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	About American Compass




	Editor’s Note


	We founded American Compass in 2020 with a mission to restore an economic consensus that emphasizes the importance of family, community, and industry to the nation’s liberty and prosperity. A blind faith in markets had come to dominate right-of-center economic thinking, at great cost to conservatism’s political prospects and the common good. This market fundamentalism left policymakers and pundits unable or unwilling even to admit the serious challenges that Americans were facing, let alone craft a responsive agenda. Tax cuts, deregulation, and free trade were the only items on the menu; cheap labor and rising corporate profits were the goals. Government’s only task was to get out of the way, and anyone who suggested otherwise was, as former South Carolina governor and United Nations ambassador Nikki Haley put it, taking “the slow path to socialism.”


	The legacy institutions of establishment conservatism—think tanks, editorial pages, congressional offices, and so on—had become complacent, preferring to suppress or gloss over disagreement in the interest of preserving their existing arrangements. A wide variety of lazy platitudes, indefensible assumptions, and unacknowledged trade-offs demanded exploration and debate. New questions had emerged that demanded new answers.


	We believed that, like the boy calling attention to the emperor’s state of undress, a simple willingness to speak clearly about the obvious weaknesses in the unchallenged orthodoxy could have immediate and dramatic effect. An enormous opportunity to construct a compelling new agenda lay untapped. But we needed to apply conservative principles to contemporary problems, rather than page repeatedly through a dog-eared 1980s playbook. 


	None of us would have dared predict we would come this far this quickly.


	In just a few years, our organization has become “a policy nerve center for the party’s younger, more populist generation” (Ezra Klein, New York Times), a “slaughterhouse for Republican sacred cows” (The Economist), “ground zero in a fierce conservative clash over Trump-era economics” (Politico), and “the most influential New Right group on Capitol Hill” (Wall Street Journal). The ideas that we introduced, initially mocked and condemned as “progressive” and “socialist,” have become not only acceptable but, in many cases, the accepted position. Prominent elected leaders and key institutions have become skeptical of corporate power and financial engineering and optimistic about a renewed labor movement; actively hostile to globalization and enthusiastic about industrial policy; averse to entitlement cuts and eager to expand support for working families. The one organization in all of American politics responsible for advancing that set of ideas is American Compass.


	How did we accomplish this? We have none of the resources available to the enormous think tanks with scholars dedicated to every issue able to release countless op-eds and talking points and meet with every relevant congressional staffer. Nor do we have armies of lobbyists on our side, whose nonsensical arguments succeed simply because they are in both the speaker’s and listener’s interest to accept. To the contrary, our team has only just become ten people strong; our budget has only just reached $2 million. At the beginning of 2025, we finally moved into real office space from a converted yoga studio above a chiropractor and next door to a liquor store. 


	We are prevailing only because the quality of our ideas and our work is undeniable. We have built a robust foundation for a compelling agenda supported by reams of research, the best writing, and a growing coalition of elected leaders and young policy professionals eager to carry it forward. We are charting an intellectually coherent and politically persuasive course for where American politics, economics, and public policy ought to go. And importantly, for both our popularity and our prospects of success, our heterodox and inclusive approach has attracted supporters and adherents from across the political spectrum.


	This volume serves as an anthology documenting how we have revitalized conservative thinking and as a primer on what that new thinking is. The data, quotations, anecdotes, and arguments that the authors draw upon repeatedly in so many different contexts are the ones that have proved most formative for a new generation of policy professionals. The seminal ideas in the essays are the ones that are winning debates on the national political stage, defining the contours of the conservative coalition, and spawning an enormous range of legislative proposals. Have you noticed conservative political leaders sounding strange new notes about Wall Street, labor unions, trade deals, antitrust enforcement, industrial policy, and so many issues where the GOP position had always been so uncomplicated and predictable? Have you wondered, “What are they talking about?” This is what they are talking about.


	The volume’s first part, “Principles,” examines the core commitments of conservatism and their implications for the key conceptual debates of modern politics. The first chapter, “The Market,” traces the descent of conservative economic thinking into market fundamentalism and charts a course to a more coherent approach that celebrates and relies upon markets while also recognizing their limits. The second chapter, “The State,” addresses similar questions as they pertain to the role of government. What is public policy good for and when has it traditionally been used? The third and fourth chapters, on “Labor” and “Capital,” define the roles of these countervailing forces and interests in a well-functioning capitalist system and the conditions under which their interaction generates positive outcomes.


	Part Two, “Production,” focuses on the errors that have led to deindustrialization of the American economy, the consequences of the imbalances that have ensued, and the types of policy responses needed. Chapter Five, “Globalization,” shows how and why free trade has proved destructive rather than complementary to free markets. Chapter Six, “China,” considers specifically the problems of the U.S.–China relationship and the need for the United States to execute a “hard break” from it. Chapter Seven discusses “Industrial Policy,” a concept that came to be associated with “central planning” in the conservative mind but in fact is a vital economic tool that has been used frequently and to great effect in American history.


	Finally, under the heading “People,” the volume’s final part addresses the role that conservative policy must play in sustaining supportive communities and creating the conditions for human flourishing. Chapter Eight, on “Worker Power,” makes the case that a strong labor movement is vital to capitalism and should be a conservative priority. Chapter Nine, on “Education,” interrogates the purpose of public education and argues for much greater emphasis on preparing people to build decent lives as productive contributors to their communities. Chapter Ten, on “Family,” explains the sudden conservative interest in family policy broadly and the creation of a more generous family benefit in particular. The last chapter, on “The Public Purse,” works through the conservative turn against cuts to entitlement programs like Medicare and Social Security and the prospects for moving beyond a “starve the beast” strategy of tax cutting that has succeeded only in driving the nation further into debt. 


