of the results, one education expert said, “They are barely above what one would expect simply by chance, as if the kids simply guessed the answers.”


The 2011 results weren’t much better. Detroit’s fourth graders came in dead last in reading and math. Its eighth graders took last place in math and second to last in reading. In 2012, Michigan began requiring all high school juniors to take the ACT. That spring, only 1.6 percent of eleventh graders—eighty students in the whole city—earned a score that would qualify them as “college ready.”


Today, around seven hundred thousand people live in Detroit. The median household income has declined by one-third, and in 2011, half of the city’s households made less than $25,000 a year. The unemployment rate now stands at over 18 percent. That’s much improved over its peak of 24.9 percent four years ago, but it’s probably not much comfort for those still looking for a job.


Increasingly, Detroiters have had to turn to federal and state programs just to get by. In 2011, 41 percent of Detroit households received food assistance. Almost 83 percent of Detroit students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.


In 2013, the state of Michigan took over the city, and Governor Rick Snyder declared a financial emergency. That July, the city filed for Chapter 9, marking the largest municipal bankruptcy in American history.


But the great tragedy of Detroit can’t be found in court filings or on spreadsheets. The great tragedy is how far away that city has gotten from the American Idea—the way of life that offers our citizens opportunity, prosperity, and a chance to rise to their potential.


*     *     *


There are a lot of differences between Detroit and Janesville: our economies, our histories, and our size. But, for our purposes, the most important distinction is the different ideas about government—its proper role, its proper scope, and its approach to sustaining the American Idea—that you find in each place.


This distinction really begins with a simple question. When we look at America, what’s the first thing we see: government or society? For me, the answer is society.


Life isn’t just defined by what we can do as individuals, but also by what we can do together. Society functions through institutions that operate in the space between the individual and the state. They include the family and extend to what academics call “civil society”—our religious organizations, our charitable groups, and the markets that compose our free economy.


In a society-centered vision, government exists to protect the space where all of these great things occur. That’s what America’s constitutional republic has long set out as the role of the state. It is the role that government is supposed to play in the American Idea.


This adds up to a very important role for government, but it is a supporting one. Government is not the ultimate or supreme social institution; rather, it is the enabler of other institutions. It exists to keep us safe, to enforce uniform laws, to enable free and open exchange, to ensure fair competition in the marketplace, to promote economic growth, and to provide some basic protections to the vulnerable from the worst risks of modern life.


But when government doesn’t live up to these responsibilities—or oversteps its proper boundaries—all kinds of problems emerge. Instead of facilitating our way of life, it hollows out that vital space where the things we find most meaningful and rewarding occur.


On this point, what has happened in Detroit is instructive. Government grew too large, spent too much, and failed to fulfill its most basic tasks. In turn, it eroded the space for the community—and its way of life. The society’s energy and resources have been sapped. Families are struggling. Educational and professional opportunities are in short supply. The buildings are barely standing, and more important, they’re empty—literally bereft of the thriving, dynamic community that once filled their walls.


Detroit has been hollowed out by a vision that puts government, not society, at the center of the picture. And it’s a reminder of what’s at risk when government overextends itself in this way: our private lives, our connections, our civic institutions, and our opportunities. When government takes a leading role instead of a supporting one, it makes it difficult—and, in some cases, impossible—to sustain the space where we actually live our lives.


Janesville isn’t immune to these problems. Over the last six years, we’ve felt the impact of bad policies and tough times. We have experienced the kind of economic dislocation that the Great Recession and weak recovery have inflicted on much of America. GM had planned to shutter its Janesville plant in 2010, but when the financial crisis sent auto sales tumbling, it decided to move up the closure by more than a year. In December 2008, over one thousand of our neighbors and friends lost their jobs. Some $220 million of payroll vanished from a town of sixty thousand people almost overnight.


Suddenly, we were facing the tough decisions and hard times that the people of Detroit know all too well. Those who lost their jobs had three choices: They could move away from the place they called home, they could try to reinvent themselves by going back to school, or they could take a job that paid much less and didn’t match their skills.


I’ll never forget visiting my hunting buddy and barber, Gail, in late 2008. His wife had just gotten the news that she was being laid off from her job at the plant. They had two young boys, and they counted on her paycheck and benefits to make ends meet.


“Paul,” he said, the corners of his eyes creased with worry, “I’m just not sure what we’re going to do.”


Gail’s family couldn’t afford to lose his wife’s salary, and she couldn’t find a new job in Janesville that would pay her a similar wage. Out of not-so-great options, Gail’s wife took a company transfer and started working at the GM plant down in Kansas City. Every week, she would drive there and report for work—nearly five hundred miles and over eight hours each way. Every weekend, she’d come back home and try to make up for lost time, catching up with Gail and their kids. Eventually the strain of that arrangement took its toll. Both economically and emotionally, they couldn’t keep up. Their home was foreclosed upon and their marriage ended in divorce.


