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Where We Are and
Where We’re Going
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This book is about where we are, where we’re going, and what we should do about it.


As one who had been capsized by the Republican tide of 1994 and could no longer claim the authority bestowed by an election, I was hoping that a great chorus of voices would rise up to say what seemed to me so clear: “Of course the middle class, and most of America for that matter, has been unhappy with the direction this country was taking, but the new conservative Republican agenda won’t solve our problems. It is a New Harshness that will make them worse, while stirring our meanest instincts and trampling upon our best impulses. It will hurt people, deny us opportunities, and damage America.”


The chorus, however, has been slow to assemble. Probably because of that and because I had been in the middle of our political activities for a while, I began to receive invitations to speak and write on the subject. As I thought about these problems, I was reminded that the soul of this miraculous country has developed in two phases: the first, 150 years during which our staunch individualism was reflected in our laissez-faire government, and the second, the last six decades during which we created a modern America by learning to use our common resources more intelligently. My life and that second stage have overlapped almost exactly, and that, I think, has given me a special perspective on what is happening around us now.


With what seems a sudden spasm, America has been shoved onto a new political course that heads us backward toward our nation’s first century, while the new crew yells to us, “That’s where we’ll find the future!”


Actually, the change wasn’t so sudden. Over the last two decades, our middle class—the people not rich enough to be worry-free but not poor enough to be on welfare—has been growing increasingly restive. The American Dream seemed to be fading. Global competition, the new demands of rapidly exploding technology, the weakness of labor unions, and an internationally mobile American entrepreneurship were destroying our easy assumption that every generation of Americans would do better than the one before it. America was no longer the unchallenged economic colossus it had been for a quarter of a century after World War II. Good jobs with steadily rising wages were becoming more elusive. It was harder to raise a family securely than it had been for my generation in the 1950s and 1960s . . . and nearly impossible to do it on one average income.


In the 1990s, we’ve watched a new syndrome develop: an economy that is very good for investors but punishing to our workers with moderate or low skills.


At the same time that the economic future has grown bleaker for these workers, the culture around us has deteriorated. Drug use has created a new madness, especially among the poorest Americans jammed into ghettos without decent housing, schoolrooms, hospital beds, or jobs. Across the country hundreds of urban neighborhoods are now breeding places for a grotesque cluster of social pathologies—addiction; crime; constant, explosive violence; broken families; generations on welfare—an immense human tragedy. The economic impact of this social catastrophe has been vivid as well, and it’s been all too easy for some politicians and commentators to exploit the notion that the middle class is paying much of that bill. Cynics, pandering to our basest instincts, have recently gone further and prodded this already anxious and embittered part of our people to turn their anger against the most vulnerable among us—welfare mothers, immigrants, people who look like the kind of people who live in ghettos—castigating them as the authors of their own misery and ours.


Altogether, a good portion of the $30,000-a-year factory workers and others caught up in the downsizing adjustments to a new, fiercely competitive economy have grown contemptuous and suspicious of their leaders and their government, regarding them as irrelevant or even destructive. Millions of us apparently see government as uniformly wasteful and inefficient, catering to the unworthy while disrespecting honest hardworking Americans.


By 1994, the accumulated aggravations of twenty years, and disenchantment with liberal Democratic policy in that period, erupted in an outpouring of dissatisfied and irate voters demanding that Democrats be replaced. Voters clearly knew whom they wanted to get rid of but not so clearly what they wanted the replacements to do. On Election Day in 1994, most voters didn’t have the slightest idea of the provisions of the Republicans’ so-called Contract with America. That notwithstanding, the victors seized the day and since then have seized the headlines with a conservative Republican agenda in both houses fashioned after the Contract’s key provisions. Parts of it seem incontestably useful, like procedural reforms and the line-item veto (which the Republicans subsequently and cynically abandoned). But in large part it was designed by distilling the bitterest juices from the people’s anger, bottling them as legislation, and then offering it all back as a magic elixir. The result is a concoction that does not deal adequately with either our social or our economic problems.


The Contract espouses a new political philosophy that ignores many of the nation’s real needs and real potential, makes negativism an operating principle, and celebrates punishment as the instrument for restoring civility. This New Harshness is a philosophy that takes pleasure in “tough-minded” phrases like “There’s no such thing as a free lunch”—and can even justify a certain hard-nosed pride in proposing no lunch at all for some people.