	Taken as a whole, this collection of more than thirty essays from more than a dozen scholars and policymakers represents where the cutting-edge of conservative thinking is right now, where the center of gravity in the conservative movement will be in the coming decades, and the only plausible foundation in modern American politics on which to build a durable governing majority.


	 Oren Cass


	 Lenox, Massachusetts


	 January 2025




	Prologue


	An important point of departure for the new conservative thinking is a turn away from a single-minded focus on maximizing consumption, which has traditionally been the focus of economists and policymakers. People are workers as well as consumers, and their own health, the health of their families and communities, and ultimately the security and the prosperity of the nation depend as much on what they contribute through their production as on what they enjoy in consumption. That shift in perspective has enormous consequences for how we understand what has happened in America in recent decades and for what responses we might consider.


	The case for this renewed focus on production was the central argument of The Once and Future Worker, the book I published in 2018 while a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research. The key lines of argument and their implications are woven together in this adaptation from the book’s first part, which foreshadows the approach that American Compass would go on to advance. 


	The Working Hypothesis


	by Oren Cass


	Adapted from The Once and Future Worker (Encounter Books, 2018); a version of this adaptation appeared in the American Interest on October 15, 2018.


	Since the middle of the past century, our political economy has relied upon the insidious metaphor of the “economic pie,” which measures success by the amount of gross domestic product (GDP) available to every American for consumption. When serving a pie, each portion’s size depends on both the size of the dish and the share allocated to each slice. Likewise, the thinking goes, each person’s consumption depends on the size of the overall economy and the share he receives. Fighting over shares is a zero-sum game, but if we concentrate on baking an ever-larger pie, then everyone’s slice can grow. If some slices are too small, pie can be redistributed among the plates. And who doesn’t like pie?


	The phrase economic pie first appeared in the presidential lexicon in 1952, when Harry Truman quoted from a Business Week article that used the term. John F. Kennedy used it when addressing the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. Presidents Lyndon Johnson, Gerald Ford, Ronald Reagan, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama used it, too. The media and think tanks across the political spectrum bandy it about with ease.


	On its own terms, this “economic piety” has delivered. The overall economy has grown enormously: From 1975 to 2015, the nation’s GDP increased threefold. Redistribution has widened the smaller slices: During the same period, spending on programs targeting lower-income households increased fourfold. For Americans of all socioeconomic strata, material living standards, access to technology, and consumer variety all marched steadily higher.


	But the things America thought she wanted have not made her happy. Her troubles are by now well known: decades of stagnant wages, a labor-force exodus, too many unstable families, and crumbling communities. Years before the financial crisis that sparked the Great Recession, a majority of Americans began telling Gallup that they are, “in general, dissatisfied with the way things are going in the United States at this time.”


	Understandably embarrassed by these results, many economists and policymakers now point the finger for these troubles at phenomena like “automation.” But that is no explanation. Technological innovation and automation have always been integral to our economic progress, and in a well-functioning labor market they should produce gains for all types of workers. The economic data these days all point to declining productivity growth, suggesting that progress is “destroying jobs” more slowly than ever.


	Another defense holds that conditions are much better than the data indicate or people perceive. Incomes look better or worse, depending on the measure of inflation. Poverty levels look higher or lower, depending on the accounting for government benefits—for instance, Harvard professor Steven Pinker highlights our progress lifting people above the “consumption poverty line.” And so many people have iPhones! Such observations aren’t persuasive, though, because neither readjusted data nor celebration of gadgetry does anything to improve the reality of deteriorating individual, family, and community health. Claims that overall growth is robust and wages not so bad don’t remedy ongoing social collapse, reverse workforce abandonment, or lessen government dependence—they only underscore the disconnect between conventional economic measures and the quality of life for which those measures are supposed to provide proxies. If policy analysts ask, “Who are you going to believe, me or your lyin’ eyes?” Americans will—rightly—choose the latter.


	In making GDP growth and rising consumption the central objectives of public policy, economic piety represents a truncated and ultimately self-undermining concept of prosperity. Workers have no standing in this view of the economy; neither do their families or communities. Households that see their economic prospects plummet or their livelihoods vanish should ask for a government check and be placated when they get one. Towns that can no longer sustain themselves become places that people should just leave. Politicians will pay lip service to the importance of education and retraining, but they will not hold themselves accountable for such programs actually working. The economic pie’s expansion, regardless of what or who gets left behind, is the goal; maintaining a healthy, inclusive society is a hoped-for by-product, not an end in itself.


	Economic piety acknowledges the existence of economic losers but holds that any losses are exceeded by gains to winners, which means that with careful redistribution, everyone can emerge ahead. But what if people’s ability to produce matters more than how much they can consume? That ability cannot be redistributed. And what if smaller losses for those at the bottom of the economic ladder are much more consequential to them than the larger gains for those already on top? Under those conditions, rising GDP will not necessarily translate into rising prosperity.


