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23

C H A P T E R  1

Decline Is Not Inevitable

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

— Charles Krauthammer, in his Wriston Lecture  

at the Manhattan Institute, 2009

T he order came in the middle of the night, broadcast over my 

Humvee radio: get back to Fort Bragg. We were given a set of 

coordinates and told to go there and wait for a transport plane. We 

didn’t know why, but we knew it was urgent. We packed up our gear, 

secured the communications equipment, and moved quickly to the 

pickup site. When we landed back in North Carolina, it was clear 

something big was happening. Transport aircraft lined the runways at 

nearby Pope Air Force Base, and vehicles and pallets full of ammuni‑

tion and supplies stood waiting to be loaded. Military police directed 

traffic. The place was abuzz with frenetic activity and the immense 

logistical burden of a rapid full‑ scale mobilization.

A few days earlier and a thousand miles away, my unit— C Com‑

pany, 307th Engineers, 82nd Airborne Division— had parachuted 
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into the woods of Arkansas at the Joint Readiness Training Center, 

one of the Army’s most realistic and demanding training grounds. 

The around‑ the‑ clock exercise was meant to simulate actual combat 

in a jungle environment. We faced off against a well‑ trained opposing 

force designed to mimic a Soviet‑ equipped insurgency. The men on 

both sides were armed with laser‑ fitted weapons, and we wore sen‑

sors that would signal if the enemy had hit us. The rounds we fired 

were blanks, but the explosives were real. The Arkansas woods in 

August are no place for the fainthearted. Mosquitoes and chiggers are 

everywhere, and the heat is oppressive. With the stifling surround‑

ings, the relentless pace of operations, and the realism of the training, 

this was serious business. The members of my unit had worked hard 

to prepare and were fired up for the challenge.

I arrived at the storied 82nd two years before as a new lieutenant 

straight out of Ranger School, which had followed the officer basic 

course and Airborne School. My time in that elite paratrooper unit 

was everything I had hoped for. In my first assignment as a platoon 

leader, my unit included a Southern Baptist from Alabama, a Black 

man from Newark, a farm boy from Kansas, a well‑to‑do college 

dropout from Boston, and, thankfully, a platoon sergeant from Puerto 

Rico, who took this green lieutenant under his wing. In the fast‑ paced 

and  mission‑driven environment of the 82nd, misunderstandings 

and prejudices faded away, soon replaced by loyalty, teamwork, and 

patriotism.

I was honored to be the leader of this courageous, committed 

group of young Americans, who had volunteered twice— once for the 

Army and a second time to be a paratrooper—and I worked hard to 

be worthy of their trust and to lead them well. Sadly, my time at the 

82nd was slated to come to a close. Not long before we jumped into 

Arkansas, I had been posted to a one‑ year assignment to help build 
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an airfield in Turkey and was preparing to leave Fort Bragg after this 

final training rotation.

What happened next was a turning point in my life, and in the 

course of history.

It was August 1990, and 100,000 Iraqi soldiers had just invaded 

Kuwait, a small, oil‑rich nation wedged between Iraq, Saudi Arabia, 

and the Persian Gulf, on which Saddam Hussein had set his sights long 

ago. He wanted Kuwait to reduce its oil production to drive up prices 

and help Iraq recover from its grueling war with Iran, which had just 

ended two years prior. He also wanted Kuwait itself, which he saw as a 

rightful part of Iraq. Unable to strongarm Kuwait, Saddam instead took 

it by force, thinking it would be a low‑ cost operation. The assault began 

on August 2, and Kuwait quickly fell. And now the 82nd Airborne was 

headed to Saudi Arabia to block further aggression south.

My duties were clear. As executive officer, I was responsible for 

getting the 130 paratroopers in C Company ready to deploy. Every 

soldier needed ammunition, food, and gear. Every vehicle needed to 

be cleaned and inspected. And we had one day to do it. Overnight, we 

boarded C‑141s and flew to Ramstein Air Force Base in Germany. The 

planes refueled, and we continued on to Dammam, Saudi Arabia.

Almost overnight the nation was mobilizing for war, and all of 

America watched anxiously for minute‑by‑minute updates on CNN.