You can hear the New Harshness around us everywhere. A leading Republican senator claims that the social safety net woven during the New Deal and the Great Society has become a “hammock”—thus artfully fostering the image of lazy poor folk lolling about while the rest of America sweats. One wonders if the senator or any of us would really trade places with a typical safety-net beneficiary holding on to that “hammock” for dear life: an elderly woman recovering from a stroke and having some of her medical bills covered by Medicare; an assembly-line worker laid off by downsizing at the factory where he and his dad before him had worked their entire lives; a young mother being sheltered in a home for battered women; a disabled worker receiving Supplemental Security Income (SSI) benefits.


You can see the New Harshness when the Speaker of the House attacks President Clinton as “the enemy of normal Americans”; describes the White House staff as “left-wing elitists”; accuses Democrats of promoting “nihilistic hedonism”; links Woody Allen’s personal life and Susan Smith’s killing of her two children to policies of the Democratic party; or proclaims that “Crime is not a hard problem. We simply lock up violent criminals until they’re too old to be violent. That means fewer welfare workers and more police officers and prosecutors and prisons.” Speaker Gingrich seems to have devoted his career to remedying the defect he attributed to his party in a 1978 speech: “One of the great problems in the Republican party is that we don’t encourage you to be nasty.”


The seeds of the New Harshness are broadcast over the airwaves by a talk-show host who tells his listeners to “kill the sons of bitches”—federal law enforcement agents—with “head shots.” Given a chance to retract his remarks in the wake of the bombing of federal offices in Oklahoma City, he merely modified them, suggesting shots to the groin.


Those who speak for the New Harshness rely on crude but effective demagoguery—emotionally laden buzzwords, tried and tested in focus groups. The Republican playbook distributed to GOP candidates before the 1994 elections advised them to identify themselves with “optimistic, positive” words that tested well with samples of voters—words like “liberty,” “hard work,” “dream,” “tough,” “opportunity”—and to associate their opponents with words known to generate negative responses, like “bureaucracy,” “welfare,” “taxes,” “waste,” and “anti-family.”


The problems we face are real. The people’s concerns must be addressed. But the apostles of the New Harshness who play so effectively on voters’ economic and cultural insecurities do not have the answers we need. When they shift from propaganda to policy their proposals are inadequate and in some cases demonstrably harmful. For the most part, they seek to evade the nation’s problems rather than to solve them.


The Republican agenda is not a plan for building a future as much as it is a plan for finding fault. It does not provide the education, infrastructure, research, health care, and international leadership needed to strengthen our economy. Instead, it reduces assistance in all those areas and relies on the discredited magic of supply-side economic theories. It is a politics of shibboleths that will weaken us by fragmentation. It is a plan that offers us catharsis but not a cure.


Outrage is easy, cheap, and oversold. The nation needs less anger and more thoughtful reflection, less shouting and more listening, less dissembling and more honesty. This book tries to look closely at our common problems and proposes a different way of approaching them—together.


In analyzing the issues, we need to remember there is a place for ideology, but it is not first place. First place goes to good sense, no matter what political badge it happens to be wearing at the moment. Sometimes that’s common sense . . . other times it may mean uncommon sense. We need to get beyond the beguiling simplistics and sound bites, blow away the blue smoke, take down the political mirrors, and be willing to accept the truth when we find it. For example, some of the solutions will have to inconvenience some Americans, including us: sometimes comforting the afflicted does require afflicting the comfortable.


And most of all, to deal effectively with our problems we must understand, accept, and apply one fundamental, indispensable proposition. Without this proposition, nothing else we do will be enough; with it, we can perform real wonders. It is the ancient truth that drove primitive people together to ward off their enemies and wild beasts, to find food and shelter, to raise their children in safety, and eventually to raise up a civilization. Now, in this ever more complex world, we need to accept and apply this basic truth: that we’re all in this together, like a family, interconnected and interdependent, and that we cannot afford to revert to a world of “us against them,” whether the divide is economic, racial, regional, or philosophical. It is the one great idea that is indispensable to realizing our full potential as a people.


By contrast, in their lust for individualism, the apostles of the New Harshness tempt us with isolation, insularity, and indifference to our opportunities in the wider world and our obligations to one another.