	Such considerations have deep implications for society’s longer-term trajectory. Even if gains exceed the costs initially, what happens if the losses undermine stable families, decimate entire communities, foster government dependence, and contribute to skyrocketing substance abuse and suicide rates? What if the next generation, raised in this environment, suffers as well—perhaps reaching adulthood with even lower productive capacity? What if, in the meantime, cheap capital from foreign savings has fueled enormous increases in government and consumer debt, while the industrial policies of foreign governments have left the American economy with fewer opportunities to create well-paying jobs for less-skilled workers? Such costs show up nowhere in GDP—at least initially. Sadly, they appear to have been much more than hypothetical and have proved much costlier than anyone imagined.


	The explanation for why economic piety steered the nation off course, and the road map to recovery, are encapsulated in what I call the Working Hypothesis: that a labor market in which workers can support strong families and communities is the central determinant of long-term prosperity and should be the central focus of public policy.


	Alongside stable political institutions that protect basic freedoms, family and community provide the social structures necessary to a thriving society and a growing economy. Those institutions in turn rely on a foundation of productive work through which people find purpose and satisfaction in providing for themselves and helping others. The durable growth that produces long-term prosperity is the emergent property of a virtuous cycle in which people who are able to support their families and communities improve their own productivity and raise a subsequent generation able to accomplish even more. Conversely, without access to work that can support them, families struggle to remain intact or to form in the first place, and communities cannot help but dissolve; without stable families and communities, economic opportunity vanishes.


	Economic growth and rising material living standards are laudable goals, but they by no means guarantee the health of a labor market that will meet society’s long-term needs. If we pursue growth in ways that erode the labor market’s health, and then redistribute income from the winners to the losers, we can produce impressive-looking economic statistics—for a while. But we will not generate the genuine and sustainable prosperity we want. Growth that consumes its own prerequisites leads inevitably to stagnation.


	This shift in perspective from consumer to producer conjures a vision of two constituencies vying for the same resources, but here the dynamic is more complex. Every individual is both a producer and a consumer, the economy an engine of both production and consumption. An emphasis on the consumption lens has long been a tenet of classical liberalism: “Consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production; and the interest of the producer ought to be attended to, only so far as it may be necessary for promoting that of the consumer,” wrote Adam Smith in The Wealth of Nations. Superficially, at least, consumption seems a sensible focus.


	But only through production does the ability to consume exist. Production without consumption creates options; consumption without production creates dependence and debt. Most of the activities and achievements that give life purpose and meaning are, whether in the economic sphere or not, fundamentally acts of production. Yes, material living standards contribute to prosperity, but accomplishments like fulfilling traditional obligations, building strong personal relationships, succeeding at work, supporting a family, and raising children capable of doing all these things themselves are far more important to life satisfaction. What these things have in common is their productive nature not as boosts to GDP but as ways that people invest effort on behalf of others. Our social norms recognize productive activities as essential to a functioning and prosperous society, and so we award respect, dignity, and gratitude to those who perform them.


	Without work—the quintessential productive activity—self-esteem declines and a sense of helplessness increases; people become depressed. Where fewer men work, fewer marriages form. Unemployment also doubles the risk of divorce, and male joblessness appears the primary culprit. These outcomes likely result from the damage to both economic prospects and individual well-being associated with being out of work, which strain existing marriages and make men less attractive as marriage partners.


	Work is both a nexus of community and a prerequisite for it. Work relationships represent a crucial source of social capital, establishing a base from which people can engage in the broader community. Communities that lack work, by contrast, suffer maladies that degrade social capital and lead to persistent poverty. Crime and addiction increase, their participants in turn becoming ever less employable; investments in housing and communal assets decline; a downward spiral is set in motion.


	The role of family and community in transmitting opportunity to the next generation also depends on work. When parents lose their jobs, their children tend to do worse in school, graduate at lower rates, and have less success as adults. Part of productive activity’s worth derives from the dignity and respect that society confers on self-reliance and productive contributions. In a community where dependency is widespread, illegality a viable career path, and idleness an acceptable lifestyle, the full-time worker begins to look less admirable—and more like a chump.


	Regrettably, neither of the two major political parties has genuinely concerned itself with work for decades. Politicians on all sides talk incessantly about “good jobs,” but the policies they pursue speak louder. What a coincidence that cutting taxes and shrinking government, expanding health care entitlements and fighting climate change, all were supposedly jobs programs as well!


	The economic landscape is pocked with the resulting craters. Starting in the 1960s and 1970s, payroll taxes and workplace rules directly and substantially raised the cost of employing lower-wage workers. Aggressive environmental regulation reduced investment in industrial activity and thus the demand for workers whose advantage lay in relatively more physical work, while the education system’s obsession with college for all left many students ill-prepared to join the labor force. A system of organized labor that once helped broaden prosperity began instead to hoard it for a dwindling membership, at everyone else’s expense. Our immigration system increased the supply of low-wage workers available to employers by millions, while free trade increased the supply by billions—to the advantage of those seeking to use such labor, but not those seeking to provide it. All the while, an ever-expanding safety net provided more benefits to a rising share of the population, reducing work’s economic and social value.


	Looking ahead, forecasts depict coming economic transformations similar in scale and pace to those of the past. Yes, the latest in artificial intelligence and robotics looks impressive. So did electricity, the assembly line, the computer, the robot, and the internet. Headline-grabbing studies that predict doomsday make ludicrous leaps like suggesting that school bus drivers, fashion models, and real estate agents will all disappear. Conversely, careful studies of how forthcoming technologies will interact with humans indicate that opportunities to replace workers are quite rare, while the typical effect will be to augment their capabilities. As many firms are already discovering, a key limitation on the rate of technology adoption is the ability of workers to use it. Robots can be workers’ best friends, if employers find it in their interest to foster the relationship.


