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More praise for In the Arena


“With America’s free society being strangled by progressives and bureaucrats at home and America’s leadership assaulted by Islamists and globalists abroad, Pete Hegseth lays out a citizen-led road map for rejecting decline and forging another American century.”


—Mark Levin, nationally syndicated radio host and #1 New York Times bestselling author of Plunder and Deceit


“Pete Hegseth has written an impassioned, wide-ranging book that is a rallying cry for engaged patriots to get in the arena, where we belong.”


—Rich Lowry, editor of National Review


“Pete Hegseth just can’t seem to stop serving his country. He has defended America and then served its defenders. And now, in this extraordinary book, he shows how civic rhetoric, properly understood, can help recover civic spirit. This intellectual case for active patriotism could hardly be more timely.”


—Yuval Levin, editor of National Affairs


“Pete Hegseth has written a contemporary update to Theodore Roosevelt’s iconic ‘man in the arena’ speech, one that makes for insightful and important reading.”


—Ambassador John Bolton, former U.S. Ambassador to the UN


“In the Arena is a timely reminder of citizenship’s call to defend the American experiment. Pete Hegseth reminds us we’re each capable of the enduring commitment to advance freedom, whether through military service or by pursuing the American dream here at home.”


—Senator Tom Cotton (R-AK), Iraq and Afghanistan veteran


“Pete Hegseth tells the hard truths about what America needs, at home and overseas, to make the 21st century an American century. A must-read for patriots who want to fight for a free and strong America.”


—Kimberly Guilfoyle, FOX News co-host of The Five and author of Making the Case


“Be careful picking up this book, because it will motivate you to take action. This book grabs you by the shirt collar. Pete Hegseth makes an impassioned and informed case for a tough-minded foreign policy as only he can. Pete already went to war for us—read In the Arena and find out why.”


—S. E. Cupp, CNN commentator and author of Losing Our Religion: The Liberal Media’s Attack on Christianity


“In this engaging, well-written book, drawing on the courageous virtues Teddy Roosevelt championed a century ago, Hegseth exhorts America to renew herself. It is a challenge . . . and an inspiration.”


—Andrew C. McCarthy, National Review contributing editor and New York Times bestselling author of The Grand Jihad


“Every page, clear and concise, forces the reader to pause and to think: What sort of America do we want, and how do we get there? A smart, combat-proven soldier with a resounding message, Pete Hegseth is a modern-day Teddy Roosevelt. He writes with verve.”


—Bing West, bestselling author of One Million Steps: A Marine Platoon at War


“America needs this book now more than ever. Pete Hegseth brilliantly resurrects one of the finest speeches in history and illustrates how a great republic is maintained through citizenry, family, honesty, and patriotism.”


—Robert J. O’Neill, SEAL Team Six


“Pete Hegseth has written a book that’s at once informative and inspiring, educational and captivating. His hero Teddy Roosevelt would have enjoyed it. So will you.”


—William Kristol, editor of The Weekly Standard


“This book gives voice to our generation’s fight and makes a convincing case for applying the lessons we learned—strength, resolve, and leadership, among the many—to a continued world of dangerous threats. If you love America, and are concerned about our future, you should read this book.”


—Congressman Adam Kinzinger (R-IL), Iraq and Afghanistan veteran


“Pete Hegseth, who was among those who bravely risked their lives for our beloved nation in Iraq and Afghanistan, has given us a fine book explaining what it means to be “in the arena” and why it is critical for all of us to stand up and speak out for limited government and fidelity to the Constitution and the fundamental freedoms it protects.”


—Robert P. George, author of Conscience and Its Enemies


“A wake-up call from an American patriot, soldier, and father that our nation’s greatness depends on each one of us getting into the fight.”


—Buck Sexton, TheBlaze radio and television host and former CIA officer


“Hegseth breaks down the poignant truths of an iconic American hero. This is a must-read for anybody who desires to know what America really stands for and the underlying principles that make our country great.”


—Congressman Duncan Hunter (R-CA), Iraq and Afghanistan veteran






Thank you for downloading this Threshold Editions eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Threshold Editions and Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: Images]





For my three sons, Gunner, Boone, & Rex: May you fear God, love America, and serve both unapologetically.





AN INVITATION
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The Man in the Arena


Like every soldier of every generation, I have a few Army-issue green duffle bags that travel with me everywhere—from my home state of Minnesota to Guantanamo Bay, from the sands of Iraq and Afghanistan to the sinkhole of American politics, Washington, D.C. Always stuffed inside one of those duffle bags is a piece of plain white copy paper encased in a durable black plastic frame. Inside is a quote, printed in plain font. The words, known by many, come from a speech delivered in 1910 by former president Teddy Roosevelt at a famous university in Paris, France. Following a yearlong African safari—an intentional hiatus from American politics—Roosevelt was at the height of his postpresidential popularity when he gave the speech. He titled it “Citizenship in a Republic,” and it contained the quote in my plastic frame:


It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.


Teddy Roosevelt’s words—commonly known as “The Man in the Arena”—challenge me every day when I wake up and every night when I lay my head down, every time I succeed and every time I fail.


Am I striving valiantly?


Is my face marred by dust and sweat and blood?


Am I spending myself in a worthy cause?


Am I daring greatly?


Am I in the arena?


In June 2004, with America at war, I found myself stepping off a plane in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. The first thing that struck me about “Gitmo” was the signature dry heat of the Cuban coast—followed by an authentic sense of purpose. Guarding detainees at Guantanamo Bay, while not combat in Iraq or Afghanistan, was a controversial and highly scrutinized mission, a legal-limbo-land that housed some of the world’s most dangerous Islamic militants. I was proud to be there. We’d be there for eleven months, a long eleven months, mostly confronting early mornings, late nights, monotony, menial tasks—and banana rats, the freakishly large rodents that roam Gitmo. The arena is a dirty place, always is.