Some of them do it with great glibness and style. The Speaker of the House does it with a flourish, a grin, a cascade of antique historical references that go back four hundred years, and semantic clouds of cyberspace, gigabytes, and nineteen-character passwords for the Internet. But despite all his self-conscious futurism, what he’s really offering us is a vision that in many ways would drag us backward to the darkest alleyways of America’s first century and egg us on until we agree to dump there in the shadows the weakest parts of our nation, pretending that this triage will somehow make the rest of us stronger.


We’ve tried that already. It’s the way we lived for our first 150 years, for our primitive period when rugged individualism meant dog eat dog unless some private charity provided shelter. When blacks were traded like cattle, women and children were allowed to work for pennies, and men could labor all day, every day for a lifetime and still be poor. When there was no public education or public health care, no workers’ compensation or unemployment insurance, no security at the end of life.


America’s newest political forces would take us backward, closer to that brutal ethos we first rejected sixty years ago. We should go forward instead, upward together toward the light. And we can be certain of one thing: the way up is through integration and not disintegration, through synergism not cynicism, through inclusion not exclusion. We must work to build a new sense of community, recognizing that we will achieve our greatest potential as a society not by leaving people by the side of the trail but by moving as many of our people as possible into a new era of productivity and progress—including the struggling workers and the so-called underclass we have come so close to abandoning altogether.


•  •  •


Although some things remain obscure to me after more than two decades in public life, other things are clearer. One is that because the judgments of the electorate control the democratic process, progress depends on the electorate making wiser judgments. The best hope for our democracy lies, as Al Smith observed, in more democracy: the people themselves are the answer.


And that, I hope, is what will make this book useful. If you accept the conventional wisdom, the average voter in America is unabashedly apathetic and misinformed. We all know the old story about the pollster who asked one voter: “Do you believe this country is being hurt by ignorance and apathy?” To which the voter responded: “I don’t know, and I don’t care.”


I don’t believe that’s where the people are. In my experience, most people want to understand the issues. It’s just that the political guides who take it upon themselves to explain things too often have a personal stake in oversimplification and distortion. It’s as if you were genuinely interested in learning about automobiles but had only car salesmen to describe the pros and cons of different models. You would be better off with some independent knowledge of cars before stepping inside that showroom, and prospective voters would best serve themselves by acquiring some perspective on the issues before paying too much heed to politicians on the campaign trail.


A British economist once explained that “the purpose of studying economics is not to understand economics; rather it is to avoid being deceived by economists.” If this book achieves nothing else, I hope it helps a few voters avoid being deceived by all the different roosters crowing for supremacy in the barnyard of American politics.


There are no magic cures, no simple answers, no road to Utopia. In fact, many of today’s hard choices were made necessary by yesterday’s attempts at easy answers. But if we examine the facts and guard against irrelevance and distortion, we can make real progress, so that ten and twenty and fifty years from now, our country will be even stronger, more united, more prosperous, and more just than it is today. This book is intended to help move us vigorously and securely in that direction by describing the kinds of attitudes and actions we need to move forward instead of backward.


And it occurs to me that it may even be unique in at least one respect. It just may be the only book in print on America’s social and political situation that neither quotes, cites, nor purports to paraphrase Alexis de Tocqueville. It will from time to time, however, tip its hat to Momma.


This spring, after a long illness that led her away from us gradually over several years, my family and I lost the extraordinary heart and soul that was my mother. Frankly, I have always felt her immortality was assured—not only theologically, but because she lives on in so many of us who knew her as a permanent spring of earthy, earthly, tough, tart, implacable, astonishing wisdom.


An uneducated immigrant woman who never felt comfortable with English, who grew up on a remote farm in Italy without electricity or running water, she was the truest sounding board I ever found, whether the issue was the discipline of one of her grandchildren or the direction of grand public policy. If, in my stumbling Italian, I couldn’t explain a decision to Momma, it was probably a bad idea. And she always cut to the heart of the matter: “How come you’re governor, but everybody still has to wait two hours for a driver’s license?”


Like my father, Andrea, Immaculata Cuomo didn’t spend much time imparting abstract lessons of the world, but, through the simple example of her life—her absolute devotion to family and her sharply unsentimental struggle to make a place for us in America—she taught us all perhaps the most important lesson: that what is right is usually also what is necessary; that in helping one another we almost always help ourselves.


In the end, this book is simply a tribute to her good sense—and to all that she proved was possible in America.
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The Dream Deferred
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In today’s sour atmosphere, it’s easy to forget how extraordinary this country is, but we remain by many measures the greatest nation in history.