	What really underlies pessimism about the American worker’s future is the assumption that we cannot possibly make concessions on any of our other priorities. True enough, if the preferences of the typical urban professional are always the most valid and important, if the maximization of economic efficiency and material consumption is inviolable, if businesses retain the incentive to find the cheapest possible workers anywhere in the world, then the future of the American labor market indeed looks grim. But all this merely begs the question of what our priorities should be. In the past, our society was much less affluent, and yet the typical worker could support a family. How could it be that, as we have grown wealthier as a society, we have lost the ability to make that kind of arrangement work? Or do we just not really want to?


	If work is foundational to our society, then we have a duty to make the changes and trade-offs necessary to support it. If we give workers standing, if we make their productive employment an economic imperative instead of an inconvenience, the labor market can reach a healthy equilibrium. At the very least, we should not dismiss as impossible the renewal of work and family, sustained by a healthy labor market, before we even try. Nor can we dismiss it as too expensive, unless we know the alternative’s real cost. Departing from the market’s default outcome will always appear expensive if the “efficient” default is defined as the overriding social goal. But if some other outcome is better for society, then the efficient outcome is actually the more expensive one.


	Neither economic growth nor economic redistribution will rescue America from its current predicament. If the Working Hypothesis is correct, then we will need to create the social and economic conditions for a robust labor market in which all able Americans can be contributors, achieve self-sufficiency, and support strong families and communities.


	A genuine commitment to that kind of inclusive society requires a willingness to shape institutions to that end, even when doing so is for the benefit of others or when it creates tension with other values. Such concessions are of a different character from the taxes and spending that are often confused for compassion in American politics. “Don’t tell me what you value,” former president Joe Biden liked to say. “Show me your budget and I’ll tell you what you value.” But taxes are easy, and deficit spending is even easier, compared with reordering social priorities—reconsidering whether to tolerate more pollutants in the air we breathe, determining whose children our schools are oriented toward, deciding what constraints our national borders should impose, and, ultimately, defining what we expect of and owe to one another.


	The people needing to accept a departure from some of their preferences if labor market health is to be society’s priority are, generally speaking, the highly skilled, college-educated “winners” of the modern economy, who command the nation’s economic, political, and social heights. Perhaps it should be no surprise, then, that such an agenda has received little attention from anywhere on the conventional political spectrum. 


	Rather than acknowledge the need to change course, many people pleased with the status quo have concluded that typical voters must be either too stupid to recognize how good they have it or else too closed-minded to put aside their provincial fears and embrace the wonderful modern world that has been created for them, without anyone having asked them about the particulars. Others took the dissatisfaction more seriously but attributed it to inadequate implementation of existing approaches.


	One prevalent narrative emphasized “globalization” as both the catalyst for disruption and the axis of political realignment. “The new divide in rich countries is not between left and right,” asserted The Economist, “but between open and closed. . . . Welcome immigrants or keep them out? Open up to foreign trade or protect domestic industries? Embrace cultural change or resist it?” Washington Post columnist Fareed Zakaria, among others, endorsed the same open-versus-closed framing, lauding former British prime minister Tony Blair’s “remarkably prescient” view to this effect.


	As their framing makes clear, those purveying the open/closed dichotomy regard only one of its sides as valid. They elevate the free flow of goods and people as the nonnegotiable underpinning of both economic and social progress. Anyone with other priorities is condemned to the closed camp—closed-minded, even racist.


	Yet how does the open agenda, which has already characterized the past generation of American policy, address the critical challenges facing the nation? It does not. Rather, the standard response is that this openness must be paired with a renewed commitment to helping those left behind, as if only a lack of focus and resources has prevented government programs from transforming people’s prospects. Invariably, the suggested solution is education. Zakaria calls his approach “open and armed,” because it requires “a far more ambitious set of government programs” to equip Americans with “a bristling armory of tools and training.”


	The vision is supposed to be an inspiring one, in which people are lifted upward to greater opportunity. Its real implications are less exalted: If the economy no longer works for the average worker, it is he who needs to transform into something it likes better. If government programs could change human capabilities to match whatever the market might compensate highly, public policy would become rather easy. But the insufficiency of this approach as a response to the nation’s challenges recalls the joke about the economist’s solution to finding himself shipwrecked among boxes of canned goods: “First, assume a can opener.”


	Without education as a deus ex machina, a commitment to openness turns out to mean little more than merging together and doubling down on existing programs of growth and redistribution, offering a veritable buffet of warmed-over policies—all served with a heaping side of self-righteousness. “I’m for globalization and a strong safety net” seems likely to become for the next generation of insulated but determinedly respectable professionals what “I’m socially liberal and fiscally conservative” was for the last.


	So they have sought approaches in which “everybody wins.” This is precisely the premise of economic piety and especially of the “open” agenda—characterized by the priority given to globalization and GDP growth above all other policy goals; the hope that intensive training and education can transform those left behind into those getting ahead; and the backstop of economic redistribution, or even a basic income, if all else fails. That so many Americans feel left behind by this agenda, even as it allows their consumption to rise, is a source of honest confusion.