Squinting in the midday sun, my infantry platoon—hailing from the New Jersey Army National Guard—descended the long stairway from the plane, saluted a general at the bottom, and shuffled into an Air Force hangar. After falling into quick formation, we dropped our duffle bags with a simultaneous thud. For at least a minute, it was silent, and I stood behind my thirty-four men, absorbing the new surroundings. I had no idea what to expect—and did my best to hide a nervous energy. During that silence I remember looking down at my two extremely full green duffle bags and noticing the corner of that black frame sticking out from one of them. I took a deep breath.


What I didn’t realize at the time was the direct connection Teddy Roosevelt’s words inside that black frame had to the reason I was standing on American soil on the island of Cuba. I knew that Guantanamo Bay was leased from the Cuban government for two thousand dollars a year, and that the communist government under Fidel Castro had refused to cash the checks since the Cuban Revolution ended in 1959. But my knowledge stopped there, as revealed by the first line of my journal entry from that day—“nothing but a desert by the sea”; the observation of an infantryman more consumed with finding the new chow hall than mulling the significance of an international flash point.


Following victory in the Spanish-American War, Guantanamo Bay became sovereign United States soil when President Teddy Roosevelt signed the Cuban-American Treaty of Relations in 1903. The treaty outlined seven U.S.-dictated terms for the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Cuba—the seventh of which allowed for the lease of Cuban land to the United States for “naval stations.” Soon thereafter, Naval Station Guantanamo Bay was born—seventy-one square miles of American soil and sea on the island of Cuba.


Those who deem the post-9/11 detention facility at Guantanamo Bay controversial would view the 1898 war that gave birth to its existence as equally controversial. The Spanish-American War was brief, but consequential. Following the mystifying sinking of the U.S. battleship Maine off the coast of Havana, calls from hawkish Democrats and anti-Spanish journalists—“Remember the Maine!”—led America to war. Isolationists (dubbed “anti-imperialists” then) decried the war, and the U.S. military was ill-prepared for tough combat in the hot climate (sound familiar?).


But thanks to the ineptitude of the Spaniards, and some good fortune for the Americans, Cuban independence was quickly secured—and along with it, American regional dominance. Lasting less than four months and costing three thousand American lives (2,500 from disease), the “splendid little war” reshuffled the global chessboard. A younger, confident, and increasingly powerful America asserted itself against an experienced Spanish foe—effectively ending the Spanish Empire in the Caribbean.


On one of Cuba’s rolling hills—located just forty miles from where my green duffle bag landed in Guantanamo Bay—the trajectory of the free world was changed forever. On San Juan Hill, a decisive battle was won and a future president forged. Charging up a gradual hillside in the sweltering July heat of 1898, Colonel Teddy Roosevelt and his volunteer “Rough Riders” were met with withering Spanish gunfire. While unheralded Buffalo Soldiers bore the brunt of the fight and a new technology—the Gatling machine gun—substantially aided the Americans, all accounts of the battle place Colonel Roosevelt at the front of the charge up San Juan Hill. It was a daring maneuver that earned Teddy Roosevelt the Medal of Honor and catapulted him into the American consciousness.


Standing atop San Juan Hill with his Rough Riders—an iconic photo in American history—Teddy Roosevelt became a national figure. He returned home a war hero, an emblem of American guts, swagger, and strength. He was elected governor of New York as a Republican the following year, elected vice president in 1900 (coining the phrase “speak softly and carry a big stick”), and, following the assassination of recently reelected William McKinley, he assumed the presidency on September 14, 1901. Three years later he would earn the presidency in his own right, winning the popular vote decisively. Upon leaving the presidency and choosing his presidential successor, Teddy embarked on a yearlong African safari—physically distancing himself from domestic politics. He was America’s international celebrity, her rugged exemplar.


On his way home from Africa in 1910, Teddy Roosevelt toured Europe, greeting adoring crowds from city to city. In many ways the myth was as large as the man. Everyone wanted to meet the American cowboy, the Rough Rider. Does he really carry a big stick? they wondered. He personified the confidence of the young American nation as it entered the twentieth century, and Europe took notice. One of his final stops before heading home to record-breaking crowds in New York City was at the leading university in Paris. It was there, at the Grand Amphitheatre at the Sorbonne, that he delivered “Citizenship in a Republic.”


Which brings me back me to the words inside that black frame in my green duffle bag. Words that have forged my life’s path, and words that chart the course for America’s reinvigoration. Words that invited me to enter the arena, and words that still challenge:


Am I striving valiantly?


Is my face marred by dust and sweat and blood?


Am I spending myself in a worthy cause?


Am I daring greatly?


Am I in the arena?


Are you? Our fragile and imperiled American experiment asks.





INTRODUCTION
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The Strong Man Stumbles


It’s important to note that Roosevelt gave his “Citizenship in a Republic” speech in France not as president of the United States, not as an elected official, not as a candidate, and not as a soldier. Roosevelt instead spoke as a citizen who had seen the greatest heights of his republic. Through the crucible of war, and after a meteoric political career, 1910 was an “in-between time” for Teddy Roosevelt. He was two years removed from the end of his two Republican terms in the Oval Office and his failed effort to return to the White House under the banner of the Progressive (or “Bull Moose”) Party in 1912 still lay two years ahead. Positioned between his Republican presidency and Progressive candidacy, and following a year on African safari disconnected from civilization, the speech was mostly free of partisan patronage. Roosevelt spoke with a clear and detached mind, doing his rhetorical best to both confront the worst manifestations of developed societies while elevating the timeless, if inconvenient, principles needed to cultivate the “good citizens” and “good patriots” of Great Republics.