From the Bill of Rights onward we have been an international beacon of basic human freedoms and liberties, advocating the belief that all people should have equal rights, and while we have often fallen short of that ideal, we have been impelled continually toward it. We are still the freest society on earth, and share the benefits of the biggest, broadest, most robust and durable democracy ever created, an inspirational example that has helped bring down totalitarianism and communism around the world.


Our visions of equality, liberty, and justice, expressed in the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of Rights, and the Preamble to the Constitution, greatly influence the structure of our political system and the course of our conduct. They are like a dream that we consciously strive to make real. As historian James Truslow Adams put it sixty-four years ago:


The American Dream . . . has not been a dream of merely material plenty, though that has doubtless counted heavily. It has been much more than that. It has been a dream of being able to grow to fullest development as man and woman, unhampered by the barriers which had slowly been erected in older civilizations, unrepressed by social orders which had developed for the benefit of classes rather than for the simple human being of any and every class. And that dream has been realized more fully in actual life here than anywhere else, though very imperfectly. . . .


In our second century as a nation, we began to learn to pool our resources, through government, to cushion ourselves against the unavoidable perils of the free market. With unemployment insurance, workers’ compensation, Social Security, fair labor standards, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), Medicare, and Medicaid, we improved our living standards and working conditions, provided services that benefit and strengthen us, and protected and nurtured our most vulnerable members. In doing so, we amplified our potential for greatness.


And despite its ups and downs, our economy has helped generate tremendous wealth for individuals—we lead the world in millionaires and billionaires—and it has produced a decent standard of living for millions, the children of seekers, many of whom came from parts of the world where they had little reason to hope for anything but lifelong deprivation.


Then why are we so unhappy?


The truth is, we are struggling with several kinds of disappointment. After decades of rising expectations, we are disillusioned by our current economic prospects. The American Dream has grown elusive. Despite a reasonably strong economy, low or moderately skilled workers are being laid off or left behind. We are also frustrated by America’s inability to reverse social crises we once imagined we could erase altogether. Our social programs have improved things but not enough. And perhaps most of all, we are irritated by the inability of political leaders of both major parties to help us out of these predicaments.


Most of that irritation recently, however, has been directed against the Democrats, and not entirely without cause. Although Democrats from Franklin D. Roosevelt on could properly claim that they helped millions realize the aspirations of the American Dream, some of our excesses and omissions have contributed to the nation’s current disenchantment.


To some extent, the errors of the Democrats have been “too much of a good thing”—good ideas and beneficent instincts carried a little too far.


I say that lovingly as a lifelong Democrat who found the faith much the same way I became a Catholic—baptized, before I was old enough to question it—by the deep current of Democratic loyalty that ran through our old working-class immigrant neighborhood. I have kept the faith all these years because the party has always offered a brand of aspiration I found impossible to resist, a sense that we could make ourselves better, as individuals and as a society, and that there was more to life than waging the war for maximum personal luxury.


But that high-mindedness is where the trouble started.


Idealism has its own vices, and our party, at one time or another, has indulged in most of them, from simple self-righteousness and rigid dogmatism to a willful refusal to face facts. Knowing how badly the poor, the elderly, the disadvantaged needed us, and feeling a little too sure we and they were on God’s side of every issue, we slighted the steady middle-class gal who “brung us to the dance.” In striving to help all those least able to help themselves—the victims of discrimination and oppression, those without power or property—we have too often neglected the concerns of the “working stiff,” blue-, pink-, or white-collar, of every skin color, who labors hard and lives modestly—the Andrea and Immaculata Cuomos everywhere. And perhaps most important, we have failed to show both the poor and those in the middle how much all our interests coincide. We should have found more compelling ways to explain how, when we invest in things like public education, good nutrition, drug abuse prevention, pollution control, medical research, or even midnight basketball, we all benefit, whether or not the programs serve us directly.


In those instances where interests collide, the flash points where those who have a little feel threatened by those who have less, we Democrats have not worked hard enough at finding ways to harmonize the competing interests. All too often we have let the political process respond to the loudest scream. At the same time, we have appeared sometimes to be squeamish about punishment of any kind. Even as we advocated the wisdom and efficiency of dealing with root causes and struggled to make our justice system fairer and more humane, we should have been clearer in recognizing the indispensability of deterrence through law enforcement and vigorous sentencing. While correctly recognizing the social and economic conditions that provide fertile ground for the weeds of crime and other social pathologies, we have too often given the impression that we sought to “understand” rather than condemn antisocial and criminal behavior.