	The irony is that openers are themselves making just the kinds of choices that they struggle to recognize when made by others. They are happy to accept higher taxes and advocate for expansive government programs if it buys peace and quiet. But they will not contemplate any deviation from the borderless, green, multicultural, college-educated, individualistic, consumption-oriented society they prefer. They regard their willingness to part with money (and thus consumption) to preserve their way of life as benevolent. Yet when the targets of their largesse display a comparable hierarchy of priorities, the openers assume the explanation to be ignorance, or worse.


	A useful question for programs of reform in today’s America is whether the reformer has proposed any concessions whatsoever on behalf of the average American worker. If the only thing on offer is tax dollars, the program is not a serious one. If the path forward is for the workers to change themselves to fit better into the reformer’s preferred society, the program is not a serious one. We now have decades upon decades of overwhelming evidence that neither outright redistribution nor investments in education provide the help promised—to the contrary, massive influxes of resources toward both have coincided precisely with the economic and social declines that have brought the nation to its present predicament.


	Happily, many, perhaps most, prospering Americans really do care about the fate of their fellow citizens and the quality of their society and are prepared to make sacrifices on behalf of others. For them, the time has come to grapple with the real trade-offs that money can no longer obscure.


	____




	Introduction


	This Is What Elite Failure Looks Like


	by Oren Cass


	First published in the New York Times on July 6, 2024.


	I first learned about the opioid crisis three presidential elections ago, in the fall of 2011. I was the domestic policy director for Mitt Romney’s campaign and questions began trickling in from the New Hampshire team: What’s our plan?


	By then, opioids had been fueling the deadliest drug epidemic in American history for years. I am ashamed to say I did not know what they were. Opioids, as in opium? I looked it up online. Pills of some kind. Tell them it’s a priority, and President Obama isn’t working. That year saw nearly 23,000 deaths from opioid overdoses nationwide.


	I was no outlier. America’s political class was in the final stages of self-righteous detachment from the economic and social conditions of the nation it ruled. The infamous bitter clinger and “47 percent” comments by Mr. Obama and Mr. Romney captured the atmosphere well: delivered at private fund-raisers in San Francisco in 2008 and Boca Raton in 2012, evincing disdain for the voters who lived in between. The opioid crisis gained more attention in the years after the election, particularly in 2015, with Anne Case and Angus Deaton’s research on deaths of despair.


	Of course, 2015’s most notable political development was Donald Trump’s presidential campaign launch and subsequent steamrolling of 16 Republican primary opponents committed to party orthodoxy. In the 2016 general election he narrowly defeated the former first lady, senator, and secretary of state Hillary Clinton, who didn’t need her own views of Americans leaked: In public remarks, she gleefully classified half of the voters who supported Mr. Trump as “deplorables,” as her audience laughed and applauded. That year saw more than 42,000 deaths from opioid overdoses.


	In a democratic republic such as the United States, where the people elect leaders to govern on their behalf, the ballot box is the primary check on an unresponsive, incompetent, or corrupt ruling class—or, as Democrats may be learning, a ruling class that insists on a candidate who voters no longer believe can lead. If those in power come to believe they are the only logical options, the people can always prove them wrong. For a frustrated populace, an anti-establishment outsider’s ability to wreak havoc is a feature rather than a bug. The elevation of such a candidate to high office should provoke immediate soul-searching and radical reform among the highly credentialed leaders across government, law, media, business, academia, and so on——collectively, the elites.


	The response to Mr. Trump’s success, unfortunately, has been the opposite. Seeing him elected once, faced with the reality that he may well win again, most elites have doubled down. We have not failed, the thinking goes; we have been failed, by the American people. In some tellings, grievance-filled Americans simply do not appreciate their prosperity. In others they are incapable of informed judgments, leaving them susceptible to demagoguery and foreign manipulation. Or perhaps they are just too racist to care—never mind that polling consistently suggests that most of Mr. Trump’s supporters are women and minorities, or that polling shows he is attracting far greater Black and Hispanic support than prior Republican leaders.


	Mr. Trump is by no means an ideal tribune of the popular will, especially considering his own efforts to defy it after the 2020 presidential election. But the nation, given full opportunity to assess that conduct, seems to have decided it likes him more than ever, at least compared with the alternatives on offer. Somehow the response of elites to that humiliating indictment of their leadership is a redoubled obstinance: Democracy itself is at stake if the election does not go their way, they lecture, even as they pursue plainly anti-democratic strategies. How’s that going? One mid-2024 poll of swing-state voters found that most see “threats to democracy” as an extremely important issue in the coming election, and that they are more likely to believe Mr. Trump can handle the issue well.


	The result is a shockingly irresponsible national game of chicken. Barreling from one side are elites who remain fully committed to their own preferences, to pulling the levers of power for their own benefit and to offering candidates in both parties who would preserve the status quo. Barreling from the other are ordinary people, the majority of Americans, who reject elite preferences but feel unable to assert others, except through the last resort that democracy affords them. Both sides are honking as loudly as they can.


	The people do not pull to the side, nor should they. “The administration of the government, like the office of a trustee, must be conducted for the benefit of those entrusted to one’s care, not of those to whom it is entrusted,” observed Cicero more than 2,000 years ago. Anyone worried about the future of American democracy should be concerned foremost with the elites’ bizarre belief that the road is theirs. This is the root cause of present instability and poses the most serious long-term threat to the Republic.