Once we arrived in Saudi Arabia, we did what soldiers have always 

done: we waited. The company initially set up in Dammam, near 

some of the largest oil fields. We conducted live fire exercises, prac‑

ticed clearing minefields, and constructed all types of fortifications. 

We received regular intelligence briefings, and our ranks swelled with 

specialists and supporting forces, most ominously Army surgeons. 

Initially, we were deployed as a screening force on the Kuwaiti 

border to deter Iraqi forces from crossing toward the Saudi oil fields. 
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We would not have been able to do much against the Iraqi tanks, but 

that wasn’t our job. Our job was to make clear that if they invaded 

Saudi Arabia, they would invite retaliation from the full might of the 

U.S. military.

In the chaos and secrecy of the mission, we didn’t get a chance to 

call home before we deployed, nor were we able to be in touch with 

our families except by mail for the many months that followed. I sent 

my parents letters as often as I could. My mother still has them in a 

box at home. After we moved to the border, it became even harder to 

keep in touch. The Army brass had all sorts of restrictions for oper‑

ational security reasons, so mail made it to our unit only episodi‑

cally. But one day, shortly before Christmas, a huge box showed up at 

our camp. We opened it and found a Christmas tree that my dad had 

picked out from the family farm. By some miracle, it had made it past 

all the censors and restrictions. For a few days, we had proper Christ‑

mas cheer in the middle of the Saudi desert— an unexpected blessing 

that made even the most hard‑ bitten soldiers smile. After Christmas, 

we moved back to an airfield near Riyadh, to help protect against any 

attack on the city, which held the Kingdom’s military headquarters.

By this time, one of the largest build‑ups of military power in mod‑

ern history was well underway. Every hour, troops, tanks, and helicop‑

ters flew in from the United States. We partnered with allied nations 

to stand up to Iraq’s aggression and assembled on the Trans‑Arabian 

pipeline road—dubbed the Tapline Road—along the Iraqi border. 

Amid this consolidation of forces, I had the responsibility of prepar‑

ing for a broad range of contingencies. I took a day trip into Riyadh 

and returned with bulldozers hauled by 18‑wheelers, power tools, and 

assorted equipment that might be needed once we crossed the border. 

We didn’t know what the mission would be, so we prepared for just 

about everything a combat engineer could expect.
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An American‑ led coalition, orchestrated by President George 

H. W. Bush, had given Saddam Hussein an ultimatum: leave Kuwait 

by January 15, 1991. He didn’t, and on January 16, the world wit‑

nessed what the greatest fighting force ever created could do.

The invasion went in two phases. First, an air war where the com‑

bined might of American and allied militaries rained thousands of 

tons of ordnance on the Iraqi army. Weeks later the coalition smashed 

through Iraq’s barricades and military in a two‑ pronged ground 

attack. To the right, American‑ led forces surged into Iraq near the 

Kuwait border. Meanwhile, another contingent launched a left hook 

across the Iraqi desert. My unit joined that assault. At the last minute, 

we had been attached to a French tank division charged with protect‑

ing the left flank.

We crossed the border into Iraq early on the morning of February 

25, our Humvees cutting through the desert with close air support in 

the distance. When the sun came up, carnage met my eyes. I remem‑

ber vividly the skeletons of enemy tanks, trucks, and artillery that 

had been hit by precision‑ guided missiles. The bombing campaign, 

so precise and watched on TVs around the world, was unprecedented 

in human history. Pushing farther in, we encountered some resis‑

tance from retreating Iraqi Republican Guard forces, but the majority 

shed their uniforms and blended into the populace or surrendered by 

the thousands.