The economic crisis eliminated jobs, wiped out savings accounts, and broke up families. In our town, its first casualty was the GM plant, but it soon crept into the restaurants where workers ate, the stores where they bought their kids’ clothes, and the smaller manufacturers that had supplied the factory with parts and machinery. Our neighbor John was one of more than 840 workers who lost their jobs at Lear, a company that made seats for the SUVs that were built at the GM plant. Fortunately, John and his family were able to figure out a way for him to go back to school. They sacrificed a lot to pay their monthly bills. Through hard work and good fortune, John got back on his feet. Today, he’s a biology teacher at one of our local middle schools. He was able to reinvent himself and become financially and personally fulfilled.


It’s been harder for my friend John Fredricks, who used to be a team coordinator at the plant. When someone called in sick or went on break, John would fill in for them on the production line. He knew how to weld, drill, assemble parts, and double-check work to make sure it met quality standards. He’d show up in the morning and sit in the foreman’s office, waiting to get his marching orders for the day. Once his assignment came down from the floor manager, he’d take his spot on the line with enthusiasm.


John made a good living, but once the plant closed, jobs were hard to find—even for a guy as skilled, versatile, and dependable as he is. Today, he works at the local Kwik Trip, a gas station and convenience store. It pays a lot less, and he’s capable of much more, but John just can’t find an opportunity that matches his background and skills.


The aftershock of the plant closing rippled through our community. The struggle isn’t immediately apparent the way it is in a place like Detroit. Nowadays, if you drive around the quiet streets of Janesville at five p.m. on a weeknight, things don’t look much different from how they did when I was a kid. The streetlights still work, the lawns are neatly trimmed, and the neighborhood kids play in their driveways until dinnertime. We don’t have blocks of vacant buildings or idle fire trucks. But inside a lot of homes, the effects of the downturn are there. For some families the worst is over, but most will tell you that they’re still trying to recover, that they haven’t come close to making up the ground they lost.


Perhaps Janesville’s saving grace is that while we’re grappling with the effects of national policies and practices that put government at the center and have slowed the recovery down, that mindset hasn’t crept into every corner of our community. The fundamental strengths present in the Janesville of my youth have been worn down, but they’re still there. Janesville has always been a place where society is at the center of the vision—a place where people could pursue their happiness, realize their dreams, and provide for their kids. Yes, there were hardships—pain and heartbreak—but the bonds of community helped folks get back on their feet. That’s the kind of life the American Idea is supposed to make available to all. And yet, in communities across our country, that way of life is now in jeopardy.


The process of renewing the American Idea starts with making the shift from a government-centered vision to a society-centered one. Such a shift would build upon the good work going on in Janesville and Detroit.


When I was growing up, my hometown was the kind of community where everyone pitched in. For grown-ups, the day didn’t end at quitting time and the week didn’t close out on Friday. People got involved, and their efforts held everyone together. There was no shortage of fraternal organizations and charitable associations to join: the Elks, the Kiwanis Club, the Eagles Club, the Moose Lodge, the Masons, the Knights of Columbus, the Independent Order of Odd Fellows, the Art League, the American Association of University Women, the VFW, the American Legion, and the YMCA. Men and women who worked at the GM plant were proud brothers and sisters of the UAW Local 95. Our parishes and houses of worship formed a network of compassion and care.


Together, the men and women who belonged to these organizations sponsored college scholarships, community betterment projects, and fund-raising drives for worthy causes in faraway places. When times were tough or tragedy struck, casseroles would show up at a front door and school carpools would add an extra stop. People would keep you in their prayers.


That instinct to get involved and help out is still part of our town’s character. For example, in recent years, those with business experience—our bankers, entrepreneurs, investors, and accountants—have tried to figure out how to bring good-paying jobs back to our community. After work and on weekends, they put together PowerPoint presentations and investment proposals to encourage companies to relocate to our town. They’re trying to help people like John and Gail rebuild their lives in Janesville.


Political scientists like to say that those kinds of efforts are part of “civil society,” but in Janesville we just think of it as our community. And while our plant has closed and good jobs are scarce, our community is still going strong.


The importance of civil society is something Janesville and Detroit have in common—as I found during a visit in 2012 to the Cornerstone School.


Cornerstone has been teaching students in Detroit for twenty years. The school stands in a light brown brick building on Grove Avenue. The Detroit News keeps an interactive map that catalogs major crimes, and the area around Cornerstone is studded with little dots. Yellow for a shooting, red for a homicide. Click on the dots and you’ll see stories of tragedies that shouldn’t happen in America, let alone within walking distance of a school: a thirty-nine-year-old man who was shot but refused to provide information about his assailant. A cabdriver found murdered in his car—the second such crime in a week. A fifteen-year-old seriously injured in a drive-by. When the kids of Cornerstone head home at the end of the day, these are the neighborhoods they return to.