	The U.S. Constitution is designed to bend without breaking regardless of any one election’s outcome. It has done so before and it will do so again. In words widely attributed to James Madison, “dependence on the people is no doubt the primary control on the government; but experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.” Thus the separation of powers, the checks and balances, the countervailing state and federal power. But no system can save a nation from a ruling class so unresponsive that it would choose to accelerate toward political collapse.


	Taking the majority’s preferences seriously, even when they conflict with the preferences of more sophisticated experts, is often disparaged as populism. But while elected officials and their technocratic advisers may have special insight into how the people’s goals are best achieved, only the people can determine what those goals should be and whether they are being met.


	Opioid deaths are more than a terrible tragedy. They are also a telltale sign of national decay and desperation. Wages for the typical worker have stagnated for decades, and research I conducted at American Compass has found that the typical worker no longer earns enough to provide middle-class security for a family.


	We also found that only around one in five young Americans makes the transition smoothly from high school to college to career, and for young men the figure is lower still. The anti-poverty scholar Scott Winship has shown that for men ages 25 to 29, inflation-adjusted median earnings and compensation were lower in 2020 than they were 50 years earlier. The years leading up to Mr. Trump’s election coincided with the first time on record that Americans ages 18 to 34 were more likely to be living at home with their parents than independently with a significant other.


	Measured in flat-screen televisions owned, health-care treatments received, and calories consumed, Americans have been on an upward trajectory. But while popular media often translates the American dream as being better off than your parents in materialistic terms, polling conducted by American Compass in partnership with YouGov indicates that Americans between 18 and 50 were more than twice as likely to say “earning enough to support a family” is what’s most important. Related, our polling has found that the vast majority of American parents consider “being able to support your family on one parent’s income” to be an important or essential marker of middle-class life. For all the talk of “upward mobility,” more than 90 percent of Americans chose “financial stability” as more important in a 2014 Pew survey.


	Note the contrast with the small cohort of upper-class Americans with college degrees and the highest incomes, who see the American dream more in terms of going as far as their talents and hard work take them than as either supporting a family or even getting married and raising children. They prefer having both parents work full-time and using paid child care full-time, and regard the chance for their children to pursue postsecondary education that would offer “the best possible career options but was far from home” as more desirable than one that would offer “good career options close to home.” All other groups said they preferred the latter.


	The same pattern repeats itself on issue after issue. While policy initiatives so often seek to maximize efficiency and growth, move people to opportunity, and redistribute from the economy’s winners to the losers, the typical American has an attachment to place, a focus on family, a commitment to making things, and would accept economic trade-offs in pursuit of those priorities.


	Public education devotes disproportionate resources to getting students into and through college as compared to the other pathways most ultimately take. But an American Compass survey found that American parents say nearly three to one that the more important task should be to “help students develop the skills and values needed to build decent lives in the communities where they live,” compared with helping students “maximize their academic potential and pursue admission to colleges and universities with the best possible reputations.” Most would prefer to have their children offered three-year apprenticeships that lead to good jobs over full college scholarships.


	Adam Posen, president of the Peterson Institute for International Economics, remarked in 2022 that concern for American manufacturing reflects “the fetish for keeping white males of low education outside the cities in the powerful positions” he believes they have occupied in America. But to most people, it’s just common sense that making things matters.


	Another American Compass poll found that Americans agree by 10 to one that “we need a stronger manufacturing sector,” most often because it “is important to a healthy, growing, innovative economy.” Asked to choose, most say they would much rather pay higher prices to strengthen domestic manufacturing than to combat climate change. Only the upper class was evenly split on this question. Is America a “nation of immigrants”? Perhaps. But while most Americans believe that immigration is a good thing for the country, at no time on record have more than around one-third wanted to increase immigration levels; support for decreasing the level is almost always much stronger.


	The important feature of all these preferences is that they are inherently valid. No set of facts or statistical analyses, to which an expert might have superior access, overrides what people actually value and what trade-offs they would choose to make. Leaders might seek to shape public opinion and alter preferences—indeed, that is part of leading—but they must yield to the outcome. Their obligation is to pursue the community’s priorities, not their own.


	The Democratic Party celebrates worker power but has little appetite for enforcing immigration law, let alone reducing the legal level of low-skill immigration. Its education policy strives to pay off the debts of the college-educated while leaving the broken system that created the debts largely untouched and the majority who do not earn college degrees underserved. President Biden’s agenda features welcome emphasis on domestic manufacturing, but with a counterproductive and distinctly elite approach to a green transition.


	Climate change is a problem worth fighting, but many Americans have been rightly doubtful that the enormous cost of economic transformation is worth the benefits these programs promise. The existing energy sector provides productive blue-collar jobs and a source of inexpensive power. A coherent industrial policy would double down on those advantages; investing hundreds of billions of dollars to jeopardize them may satisfy climate activists, but the trade-off is a poor one for workers and their communities.


	As for the Republican establishment: During the Trump administration, a G.O.P.-controlled Congress made its one major accomplishment a tax cut. Wall Street remains mostly off-limits to criticism, let alone constraint. Representative Patrick McHenry, as chairman of the House Financial Services Committee, obstructed efforts to restrict U.S. investment in China and, in fact, argued for expanding it. Former Vice President Mike Pence’s organization Advancing American Freedom says that making more working-class families eligible to receive the full child tax credit would transform it “into another welfare program.” The party’s anti-Trump faction spent eight years plotting its return to power only to rally behind Nikki Haley, the quintessential vessel for the anti-government, pro-globalization ideology already rejected by the party’s voters.