In his opening words, Roosevelt presented himself to the audience as a humble representative from a rugged “new world,” while also paying homage to the ancient academic institution he was addressing. “This [Sorbonne] was the most famous university of medieval Europe at a time when no one dreamed that there was a New World to discover,” said Roosevelt. Yet it is clear Roosevelt was eager to use his pulpit at the Sorbonne—also known as the University of Paris—to suggest that Americans might have something to teach the French about republics and citizenship. When Roosevelt took the stage to speak, the American republic was 134 years old, while France’s “Third Republic” was just 40 years young.


As Americans, we often take for granted the stability of our republic, but the famous Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville originally called us a “great experiment.” In our minds, we rarely contemplate the alternatives; of course the American republic has lasted since 1776. Of course we won a revolutionary war against the world’s preeminent empire. Of course we have always survived challenges—divisions over self-rule, slavery, the brutal Civil War, the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor, the civil rights era, Vietnam, and terror on 9/11. We tell this to ourselves even as so many other democratic “experiments”—even “great republics” like France—have slowly crumbled under the weight of human nature, hubris, and history.


At the time Roosevelt spoke, France’s efforts at republican government had twice before fallen into chaos—replaced for long periods by the return of absolute rule by monarchs and emperors. The Third French Republic to which Roosevelt spoke would also eventually come to an end—under the jackboot of Hitler’s Nazi invasion in 1940. As Roosevelt reminded his audience, republican governance has never been inevitable, and what makes freedom—and America—truly exceptional is the willingness of each generation to actively perpetuate it.


Most Americans remember only the famous “man in the arena” quote from the speech—a quote worth knowing, memorizing, and jamming into your duffle bag of life. But the entire speech has prophetic resonance that should serve as a wake-up call—and blueprint for action—for America today. Roosevelt’s 1910 speech serves as the frame for this book.


But this book is not about Teddy Roosevelt. These pages do not seek to defend or litigate Roosevelt’s life, policies, political philosophy, or historical significance. Dozens of historians have done that work before me. I also have no illusions regarding Roosevelt’s reputation among my fellow conservatives. Glenn Beck summarized their sentiment a few years ago, saying, “Are you a Theodore Roosevelt Republican? Because if you are, may history forget that you were my countryman.” Others say worse. While I proudly count Roosevelt as my fellow countryman, I recognize his unfortunate political metamorphosis. I entered this project, and submit it to you now, with eyes wide open about Teddy Roosevelt the man, the leader, and the president—especially regarding the negative manifestations of his legacy. These include his leftward lurch from Republican reformer to founder of the Progressive Party, laying the groundwork for the modern administrative and regulatory state, an extraconstitutional view of executive power, and the active redistribution of wealth by the state. Roosevelt’s 1912 third-party candidacy also gave the world the misfortune of Woodrow Wilson’s two terms as president. To say that Roosevelt failed “while daring greatly,” on many occasions and in many ways, is an understatement.


That said, this book is not about the life, times, and policies of Teddy Roosevelt. Instead, the namesake of this book—In the Arena—centers on a 140-word quote that personally propels my life, and ultimately an 8,750-word speech that, if heeded, could powerfully propel America into a new century. I don’t agree with every word or assertion of the speech—and neither will you—but America desperately needs to hear the exhortation it contains.


•  •  •


America at the dawn of the twentieth century was a nation just starting to feel its oats. Nobody embodied that spirit more than Theodore Roosevelt. If getting off to a good start is important, then Roosevelt was responsible—more than any other man—for making his century an “American Century.” Nestled between a decade of mass immigration and economic depression in the 1890s and a world war that would reshape the globe in 1914, the first decade of the twentieth century and, more important, the man who led it shot America into the pole position.


Roosevelt’s political ideology and governing philosophy are both pragmatic and principled, utterly defying neat categorization. Those who look for the historical Teddy will find many shades: Roosevelt the “law-and-order” New York Police Commissioner. Roosevelt the Cowboy. Roosevelt the Big-Government Progressive. Roosevelt the Conservative. Roosevelt the Imperialist. Roosevelt the Compromiser. Roosevelt the Agitator. Roosevelt the Republican Reformer. Colonel Roosevelt the Warrior. Roosevelt the Peacemaker. A man who seemed to welcome the prospect of armed conflict and sought the crucible of the battlefield himself, he was also awarded a Nobel Prize—for peace. On the domestic front, Roosevelt—a New York silver spoon aristocrat—pushed a “Square Deal” that took aim at cronyism and entrenched interests in an effort to make sure the little guy got a fair shake. He was an American, many shades over.


Despite the apparent contradictions, however, three attributes best define Teddy Roosevelt the man, the leader, and the politician—and those same three elements dominate his speech at the Sorbonne. These three elements brought him from a sickly and frail childhood in upper-crust Manhattan to the heat of battle on San Juan Hill, and from the devastation of losing his wife and mother on the very same day in 1884 to the halls of the White House seventeen years later. Three core characteristics and beliefs—American citizenship, strength, and action—put Teddy Roosevelt on Mount Rushmore next to Washington, Lincoln, and Jefferson.


History is deceptive in the certainty it delivers, but the twentieth century was never destined to be an American century—it could have been, just as likely, another British century or a new French, Russian, or German century. Instead, largely on the back of the American ethos Roosevelt established, America dominated the twentieth century. His words from that moment in time—1910, at the grandest of academic stages in France—serve as a historical compass for how America today can continue to follow his lead and make the twenty-first century another American century. Across the mighty Atlantic Ocean and overlooking a brave new century, Roosevelt’s guiding principles—citizenship, strength, and action—echo through every word of his speech: Be good. Be strong. Get in the Arena. His words, and those principles, are needed in America today more than ever.