And we should have made clearer our commitment to basic values like the dignity of hard work, responsibility for the children you bring into this world and the parents who brought you, respect for family and reverence for country.


Understanding all the good things that government has achieved in our lifetimes, Democrats have not been aggressive enough in guarding against its failures. If a government program was born from good intentions, we have tended to defend it against criticism or reform, even if the evidence suggested plainly the program was not working as it should. Beyond the obvious fact that preserving ineffective programs helps no one, the truth is that by being advocates for government activism without being zealots for government efficiency, we left the door wide open for Republicans to cite any and every imperfect program as proof that government can’t do anything right—and shouldn’t even try.


It seems to me that we’ve been making these mistakes for at least the last two decades. In my first political speech, addressing the New Democratic Coalition in 1974, I said:


This is the real challenge for our party . . . to serve the poor without crushing the middle class. And while doing this . . . to make clear to the middle class that it isn’t our intention to crush them.


It can be done . . . if we have the humility and decency to remember that all the angels seldom stand on one side of a particular issue. And that in the subtle conflict situations, not every resistance to what seems a good idea is bigotry, and not every new liberal idea is infallible.


If we can have the restraint not to torment the middle class with arrogant and insensitive rhetoric, nor to patronize the poor with artificial and academic sociological propositions to which they themselves attach no real value. . . . It can be done. More importantly, it must be done, and it must be done by us. Because the alternative is not only to lose the election, but to leave these dangerous problems to the callousness of a Republican party that thrives on polarizing people, that exploits fear and hate. A Republican party that will seduce the middle class by pandering to its worst instincts in these dangerous situations and then, with the heavy hammer forged out of the coalition of rich and middle class, will beat the poor into even greater submission.


None of these errors has been true of all Democrats, but enough of us have been guilty of these omissions often enough that our party has paid the price in lost respect and loyalty. Now—as some of us anticipated twenty years ago—the Republicans and conservatives together have seized the day, sowing a harsh new crop of politics in the deep soil of our disappointments and disillusionments.


Having admitted the mistakes of the past, however, we should also keep in mind our successes, not only as Democrats but as Americans as well. At times like this, when we are so prone to be skeptical about our government and so tempted to doubt whether our efforts to reason and work together can yield positive change, it helps to have a good memory. Just in my lifetime, the progress we have achieved—and grown accustomed to—more than justifies a faith in our ability to work collectively to move ahead to a higher plane of civility and strength.


I remember an America when women were still getting used to the idea that they could vote; when a man who hit his wife was a lout but within his rights; when most women had at best only three careers open to them besides motherhood: secretary, teacher, or nurse. Today, the women’s vote is a factor in many political races—and women candidates are players in many more; domestic violence is acknowledged as both a crime and a crisis; and our law schools and medical schools are enrolling women in record numbers.


I remember an America before civil rights laws, when bigotry was casual, ruthless, and legitimized by countless laws and many of our most prestigious institutions; when Marian Anderson wasn’t allowed to sing at Constitution Hall because she was black; when no black players were allowed in the major leagues—and Jackie Robinson faced boos and worse every time he strode to the plate. We have a long way to go before we wash ourselves clean of the stain of racial prejudice, but at least we have come to know it when we see it, to call it by its right name, and to make laws to prevent it. Americans of color make up a disproportionately large percentage of our disadvantaged population, but in increasing numbers they are rising to the highest ranks in practically every hierarchy of talent in America, and with the doors these pioneers have broken open, the momentum is building for greater change.


My parents lived in an America before Social Security, before food stamps, before Medicare—where a widow on the block would simply go hungry if my parents didn’t feed her with scraps from their small grocery store. An America in which children would sometimes stay home from school because they couldn’t go barefoot and there wasn’t the money for a pair of shoes. An America in which, less than three decades ago, Bobby Kennedy brought us face-to-face with what Michael Harrington had termed “The Other America,” the one that included “children in the Delta area of Mississippi with distended stomachs, whose faces [were] covered with sores from starvation.” An America most of us find hard to imagine now.