	The promise—and necessity—of the more populist mode of economic policy gaining momentum in the United States is that it chooses differently on all these fronts. Mr. Trump himself represents that movement imperfectly, and most often just by rejecting the old regime. Like an earthquake triggered by the shifting tectonic plates of American politics, he disrupted a great deal. And in shaking existing structures to their foundations, he exposed and collapsed those that were outdated or poorly constructed. But his manner is not that of a rebuilder.


	Look toward the horizon, though, to the next generation of conservatives poised to lead the post-Trump Republican Party, and the signs of a possible sea change are visible. A cadre of young senators, led by Marco Rubio, JD Vance, Josh Hawley, and Tom Cotton, have released a flood of proposals in the past few years for reshaping global trade and confronting China, rebuilding domestic manufacturing, removing environmental constraints on industrial development, enforcing immigration law and reducing the flow of low-wage workers into the country, discouraging mergers and taxing stock buybacks more aggressively, shifting resources from higher education to noncollege pathways, providing financial support directly to working families instead of through child-care subsidies, and so on. (My organization has worked with all four lawmakers on a variety of proposals.) They have done things like join picket lines with striking workers, push to increase the minimum wage, and demand stronger regulation of railroads. Not coincidentally, Mr. Rubio, Mr. Vance, and Mr. Cotton all received attention as potential running mates for Mr. Trump.


	They have areas of agreement with Democrats that present enormous opportunities for progress—and have already yielded some bipartisan legislation—but the conservative reformers’ positions on immigration, climate, education, and family policies signal a different set of priorities. They also pair this economic agenda with an unapologetic patriotism and more traditional views on hot-button issues such as policing, racial preferences, and transgender athletes.


	Two threads run through this more populist, conservative economics, and they offer the best hope of rebuilding a capitalism that first and foremost serves the prosperity, liberty, and security of the American people. The first thread is creating productive markets, which starts with an acknowledgment that many are anything but. The key to capitalism, as Adam Smith observed with his metaphor of the invisible hand, is that private actors pursuing their own self-interest can behave in ways that advance the public interest as well. But this holds true only if the activities that yield the greatest profit are also ones that yield broad benefits. Smith was quite explicit: For the invisible hand to work, the capitalist must prefer “the support of domestic to that of foreign industry” and “direct that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value,” which would also “give revenue and employment to the greatest number of people of his own country.”


	Those are substantial constraints, which modern economists managed to miss. When larger, easier profits can be achieved by offshoring production to countries that exploit workers or bringing foreign workers who will accept lower wages into the country, corporations will do just that. When the highest compensation goes to Wall Street speculators and the developers of addictive social-media algorithms, the most promising business leaders will pursue those careers. What share of Ivy League graduates bring their talents to vocations that will improve the productivity, and with it the earning potential, of anyone without a college degree, or create booming new businesses in struggling regions? It should be no surprise that the productivity growth necessary for rising wages has slowed and, in manufacturing, turned negative, that the longtime pattern in American economic development of poorer areas catching up with richer ones no longer holds.


	The tragedy, but also the good news, is that these trends are not inevitable. They represent foolish policy choices, which means we can choose differently. Instead of the globalization that cast aside workers like unsold inventory and hollowed out communities, we can structure our trade and industrial policies to ensure the path to profit runs through domestic investment that creates productive jobs throughout the country. Instead of allowing migrants to enter the country illegally and employers to exploit them, we can enforce our laws rigorously and further restrict entry into the labor market’s low end, forcing employers to offer good, highly productive jobs to American workers instead of undercutting them.


	In the financial sector, deregulation, tax and bankruptcy laws, international agreements, and the mismanagement of public pensions have all encouraged the smart money and top talent to gravitate toward manipulating and trading piles of assets rather than building anything. Capital markets that once served to deploy the nation’s accumulated wealth broadly now extract value from enterprises and communities to reaccumulate it in narrow enclaves. The financial sector keeps growing, salaries and profits keep rising, and yet my research has shown that actual investment has been weakening. This is not the capitalism that any coherent economics would celebrate. Some leaders on the right have now joined those on the left in arguing that its excesses must be discouraged, regulated, taxed, and perhaps banned.


	The second thread that runs through this new conservative economics is supporting communities. People rely on the institutions around them, beginning with their families, to form them as productive citizens, to help them build decent lives and to prepare them to raise children of their own. But it is the Americans most in need of supportive communities who are often least likely to have them. The elite conception of support for families tends to be paid leave and child-care subsidies that push toward the career-optimizing and G.D.P.-maximizing arrangement of all parents in the work force. Proper family policy, as a range of Republicans have now proposed, would provide funds directly to working families to help with the cost of raising children and let them arrange their lives as they themselves prefer. Public education, likewise, would focus less on filling the high-school-to-college-to-career pipeline that benefits so few and more on improving the range of pathways that most people travel.


	Another key institution is the labor union. Organized labor can be a vital force for giving workers power in the labor market, representation on the job, and support in the community. Unfortunately, in the United States, the labor movement now often operates as a force for progressive political activism unrelated to the priorities of most workers, which may help explain why nearly three-quarters of potential union members say they would prefer a worker organization that focused only on workplace issues to one that is also engaged in national politics. Some conservatives are making progress by working directly with less partisan unions and proposing alternative forms of representation that might put worker representatives on corporate boards or encourage industrywide bargaining rather than company-by-company fights.