The question is, will we heed his words? Will we elevate duties over rights? Will we perpetuate good citizenship? Will we recapture the rugged and virile spirit that built America? Will we raise our children plentifully and unapologetically? Will we perpetuate real “equality of opportunity”? Will we overcome the cynics and critics? Will America commit to winning the wars we must fight? Will we produce “good patriots” or rudderless citizens of the world? The fate of America—and the free world—ultimately hangs on those questions, and this one: will our citizens, whose shoulders upon which great republics rise and fall, get back in the arena?


As Teddy says in the speech,


A democratic republic such as ours—an effort to realize [in] its full sense government by, of, and for the people—represents the most gigantic of all possible social experiments, the one fraught with great responsibilities alike for good and evil. The success of republics like yours and like ours means the glory, and our failure the despair, of mankind; and for you and for us the question of the quality of the individual citizen is supreme.


This republic is ours—yours and mine—if we can keep it.


Through this speech, it is as if citizen Teddy Roosevelt—achievements, warts, and all—is reaching through the annals of history, grabbing each American citizen by the shirt collar, and growling: Wake up! Remember! Don’t apologize! Have courage! Work hard! Rub some dirt on it! Be patriotic! Be industrious! Be . . . American!


His call to action is the call of this book. My own humble journey—which in no way compares to Roosevelt’s—thus far validates his recipe for the revitalization of our nation’s greatness. Our task now is to convince all Americans to get out of a defensive crouch and into the arena.


•  •  •


But what is the arena? While we each make unique contributions—driven by talents, passions, and circumstances—there is no my arena, his arena, her arena, or your arena. There is only the arena. This book, as with Teddy’s speech, is not a “you do you!” argument; it is the exact opposite. The arena is not a grab bag of personal priorities; nor is it a physical location, or specific vocation. Instead, the arena—locally or globally, large or small—represents the principled and selfless pursuit, advancement, and defense of the American experiment; a cause larger than any of us, gifted to all of us at America’s founding, and enshrined in the Declaration of Independence and Constitution. The principles and perpetuation of human freedom, limited self-government, rule of law, God-given rights, equal opportunity, and free enterprise were entrusted to us by average citizens of their day, and how we fight in the arena—and how many of us fight—matters as much today as it did in 1776 and 1910.


For me, the arena has included tours in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Guantanamo Bay. It has included cultural clashes on Ivy League campuses, firefights in Iraq, political confrontations on Capitol Hill, and media battles on FOX News and MSNBC. It has also included plenty of failures, through every twist and turn of life. For you, the arena could look much different—but no less important. The arena for you could be starting or running a small (or large!) business, local civic action, perpetuating patriotic observances, supporting a principled candidate, leading a Boy Scout troop, coaching youth football, or volunteering at your church. Your contribution to the arena could be your day job, or it could be the cause, business, civic organization, or campaign you incubate in your free time. In an American civil society built by rugged individuals with shared values, we will all have different talents, interests, and passions—all of which lead us down different paths, toward different pursuits, and to different levels of involvement. But all of those paths lead to only one American arena. You are either in it, or you are watching others shape it.


Of course, entering and affecting the arena is easier said than done. It was not easy in 1910 and is not easy today. Modern America and her citizens face a mountain of obstacles to our collective experiment in individual human freedom and flourishing: a massive, sprawling, and impenetrable federal bureaucracy; broken public institutions and status quo politics; declining American virtues and fractured families; the conflation of amoral and uncontroversial causes with existential civic action; a corrupt, crony, and arrogant so-called elite political and business class; smaller paychecks, huge debts, and higher costs; opportunity inequality and social immobility; demographic challenges and diminished national identity; sprawling international institutions and shrinking American sovereignty; weakened military readiness and new, dangerous, and asymmetric Islamist threats. America’s educational, government, and civic institutions have been manipulated—in nearly every way—by a postmodern cultural seduction that has made our government exponentially larger and our citizens emasculatingly smaller.


It’s enough to make you want to throw up your hands, pull all our troops home, declare a thirty-hour workweek, and just become an inconsequential European welfare state already!


That is, like clockwork, the way great civilizations and republics have trended throughout human history; they go through seasons—from infancy to growth to peak and eventually to decline, slowly or quickly. Many speculate that America, as well as the Western civilization we lead, has reached its peak and is on the slow decline. In fact, when surveyed, an overwhelming number of Americans today believe America is in decline. Unarguably, America is certainly older, more entrenched, and more institutionalized than the younger version Teddy Roosevelt inhabited. In 1910, Secretary of the Navy Roosevelt could resign, recruit a band of cowboys and college students (the “Rough Riders”), train them for a few weeks in Texas, and deploy to fight America’s enemies. He could even receive official decorations for it. More rules, more regulations, and more scrutiny make something like that nearly impossible today, not just in the Defense Department, but across America’s governmental and economic landscape. Red tape, regulations, and risk aversion have a tendency to add up. What is young always ages; it’s a fact of life and history.


In this case, the weight of history is both the largest impediment to the twenty-first century being an American century and the reason we must make it one. The most likely scenario for our country is the inevitable decline that has met every great power in human history, including the French Republic Teddy Roosevelt addressed. Many great powers have risen, but all have fallen—followed by their influence and ideas. Even the most robust and principled actions may not be enough to prevent an unfortunate decline of America. But, here again, history comes knocking—because those who live in the real world (not the world we wish we had) and recognize human nature (not modern “social constructs”) understand a simple truth:


History is not over. It is never over.