I remember an America where a man could come home from a factory missing three fingers and the best compensation he could hope for was a basket of fruit from the company at Christmas; where factories towered over residential neighborhoods and nobody asked what was coming out of the smokestack; where raw sewage was the only kind there was.


All these dismal things belong to history now—to the early period before we decided it was good to come together to help one another—and all of them were rooted out by the sharp spade of our democratic government. To say that the New Deal, the Great Society, and all the other progressive initiatives of federal and state government in the last sixty years have failed to make us perfect would be accurate. To say they failed to improve upon the wretched social catastrophes created by the 150 years of macho individualism that preceded them would be foolish indeed.


We are, however, still a young nation, vigorous yet imperfect. We’re like a sixteen-year-old boy with big muscles, a natural swing, and a great career ahead of us—but we’ve mistaken a hot streak at the plate for a guarantee of playing winning ball season after season.


If we want to stay at the top in a league that’s getting tougher all the time, we have a lot of work to do. And as any coach will tell you, you can’t get better until you know what you’re doing wrong.


We have to look back a bit to find that out.


I have lived through the entire era since the great change came in the 1930s. I stepped into the hopeful years after high school just at the moment that America was dusting herself off from World War II—the last “good” war we ever fought. The fact that the Good Guys came so close to losing only made victory sweeter in the end.


After our triumph, we knew who we were: a tough, bright, just, bighearted people who could beat up anyone on the block but didn’t want to; we wanted to build a great nation instead. We knew where we were going and we couldn’t be stopped.


But that’s not what the economists predicted. They told us, “Congratulations, you won World War II. Now think back to what happened right before the war. Remember a black ditch called the Great Depression that was a dozen years deep? When you get all those GIs shipped home, they’ll find the defense industry shut down, markets overseas destroyed, our women back in the kitchens, and our economy back in a rut. There’ll be bread lines and massive unemployment all over again.” We proved the economists wrong. Instead of faltering, we lit the fuse on a quarter-century of the most explosive economic growth in our history—fireworks that went on so long we thought they would last forever.


The Baby Boom helped. So did our natural resources. All our obvious competitors, friend and foe, had been virtually leveled by the war, while our own infrastructure and factories, and the great majority of our people, were still intact, raring to work in our vigorous free enterprise economy.


Despite these advantages, the private sector alone couldn’t do all that needed doing. Much of our success was shaped or sparked by the actions of our government. The GI Bill helped hundreds of thousands of Americans go to college or trade schools, preparing them to work in a host of industries that sprang from new technologies developed during the war. And the colossal ambition of the interstate highway system that President Eisenhower conceived to tie us all together created work for hundreds of thousands of Americans. By helping both Japan and Europe to get back on their feet through massive infusions of manpower, materials, and finances, we used our government to rebuild markets that were ravenous for our goods.


Putting all of this private strength and government support together, we became the world’s master builders, sellers, creditors, and bankers. We made the things that everybody wanted: cars, TVs, tools, toasters, clothes—and the marks, yen, and lire kept pouring in the door. On the gates of the Bethlehem Steel plant, near Buffalo, New York, the “Help Wanted” sign was a permanent fixture. There was work for everybody and good pay, enough to buy all you needed for the American Dream—a house, a car, a new refrigerator, a new TV, a good vacation, and tickets to see Mays, Mantle, and Snider, all in the same year. And all with just one salary in the family. Wow . . . the American Dream indeed!


The economy kept right on blooming, sending out new shoots and branches right up to the early 1970s without much regard to the stormy social and political forces raging overhead: the poisonous rain of McCarthyism; the long, hot summer of the battle for civil rights; the stirring breezes of the fight for women’s liberation and for release from every kind of stultifying convention; the terrible thunderhead of Vietnam; the climatic shift that came when hard drugs infiltrated the cities and all the attendant crime and violence took over the streets. And then, the bleak winter of Watergate.


The country was changing fast, and not all for the better. Perhaps we became spoiled by success during this period of American hegemony. Children born into affluence began to lose some of the drive and ambition of their parents, who had immigrated here or been born during the Depression. Our giant corporations took their markets for granted. Our powerful unions took their jobs for granted and workers began to take their unions for granted, as all of us became accustomed to the basic rights and living standards the unions had gained for workers.