My unit was assigned the missions of clearing minefields and 

destroying Iraqi munitions and military equipment. A platoon from 

the 27th Engineer Battalion, also from Fort Bragg, was attached to 

my company. Soon after crossing into Iraq, it was assigned the mis‑

sion of clearing munitions from airfields, after coalition bombing had 

rendered them inoperable. Sadly, when clearing cluster munitions, 

the bombs went off, killing seven, including their platoon leader, 1st 
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Lieutenant Terry Plunk, whom I’d gotten to know well. It was a tragic 

and very personal reminder of the costs of war.1

Not long after my company and others from the 82nd were tasked 

with destroying the Khamisiyah weapons depot, an enormous and 

remote desert facility housing over 18,000 tons in munitions. Our 

goal was to ensure the Iraqis would not regain control of all that fire‑

power when U.S. troops withdrew. The depot held entire city blocks 

of missiles and ammunition, mostly stored underground in hundreds 

of protected bunkers. It took time, but we disabled and destroyed 

everything we found.2

My company successfully executed this pressure‑ cooked mission, 

and as a result, several key leaders, myself included, were awarded 

the Bronze Star for meritorious service in “support of actions against 

hostile forces” in Iraq. I was proud of our unit and its performance, 

but our efforts paled in comparison to the remarkable bravery and 

sacrifice that so many U.S. service members have exhibited over the 

past two decades of combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.

By the end of February, Iraq had retreated from Kuwait, its forces 

in disarray. Having achieved its war aim, the United States, on behalf 

of the coalition, moved to a cease‑ fire with Iraq, and on April 11 

signed an armistice agreement.

About a year before, I had visited East Berlin during a week of 

leave. I walked to where the Berlin Wall had once stood and picked 

up a piece from a fresh pile of rubble, an artifact of the Cold War 

to celebrate the Soviet Union’s ongoing dissolution. Then, one year 

later, as my unit crossed the border from Saudi Arabia into Iraq, with 

Apache helicopters and A‑10 Warthogs flying in the distance I was 

present at the creation of the unipolar moment, one that would define 

America’s role in the world up to today.
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In that small corner of the Middle East, America passed its first 

test as the world’s singular superpower. With its decisive victory over 

Saddam Hussein’s forces, it affirmed its primacy. Our military was 

unrivaled, and our moral authority extended around the world, as 

seen in the relentless march of liberal democracy and free market 

orthodoxy across the globe.

The groundwork for that moment had been laid over the preced‑

ing decade, with Ronald Reagan’s Morning in America. Old challenges 

of energy price instability and inflation had been contained, and the 

information revolution was opening new frontiers. The military was 

reequipped with new,  high‑ tech  weaponry— and lots of it— making it 

the unstoppable force that would decimate the Iraqi army. The green 

shoots of the technology boom of the 1990s began to show, and the 

deft, adaptable statesmanship of Reagan, George Shultz, Jim Baker, 

George H. W. Bush, and many others set the Soviet Union on a path to 

peaceful dissolution.

By virtue of their leadership, “the core feature of global politics 

was U.S. dominance,” as Charles Krauthammer put it in 1990. As we 

would soon prove in the Iraqi desert, America was indisputably “the 

unchallenged superpower.”3

Thirty years later, the unipolar moment has passed. I still have 

that piece of the Berlin Wall, but it now seems like a memento of a 

bygone era. America can no longer claim to be “unchallenged,” and 

the principal sources of national power have changed dramatically. 

Renewal requires us to recognize these changes and to adapt. But first 

we must take stock of our condition. Where do we stand? By assess‑

ing the state of American strength— our relative economic, military, 

and diplomatic power— and of our exceptional values, we can begin 

to see the path forward.
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Is America in Decline?

The first U.S.– China summit of the Biden administration in 2021 

started as most do. Secretary of State Antony Blinken and National 

Security Advisor Jake Sullivan welcomed their counterparts and 

laid out their view of the state of the relationship. Then came the 

Chinese response. The Chinese Communist Party’s foreign affairs 

chief, Yang Jiechi, looked across the table and began reciting  China’s 

achievements— how far it had come and how strong it was and stron‑

ger still it would soon be. He then turned his sights to America. America 

must accept decline, Yang declared. Stop promoting democratic val‑

ues. Stop thinking of itself as the global leader. The dialogue grew 

heated. After a response from Secretary Blinken, Minister Yang shot 

back: “The United States does not have the qualification to say that 

it wants to speak to China from a position of strength.”4 If it weren’t 

already clear, this message crystallized China’s view: the sun is set‑

ting on America.