History is also not inevitable. With all of its cruel twists and tragedies, villains and violence, human history and the imperfect humans who make it barrel forward without a predetermined moral compass. While political freedom and free markets seem like the norm to us today, less than 1 percent of human beings who have ever walked planet earth have ever lived free. Most have been subjects or slaves or subordinate to their family, clan, religion, or economic station in life. Most never conceived of voting for their leader, let alone voting fairly. And while freedom has increased in the West since our founders threw off the chains of tyranny from Great Britain, it has increased precisely because America was strong, principled, and increasingly assertive. With America on the scene, as imperfect as we may be, freedom has a champion.


But what if America weren’t the strongest? What if we could not lead—morally, economically, politically, or militarily? If not America, who would it be? At the time of Teddy Roosevelt’s speech, the United Kingdom was still the West’s dominant power. Then, exhausted after two world wars, our British friends took a knee and handed us the keys to the free world, a leadership role that we embraced. But what if America, intentionally or unintentionally, took a knee today? What if we didn’t lead? What if—saddled by mountains of debt, sprawling bureaucracies, and entitled citizens—we were not capable of leading? The free world doesn’t have a deep bench; in fact, we have no bench. As we are witnessing right now, a world without America in the lead is a world fundamentally adrift, thrust back into the uncertain high seas of history. As we are witnessing today, the real world is unforgiving—and history is unfinished.


In order for the twenty-first century to be an American century, our citizens, institutions, and leaders must find ways to overcome the challenges of our time. We can neither shrink from addressing the democratic, demographic, and deadly serious problems of our time nor find ourselves locked into never-ending political knife fights. If the twenty-first century is not unambiguously an American century, then it will not be a free century. Political freedom can be marginalized, free markets gamed, and free speech snuffed out. Whether it’s morally vacuous globalists, the ascendant, ambitious, and aggressive Chinese civilization, or an unholy mix of Islamists—the enemies of real human freedom are powerful, and they are swarming. America is the last best hope for the free world; and if we don’t prevent her decline now, then we are failing to prevent the decline of the entire free world—at least what’s left of it.


Is Teddy Roosevelt grabbing your shirt collar yet?


At home, we need Roosevelt’s “good citizens.” The virtues that make America the free world’s guarantor, and the military might that underwrites that guarantee, are right, good, and true—and worth fighting for. Those virtues start at home, and are in short supply in today’s America. Familiar refrains—from the ideological Left, the fractured Right, and a “war weary” nation—do not sufficiently answer the challenges of the twenty-first century. A renewed and informed formulation of what makes America special, and therefore exceptional, is needed to fortify the defense of our fragile freedoms and reawaken the spirit of American citizenship and leadership.


In order to advocate for both our highest virtues at home and fortify a skeptical public toward an assertive posture in the world, we need to get out from underneath well-worn cultural wars and address a deeper and more insidious civic shortfall: an American public, as Teddy put it, that is “far more conscious of its rights rather than of its duties and blind to its own shortcomings.” Ultimately, great republics rise—and fall—on the backs of ordinary citizens; it’s an empowering, yet harrowing, truth. Moreover, the tireless pursuit of equal opportunity, economic freedom, and civic-mindedness ought be the passion of those seeking to empower all Americans, defending and perpetuating a tiny American Dream that drives the massive engine of prosperity and power.


Being a great nation first requires forging “good citizens”—a reeducation America must undertake. The word reeducation is used intentionally, to denote both the bottom-up swell and the top-down intentionality with which such a task must be undertaken. Too many Americans, young and old, don’t understand what makes America special and, as such, are easily swayed by cheap, seductive, and failed formulations of governance, economics, and human nature.


Abroad, we desperately need Roosevelt’s “good patriots.” Following fifteen years of difficult combat operations since 9/11, the advancement of American values and interests abroad faces a multitude of internal obstacles that Teddy knew well. First is the “foolish cosmopolitan” who sees nothing exceptional about America, and instead believes international institutions and “mutual understanding” will unleash perpetual peace. This is the modern Left’s “Coexist” crowd, personified by Barack Obama’s “blame America first” foreign policy approach. Second, on the other end of the ideological spectrum, are isolationists (dubbed “anti-imperialists” by Roosevelt and rebranded as “restraint” advocates today) who seek to neuter America’s “will and the power,” believing that American intervention is unnecessary and unhelpful—espousing the belief that restraining American action minimizes overseas threats. The third obstacle is outright “citizens of the world” whose “international feeling swamps . . . national feeling.” Our campuses and media are filled with such sentiment, undercutting commitment to American values. Instead, as Roosevelt noted forcefully in the speech, our citizenry must be “good patriots” before we hope to constructively engage the world.


My experience in Iraq and Afghanistan, like that of millions more Americans on other battlefields, supports Roosevelt’s assertions. Conventional wisdom holds that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were a fiasco; no doubt mistakes were made and outcomes murky. However, especially in Iraq, great triumphs were also achieved and hard-won lessons learned—if not in the White House or on Capitol Hill. I will argue, forcefully, that in light of the world we live in today, the Iraq War teaches us more about what to do than what not to do. My take on the wars in Afghanistan and Libya, by contrast, are different. The 9/11 generation looks at the world with eyes wide open, knowing, in Roosevelt’s words, “there is no effort without error and shortcoming.” And like Colonel Roosevelt standing atop San Juan Hill, we have learned that only American resolve—not unilateral retreat or shortsighted restraint—can ensure the twenty-first century is free and prosperous.