	In 2023, the United States saw 81,000 deaths from opioid overdose. Other forms of drug overdose are climbing faster: Fatal cocaine overdoses rose sixfold in the past decade, to 30,000. Psychostimulant deaths rose tenfold, to 36,000. All told, the rate of drug overdose deaths in the United States is now similar to the average death rate from alcohol use disorders in Russia during the decade after the Soviet Union’s collapse.


	Are American elites capable of seeing beyond their own preferences? Can they admit that what they value is not what’s best for everyone—shoddily constructed rationales notwithstanding? Their moment of decision—the oncoming car—feels like it is fast approaching. The off-ramp is available, but only they can decide to take it.




	Part One


	Principles
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	Chapter One


	The Market


	The breakdown in American capitalism over the past half-century is most apparent in its failure to deliver widespread prosperity for the American people. Success requires more than just rising material living standards: For citizens to flourish, they must have access to good jobs that pay family-supporting wages. For the nation to flourish, its growth and opportunities must be broadly shared. Capitalism is unique in its ability to achieve these results, but no principle of economics guarantees that it will. 


	Conservatives rightly champion the market economy’s unparalleled capacity for innovation and growth. But in recent decades, right-of-center economic thinking devolved into a market fundamentalism that takes “economic freedom” as the end unto itself and considers any public policy aimed at shaping market outcomes to be inherently destructive. This view is the antithesis of conservatism, which recognizes that markets are institutions embedded in societies, that their effectiveness depends upon the cultural context and policy framework within which they operate, and that their value lies in their ability to advance the common good. Preserving our free enterprise system requires acknowledgment of its shortcomings and a commitment to strengthening the supports and constraints necessary to its success.


	The first essay in this chapter, “A New Conservatism,” was my initial attempt in early 2021 to place the new conservative thinking in the broader conservative tradition. Where had the right-of-center gone wrong in its thinking about markets and capitalism, and how could a better understanding of conservative principles and economics help to correct course? The second essay, “What Happened to Capitalism?,” is the foreword to American Compass’s acclaimed Rebuilding American Capitalism handbook, published in the summer of 2023. 


	Here is the fully developed corrective to market fundamentalism’s misunderstanding of capitalism, starting from a proper reading of Adam Smith’s famous “invisible hand.”




	A New Conservatism


	by Oren Cass


	Adapted by permission of Foreign Affairs, March/April 2021. Copyright 2021 by the Council on Foreign Relations, Inc. www.ForeignAffairs.com. First published under the title, “A New Conservatism: Freeing the Right from Free-Market Orthodoxy.” 


	The descent into dogmatism is a time-honored tradition in American politics. What makes conservatism’s present bout peculiar, however, is its lack of any discernible conservatism. The coalition of economic libertarians, social conservatives, and foreign policy hawks that kicked off the Reagan revolution, vanquished stagflation, and won the Cold War is rightfully proud of its accomplishments. But that bargain—whereby each camp took charge of its own portfolio—left wide swaths of public policy in the hands of a small clique of market fundamentalists. They shared few values or intuitions with conservatives, who were themselves consigned to talking about “social issues.” As conservative economic thinking atrophied, libertarian ideas ossified into the market fundamentalism that most commentators today casually call “conservative.” The result has been a political crisis, for conservatism especially and for American government broadly. A right-of-center that is neither conservative nor responsive to people’s problems is incapable of playing its vital role as the outlet for a nation’s conservative impulses and the counterweight to its progressive ones. Nor will it win many elections.


	Now is the moment for conservatives to reassert their claim to the right-of-center. In the United States and in the rest of the world, serious problems created in part by the absence of a robust conservatism require conservative solutions. Progressivism, meanwhile, is increasingly obsessed with identity politics and the bugbears of its overeducated elite. That makes it uniquely vulnerable to competition from an ideological message focused on the worries shared by most Americans, regardless of their race or religion, about the foundations of their families and communities. In politics, the odds usually favor incumbents, but the establishment that is flying conservatism’s banner has lost its vitality and now hunkers down behind crumbling walls, reciting stale pieties that few still believe. The circumstances today suggest that a realignment around a multiethnic, working-class conservatism might just have a chance.


	Establishment Thinking


	The hallmark of conservativism is not, as is often thought, opposition to change or the desire for a return to some earlier time. The misconception that conservatives lack substantive preferences and merely reflect their environments leads to some confusing conclusions—for example, that the conservative of 1750 would oppose American independence but the conservative of 1800 would support it, or that today’s conservative must favor rapid globalization and deregulated financial markets because that has been the recent tradition. What in fact distinguishes conservatives is their attention to the role that institutions and norms play in people’s lives and in the process of governing. “When the foundations of society are threatened,” wrote the political theorist Samuel Huntington, “the conservative ideology reminds men of the necessity of some institutions and the desirability of the existing ones.”


	Edmund Burke, the father of modern conservatism, provided a quintessential illustration of this dynamic. Although he was a member of the British House of Commons, Burke supported the American Revolution in 1776 on the grounds that the United Kingdom, through its overbearing administration and arbitrary taxation, had irrevocably breached its relationship with the Colonies. He thought the Americans could better continue in their tradition of self-government if they freed themselves from King George III’s rule. Yet a decade later, Burke reacted with horror to the French Revolution, in which he saw a radical mob tearing away the guardrails and buttresses on which society depended. In both assessments, of course, he was proved entirely correct: the United States became a flourishing democracy, and France descended into chaos.
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