A new, eager, freer explorative culture arose that inspired some positive things like greater environmental awareness, but also spawned many excesses rooted in disrespect for authority and for hard work. “Do your own thing” became the password and the standard for a lot of young people and even for some adults who used to “Do it by the book.” An advertising-driven consumer culture exalted immediate gratification above the traditional virtues of discipline and self-restraint, and the media projected it all—along with a sick fascination with violence—everywhere in stereo and three dimensions. Bored kids in the suburbs, excited to a new pitch, started to fool around with drugs.


A number of terrible episodes traumatized us spiritually. We lost three heroes to madmen. We lost a President to ignominy. We lost a war to hubris. In the space of twenty years, we lost much of our reassurance and our inspiration and we couldn’t find anything to take their place. We had no great unifying cause—World War II was the last—no orthodoxies, no heroes. We couldn’t figure out what to do about the hole in our hearts. Paul Simon gave us the plaintive cry of the times: “Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio? A nation turns its lonely eyes to you.”


In the meantime, while we weren’t looking, much of the rest of the world outside the Soviet Union was getting hungrier and stronger, the way we had been during and just after World War II. By the late 1970s, Germany and Japan were economic powerhouses and the oil-producing nations were flexing their might. They had become vigorous while we were testing out the armchair of prosperity that had come to seem like an American birthright. In the 1950s, “Made in Japan” meant it would break if you dropped it. By the mid-1970s, “Made in Japan” meant when you closed a door on one of their cars, it sounded like the door on a bank vault. We started buying their cars instead of our own. We started losing jobs and markets, not only to the Japanese but also to other nations whose workers were delighted with a fraction of our wages, and couldn’t imagine, much less demand, the pensions and health insurance and vacation time we took for granted.


From 1945 to 1970, we had been the makers, the sellers, the greatest creditors in the world. Beginning in the early 1970s, we began the slide that would leave us buyers and borrowers and the biggest debtor nation on earth. Today, we send billions of dollars to Germany, Japan, and other nations to buy from them goods that we used to make and sell to them. Then we borrow back the dollars, paying billions more in interest.


Most Americans didn’t recognize all of this while it was first happening. The recession of 1982 was sobering, but for most of the 1980s we worked hard on believing that our economy could make gold out of junk. Socially, the catastrophes multiplied and became more horribly evident. Before 1982, no one had ever heard of AIDS or crack or the homeless; by 1984, they were dominant facts in the life of every American city. Young girls were having babies before they had learned to work, let alone to parent, and in surroundings that offered neither them nor their children any real hope. Each new drug that hit the streets produced a new round of addicts—and brutal new wars over turf. The crime that had been escalating for years, magnified by an almost voyeuristic obsession with blood and chaos on the television news, finally began to seem intolerable. We won the Cold War, yet we didn’t feel like winners.


In the early 1990s, recession struck again—the worst economic downturn since the 1930s—and the ensuing recovery has been slow and anything but evenhanded. Computerization and globalization continue at a dizzying clip, threatening to displace millions of workers.


This sad and frightening decline has left many Americans angry and frustrated. Economic insecurities and a simultaneous sense that we’re drifting from our cultural moorings have tempted many of us to lash out at scapegoats and to oust who-ever’s in power. The voters knocked the Republicans out of the White House in 1992. Just two years later, they turned against the Democrats. And now we approach another major election.


Some of us try to console ourselves with the hopeful prayer that some third-party savior will rescue us, but we have no clear idea of what such a savior would do or say. In all likelihood, we will settle on a candidate from one of the two familiar parties. No matter whom we turn to for answers, however, we should demand that they help us tackle the real threats to our country—rather than merely using our anxiety and anger to help tackle their political opponents. We should make them tell us what they intend to do about the two major problems that block our path toward a higher ground, problems that, like fraternal twins, are distinguishable but profoundly interconnected: our complex economic predicament and our devastating cultural corrosion.


America’s Twin Challenges


The Economy: Falling Behind on the Treadmill


Flip through the business section of any newspaper and think how often you see startling pairs of headlines like these: “Record Earnings. Layoffs Announced.” We could understand headlines that said, “Earnings Off. Layoffs Announced.” But why should there be layoffs if the company is doing so well?


We are living with a tormenting new problem: an economy that is rewarding investors amply but is not providing good-paying jobs for average workers. The stock market is up, but wages are down. Those at the top of the economic ladder are enjoying the view; those in the middle find the next rung up harder to reach; those at the bottom are in danger of falling off altogether.
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