I was a college student when the attacks of 9/11 occurred, an event that will forever shape the trajectory of my life. I was a soldier in Samarra, Iraq, the day a different type of 9/11-scale attack occurred: the bombing of the Samarra Golden Mosque, which sent Iraq spiraling downward in a cycle of bloody sectarian violence. I remember hearing the explosion in Samarra that morning and quickly realizing that the war—and the world—would soon change. The Golden Mosque attack, like 9/11, was perpetrated by elements of Al Qaeda. As I experienced on the ground, the 2007 troop surge and change of U.S. strategy in Iraq was the effective application of American power needed to forge a good outcome for Americans and Iraqis, whereas the precipitous withdrawal of U.S. troops, and abandonment of strategic gains, was not. The lessons of that effort—as well as the benefit of hindsight—demonstrate that an engaged, aggressive, and strong America is more effective than a timid and apologetic America that “leads from behind.” Both the nexus of the Islamic State, and our ongoing fight against them, tragically tell the same story.


•  •  •


Reviving American exceptionalism—which includes understanding why America is exceptional—will require building a principled but pragmatic movement focused on the restoration of American citizenship and opportunity at home and leadership in a dangerous, disorderly, and ideologically volatile world abroad. For some of us, this is not an entirely new challenge. Since 9/11, a small few—so many of whom did so much more than me—have resolutely fought vicious enemies in distant lands, dutifully fighting controversial wars while America grew “weary,” self-interested politicians phoned in solutions to mounting problems, and critics sniped from the sidelines. In doing so—with the support of Americans in the arena at home—warriors of our generation dared greatly and found solutions that, as Teddy Roosevelt said, “can in practice be realized.” Like Teddy in 1910—a man who earned both a Medal of Honor and a Nobel Peace Prize—we meet the world as it is (not as we wish it was) and fight to make it better.


But we look out at America today and realize that, tragically, the spirit of Teddy Roosevelt’s speech has been snuffed out. At home we teach our kids to be environmental evangelists but not economically self-sufficient. We give our kids a fifth-place trophy but not the tough love of failure that breeds development, improvement, and ultimately earned success. We put our kids in bike helmets and pink ribbons but we don’t gird them for the hellish threats of systemic Islamic intolerance and female subjugation. We teach them to be unbendingly tolerant, without teaching them that America is the world’s ultimate melting pot—where race, class, and gender ought have no bearing on your ability to succeed as a “citizen of the republic.” We teach them that war is hell but not that injustice and subjugation are far worse. We are a “coexist culture,” taught to tolerate the militant dogma of blind multiculturalism while marginalizing the timeless, unique, and color-blind values America was built on. A popular postmodern bumper sticker reads, Think globally, act locally. Reviving Teddy Roosevelt will require an American citizenry that not only rips off that sticker, but replaces it with one Teddy would proudly approve of: Think locally, act globally.


The ethos of Teddy Roosevelt in 1910 provides a blueprint for fortifying the spirit of 1776 in 2016—thinking locally, but acting globally in the twenty-first century. The thrust of this book is unabashedly conservative, but only in the sense that it reinforces the principles of America’s founding and the citizenship espoused by Roosevelt. Otherwise, my argument intentionally attempts to avoid modern litmus tests because America needs a clear lens through which to view entrenched and stale political characterizations, lest we doom ourselves to status quo gridlock and inevitable decline. We need to transcend the old formulations of political allegiance—and special interests on both the left and right—in order to save our great republic. With America and the Constitution as our lodestar, we need a restorative revolt against a stale political class in Washington, D.C., that has empowered itself while simultaneously running modern America into the ground.


The arena is not about Republicans and Democrats. And it’s not about Teddy Roosevelt. It’s about America.


This book calls every generation to be Teddy Roosevelt’s modern “men in the arena”—tireless and unafraid to meet the challenges of a new century at home and abroad. We are called to know the “great enthusiasms, the great devotions” that come with “daring greatly” for a “worthy cause,” and for America to be restored we must all—some of us again—lace up our boots and fight. Ask yourself this question: If not me, then who? If not freedom-loving and engaged citizens, then who will fight for the America our founders entrusted to us? It’s not going to be your neighbor, who watches Netflix reruns every night and spends the weekend “slaying” dragons on World of Warcraft. If we wait for others to enter the arena for us, then America’s fate is sealed. The fate of great republics is directly tied to the goodness of their citizens, and together we must be the “good citizens” and “good patriots” that Roosevelt describes. And when we fight, we need to fight to win—no matter what. We could ultimately fail in the protection and preservation of our American experiment, but at least it would be for the same worthy cause Teddy Roosevelt articulated a century ago.


•  •  •


I used to say, frequently, that I fought so that my kids won’t have to. It was an honest statement, a hopeful one. We all want to slay the real dragons of our time so our kids can live freely, prosperously, and peacefully. But I no longer say that, and neither should you. It is a comfy platitude with no grounding in reality. Not because the soil my generation spilled blood on in Iraq was eventually lost to an even more vicious Islamic State enemy, but because, on a much larger scale, if we believe it, we deceive ourselves—and the next generation. We must confront the big challenges and threats of our time, for the sake of our kids and the world they will inherit.


I didn’t fight so my kids won’t have to. I fought knowing that my three sons, and your sons, daughters, grandsons, and granddaughters, will have to fight for freedom as well. Teddy Roosevelt fought on San Juan Hill and his three sons served in World War I—with his youngest, Quentin, killed in combat over German skies. I can’t imagine what it would be like for any of my three sons—Gunner, Boone, or Rex—to give their life for this country. I hope they never have to, but I also hope—if it ever came to that—they would be willing to serve, fight, and die for something greater than themselves. Our republic requires such men (and women).