But when I walked through the doors of the school two years ago, it felt a lot like Janesville to me. Clark Durant, one of the eighty-five civic leaders who helped found the school, welcomed me. Clark is a tall guy in his midsixties with wire-rimmed glasses and white hair that’s thinned out a bit up top. He’s worked as a lawyer and for an investment firm. Ronald Reagan appointed him to lead the Legal Services Corporation, and he rescued the bankrupt Ann Arbor Railroad. But what he’s most interested in, the thing he talks most passionately about, is education. When Clark gets going, he doesn’t just gesture enthusiastically; he uses his whole body and the space all around him to make his point. He has an infectious enthusiasm about the subject that really draws people in.


As Clark walked me around Cornerstone, he told me that the inspiration for its founding was a speech that the Catholic archbishop Adam Maida delivered in 1990 before the Detroit Economic Club. In it, the archbishop referenced the Bible’s Book of Revelation, calling upon those present “to make all things new” again. He asked his listeners to help Detroit’s students by immersing them in a Christ-centered culture of shared values and unconditional love.


Today, 95 percent of Cornerstone’s students graduate high school, and 91 percent go on to college. On the day I visited, I got to talking with a tenth grader named Alexis. She told me her favorite subject was economics, and I was shocked to learn she was already reading books I didn’t encounter until college. I also met Camille, a seventh grader who scored in the top 3 percent of the nation in math.


Cornerstone is about more than academic achievement, though. It’s a community of committed administrators and faculty, concerned Detroiters, dedicated parents, and talented kids. When I visited Cornerstone, I saw young minds yearning to learn, to reach their potential and be successful. And, perhaps more important, I saw adults eager to help them.


The students enrolled and adults involved in the Cornerstone School are more than champions of the American Idea—they are proof that it is alive and well. Despite the tough times that have ravaged their city, these citizens are doing their best to promote opportunity—and they are doing it as a community. These men and women are a reminder that the problem is not our people or their potential. The problem is bad policies and failed leadership.


For decades, elected and appointed officials in Detroit have made entire careers out of borrowing and spending and passing the buck. And that’s not including the people who went far beyond shirking responsibility. Some of them actually committed crimes, causing even more harm to the people of their city.


Last October, Mayor Kwame Kilpatrick was sentenced to twenty-eight years in prison, having been convicted of dozens of charges, including racketeering and extortion. During Kilpatrick’s administration, at least eighteen other public officials were found guilty of corrupt activity, as well. They are just the most recent in a long line of Detroit officials who have broken the public’s trust, often by participating in schemes that stole millions of dollars from taxpayers and the city’s coffers.


Honesty and integrity are the bare minimum of what we should expect from our leaders, and a lot of Detroit’s problems stem from an absence of both. But we also expect our leaders to make the tough decisions and to solve problems. By those measures as well, officials in the Motor City have fallen woefully short.


Of course, Detroit is one city. You could even argue it’s an aberration. But when I look at Detroit, I see a warning about what our country might face if we do not rethink how we are governing ourselves: a place full of good people with lots of potential lost amid the wreckage of bad policies and failed leadership. A place where bankruptcy has eroded security, liberty, prosperity, and economic mobility.


The problem is that as a country we’re pursuing a lot of the same policies that got Detroit into trouble. We’re spending too much and living off borrowed money. We’re growing government at an unsustainable rate, often at the expense of civil society and individual freedom. And we’re putting government, not society, at the center of the vision that guides our priorities and policies. If we keep it up, we risk following in the path that has left Detroit ravaged. That’s not the kind of legacy any of us wants to pass on to our children and their kids.


Most of America is facing what Janesville now faces: uncertainty, insecurity, and the sense that something has gone wrong. If we fail to take these sentiments seriously and to think anew about how to revive economic opportunity and social cohesion in our country, we could in time come to face something more like what Detroit is facing: a disastrous collapse of self-government that makes it hard to see a path back to prosperity. Turning America around is not a matter of going back to the past. It is a matter of recapturing the way Americans have always thought about the future—that mix of responsibility, hope, and ambition that has allowed each generation of Americans to leave its children and grandchildren a better country. The fall of Detroit, and the unease in Janesville, should be warning flags that force us all to confront our failure to take the future seriously.


It should be impossible to ignore these warnings. But these days, I notice a lot of politicians are trying to do just that. They prefer to practice the politics of division instead of doing the real work of advancing solutions. When the pie is shrinking, when businesses are closing, and when workers are losing their jobs, the temptation to exploit fear and envy always returns. But all that does is sap our country of the unity we need to turn things around.


Life in America should not be a zero-sum game. If someone else is succeeding, it doesn’t have to mean that you are losing out. And if it feels that way, then the leadership of this country is failing you.


That’s why this book is focused not on the small squabbles that tend to dominate our public discourse these days, but on the big challenges we’re facing. Because I still believe we can overcome them.


How do we do that? What’s the best way to get America back on track? How do we heal Janesville, Detroit, and all of the other communities that have been struggling in recent years? How do we save the American Idea?


Those answers can be found in the story of how we got here.
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