As we fight for the American way of life, we don’t do so angrily, blindly, or arrogantly. As we fight, we learn—and we adapt. We learn with clear eyes about the world we live in, not the world we wished we lived in; at the same time, to borrow a sentiment popularized by Robert F. Kennedy, we don’t merely see things as they are and ask, “Why?” We dream things that never were and ask, “Why not?” We are not unconstrained utopians, but we must be aspirational and hopeful. We view America—her promise and her role—through an intellectually honest lens, but also refuse to cede to mindless, moral equivalency. We see her flaws, but we choose to dwell on her virtues and the limitless potential of her citizens. We are grateful to live in the greatest country in the world. We learn the hard lessons of our battlefields, but choose to resolutely overcome them—militarily and politically—in pursuit of outcomes that advance our security and American interests. We are not cogs in an American empire, but instead engaged citizens in the ongoing American experiment. And we do it all with a grateful spirit and humble hearts, reminded of our fallen nature and utter humanity.


This invitation to enter the arena comes from someone with failures and flaws galore. I have failed—professionally and personally—at every turn of my life; saved only by the redemptive grace of Jesus Christ. I have failed my God, my family, and my organizations in private, in public, and in trying ways. If you’re looking for the perfect person to carry the day, or the perfect moment to get off the couch—neither is coming. Our founding fathers understood this. Men are not angels; we are all fallen, and our system of government must reflect this reality. Every human being is capable of wonderful goodness, but also utter wickedness; and if we were each judged by our lowest moments in life, we’d all be destined for the gates of hell. These flaws, and the other complications and excuses of life, will always give us a reason not to act, not to fight, and not to enter the arena. They represent our inner resistance—they make cowards of even the strongest among us. Overcoming our own failures, temptations, weaknesses, and excuses requires both being humble about them, and owning them (it’s my fault, not yours!).


Otherwise, the excuses—personal, professional, or circumstantial—never end and we never act. And, with our country in peril and the world in chaos, our inaction is action. One of those moments for me was July 13, 2005. I had just returned from my deployment to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and was back to my day job in New York City. I was seated at my crammed desk space on the thirty-eighth floor of the investment firm Bear Stearns in midtown Manhattan, drinking my morning coffee and reading the Wall Street Journal. My three computer screens were on, but my head was scanning the newspaper headlines instead. It was just like any other morning, until my eyes froze on a blurb in the “What’s News” section. The passage read: “A suicide bomber attacked a crowd of children gathered near U.S. troops passing out candy in a Shiite area of Baghdad, killing 27 people, including 18 children and a soldier.” I read the sentence over and over. And then read further. Twelve of the dead were kids younger than thirteen years old, and the soldier was a twenty-four-year-old American from rural Georgia. As the day progressed, images of escalating violence in Iraq dominated the news coverage on the television above my desk. As a low-level equity capital markets analyst, I was paid good money to be analyzing initial public offerings—but I could not get my mind out of Iraq.


That was the day I decided to try to volunteer to deploy to Iraq. I immediately jumped on my email, contacting anyone I knew on active duty who was headed there. I had very few connections but used the few that I had. As fortune would have it, one of the men I emailed was my former platoon trainer from the Infantry Officer Basic Course at Fort Benning; he was now a company commander in the storied Rakkasans brigade of the 101st Airborne Division and needed a new Second Platoon leader. He told me, in a near-immediate email response, that if I could navigate the Army bureaucracy and get there within eight weeks, he would like to have me. We both knew it was a long shot, but he got approval through his chain of command, and I through mine. After much paperwork and with only a few days to spare, my packet was stalled somewhere in the Pentagon labyrinth. Against the advice of many, I refused to wait—and called in a favor from the only general I knew, a man I had met only once. He unclogged the approval process, and the transfer was done. The day my deployment orders were cut, I received a phone call on my Bear Stearns landline from a blocked number; it was a full-bird colonel in the personnel department of the Pentagon. He said, “Your orders to join the 101st for their tour in Iraq have been cut. I don’t know who you think you are, or how you made this happen—but don’t fuck this up, Lieutenant.” I apologized and thanked him, both of which are better than asking for permission. Less than two months later—having joined the unit at Fort Campbell and conducted final training in Kuwait—I was leading an infantry platoon in Baghdad, Iraq.


That day at Bear Stearns, I cut out that paragraph from the Wall Street Journal, laminated it, and have carried it ever since. I carried it with me every day in Iraq, next to Teddy Roosevelt’s quote. And I still carry it with me today in my wallet. It reminds me of the stakes of our fight against Islamism, but it also reminds me that—no matter the obstacles—there is always a way into the arena. Don’t make excuses. Don’t allow people to tell you that it can’t happen. There is always an exception, always a path, always a way to navigate the labyrinth of life.


Barriers to entering the arena not only lie within but also come from others. Entering the arena also means being maliciously attacked, professionally and personally. In Iraq, we knew every patrol, convoy, or mission could quickly turn violent or bloody. Our enemy attacked from the shadows, usually melting away into the civilian population and rarely fighting us toe-to-toe. Islamic insurgents hoped their attacks would deter us from continuing the fight, mentally testing us day after day. The calculation, if not the medium, is much the same at home. Personal attacks come in an entirely different form than combat, but the perpetrators seek the same insidious mental impact. They want you to quit, and whether online or in person, critics snipe from the sidelines—flagrantly and falsely impugning your motives, character, and family. Most hide behind their computers, bravely taking to their Twitter and Facebook accounts to take below-the-belt shots from the cheap seats. But others will confront you—either by shouting or whispering—in intensely personal ways.


I first experienced baseless personal attacks when, just months after returning from a combat tour in Iraq and mere weeks after starting to advocate for the Iraq surge, the left-wing website Daily Kos published a highly publicized article about me titled “Phonied-Up Republican Soldier.” The article attacked my military service, the personal appearance of my (ex-) wife, and even accused me of breaking the law. I had not attacked them and I certainly wasn’t well-known. The article was unprovoked, completely uninformed, and devoid of any factual substance—a complete smear and hit job. Others like it would follow. The organized and ideological Left saw me as a threat and tried to hit me early and often. They attacked then, and still attack today. I know they, and others, will never stop. But when attacked in the media or in person, I always remember two things: First, nobody is physically shooting at me—so it can always be worse (until the new domestic threat of the Islamic State, of course). And, second, they are attacking because they perceive a threat—which means we’re on the right track. Being attacked isn’t fun, nor is it easy—especially the first few times; but pushing through the resistance is critical to being in the arena.


The critics will be ferocious, shameless, and many, but, as Teddy Roosevelt so powerfully articulated in his speech, “it is not the critic who counts,” it is those actually still in the arena—spending their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honors for a worthy cause. Every American citizen must find his or her hill—literal or metaphorical—inside the arena. They must hold it, defend it, fight for it, and then seek to take other hills. With each passing day and generation, it becomes even more important that, as free people, we win—lest we doom ourselves, as Ronald Reagan famously said, to “spend[ing] our sunset years telling our children and our children’s children what it was once like in the United States where men were free.”


My kids will be taught to be freedom fighters, in one capacity or another. Maybe they’ll carry a rifle, and I hope they do. But they may also carry the balance sheet of a capitalist, the notepad of a patriotic journalist, or the clipboard of a freedom activist. No matter what they carry, they will carry with them the weight of history—the weight of American responsibility. They will be taught to seek the arena.


If you believe America’s best days are behind us, this book is not for you. But if you believe in the America our founders bequeathed to us, and are looking for inspiration to fight for it, then I hope you’ll turn the page. This book is for American citizens and freedom lovers—right or left, white or black, male or female, rich or poor, straight or gay, old or young—who believe the next century can be, and ought be, an American century. Teddy Roosevelt stood at the beginning of a new century and boldly charged ahead. His unique speech—which I physically carried into battle and back home again—provided America’s guiding star then, as it does today. The principles, warnings, and exhortations from his speech provide modern-day Americans with a timeless lens through which to examine the current state of affairs in America, the perils of our current course, and hope for the future of our country and the free world.


History is not over.


Pick up your green duffle bag, with that black frame inside, and get in the arena.





PART I
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The Good Citizen | Roosevelt’s Speech and Our Republic






ONE
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Hold Your Own: The Virtues and Duties of Citizenship


With you here, and with us in my own home, in the long run, success or failure will be conditioned upon the way in which the average man, the average woman, does his or her duty, first in the ordinary, everyday affairs of life, and next in those great occasional crises which call for heroic virtues. The average citizen must be a good citizen if our republics are to succeed. The stream will not permanently rise higher than the main source; and the main source of national power and national greatness is found in the average citizenship of the nation.


Self-restraint, self-mastery, common sense, the power of accepting individual responsibility and yet of acting in conjunction with others, courage and resolution—these are the qualities which mark a masterful people. Without them no people can control itself, or save itself from being controlled from the outside.


—TEDDY ROOSEVELT, 1910


Confidence in the face of risk.


—DEFINITION OF MANLINESS, HARVEY MANSFIELD, PROFESSOR OF GOVERNMENT, HARVARD UNIVERSITY


The photograph online struck me. The Islamic State fighter—with a long beard, military camouflage, and Rambo-style ammunition belts across his chest—stands atop an American-made Humvee, clutching a Quran in one hand and an AK-47 rifle in the other. It’s high noon and the vehicle is parked in the middle of a busy street. Throngs of civilians surround him. He is gesturing forcefully, his eyes determined, and the crowd is hanging on his every word. Hours earlier, he and fellow fighters had captured the small Syrian city from regime forces. It was a fierce fight, but another victory for the Islamic State. With God on his side and the wind at his back, he is a conquering warrior. He is a soldier of Allah. He does not want a job, or a city council seat; he wants an Islamic caliphate. He is fighting for something greater than himself. He is fighting for his god. He is alive, but willing to die. He is a man, and he is in an arena. The wrong arena, but an arena nonetheless.


The photograph struck me because I recognize that fighter, even though I’ve never met him. I am drawn to him, because I relate to him. I deplore what he stands for, what he does, and how he does it. He is a soldier of hate, subjugation, and sheer evil. But I understand his passions. Like many other veterans and freedom advocates—who also despise every other aspect of Islamists—I relate more with the passions of that fighter than I do selfish, lazy, and disengaged so-called United States citizens. Apathetic, self-indulgent, and coddled Americans often feel to me like aliens from another planet who lucked out and landed in America. Many Americans know nothing of where freedom comes from, don’t appreciate how special it is, and refuse to do their part to advance it. They are not men or women in an arena; they are masters of their parents’ basement, heroes of an alternate video game universe, or perpetual victims of a cruel world. They fight for nothing. They are not alive, and see nothing worth dying for. They are not men, and while they may occupy space in America, they are not in any arena—even though they live in the greatest country in human history.


I was first drawn to Teddy Roosevelt and his historic speech exclusively by the “man in the arena” quote. Especially following the September 11, 2001, attacks, the quote—in that black frame and eventually in my green duffle bag—spoke to my deepest desires and instincts for action. Hearing the story of San Juan Hill and Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders drew me even closer to the quote. More than anything else, whether on the battlefield or in the public square, I wanted to be the man in the quote. I wanted a “face marred by dust and sweat and blood.” I wanted to be one who “strives valiantly” and “knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions.” I believed in America and stood for broad conservative principles, but was—initially—drawn to the sheer action, the sheer relevance, of the arena. Young men and women are drawn to action and causes. Causes are intoxicating; they give your life purpose and meaning. It’s why young people around the world are usually the ones protesting, chanting, “raising awareness,” or waving signs; it’s why some join violent street gangs, and others join the Islamic State. Had I been born elsewhere, either of those could have been me.
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