Are we? It’s not easy to measure a country’s “power,” its strength 

and ability to shape the outcome of world events. The best approach 

is to compare its pillars of power— its economic heft, military might, 

and diplomatic tool kits— to those of its competitors and to see how 

that comparison has changed over time. Measuring these pillars, 

and the competence with which they are used, can give us a sense of 

America’s relative power and the direction in which we are currently 

headed.

In China, the United States faces its first true economic rival since 

the 1940s. China’s growth from when I first traveled there thirty 

years ago is nothing short of remarkable, and it may soon surpass 

ours in overall size.5 Not even the Soviet Union at its height could 
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aspire to that. However, China has many problems, and we have 

many advantages. America’s share of the global economy has held 

steady for decades, and U.S. capital markets remain at the center of 

the global financial system. Americans are far wealthier than Chinese 

citizens, and our demographic outlook is brighter. As one scholar put 

it, China is slated to grow old before it grows rich.6

China also struggles with its own economic challenges, includ‑

ing significant slowdowns in growth and productivity, national debt 

totaling over 250 percent of the country’s GDP, over $100 billion in 

overseas loans going bad, a real estate crisis and insolvency, nearly 20 

percent unemployment among young people, and the structural chal‑

lenges of trying to enforce Xi Jinping’s goal of “common prosperity.”7 

Moreover, the U.S. dollar’s reserve status gives us unparalleled abili‑

ties to influence global transactions and borrow extensively.

Sadly, we have abused that privilege. Our national debt greatly 

exceeds our GDP and is growing quickly.8 More than a decade of low 

interest rates have made our payments on that debt manageable, but 

as rates return to their historic levels, more and more taxpayer money 

will be required to pay our creditors— thereby causing the deficit, 

which hit nearly three trillion dollars in 2021, to continue to grow. 

That spending is mortgaging our nation’s future and contributing to 

inflation hitting its highest rate in forty years. All this leads to my 

greatest concern: the long‑ term slowdown in economic growth and 

opportunity. We’re stuck in a productivity rut, and the rate at which 

Americans are starting businesses is declining.9 Americans do not 

share equal chances to pursue their aspirations, and that opportunity 

gap threatens the dynamism that has long characterized our country.

An analysis of our military power tells a similar story. We may 

have the largest military globally, but regionally, where wars are 

fought, we are outmanned, outgunned, and out of position. Since the 
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Cold War, the U.S. military has shed personnel and matériel. Meanwhile, 

China’s military budget increased almost a thousand times over, and 

when adjusted for purchasing power, off‑ books budgets, and the fusion 

of civil and military technology, China now rivals the United States in 

military spending.10 They built the largest Navy in the world, measured 

by number of ships, and in 2020 alone built as many major naval vessels 

as the United States has deployed in the entire Western Pacific.

We are also losing our military technological edge. China has 

modernized with the intent to defeat U.S. forces, developing an 

unmatched missile arsenal, advanced aircraft, and combat ships and 

investing in high‑ end cyber and anti‑ satellite capabilities and lethal 

drones. Russia likewise built a large fighting force and then decided 

to unleash it on innocent Ukrainians. Smaller militaries and even 

non‑ state actors also now have access to devastating drones, cyber 

capabilities, and other advanced military tools. 

Meanwhile, two decades of war, continual underfunding, bureau‑

cratic impediments, and cultural factors all inhibited much‑ needed 

innovation in the U.S. military, and the armed forces have readiness 

and personnel crises on their hands. The services struggle to give 

their people the training and working equipment needed to perform 

their mission. Each is falling short of its recruiting goals, and radi‑

cal, progressive politics are making their way into the leadership and 

education of our warfighters, distracting from the common purpose 

and missions that should define service.11 

A former Pentagon war planner summarized the situation suc‑

cinctly in 2019: in wargames, “when we fight China or Russia . . .  We 

lose a lot of people, we lose a lot of equipment. We usually fail to 

achieve our objective.”12 That is, we have lost military primacy.13

Our allies still, for the most part, stand by us, and though we have 

plenty of work to do in forging new partnerships, America has made 
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tremendous progress with the strategic grouping of the United States, 

Japan, Australia, and India, known as the Quadrilateral Security Dia‑

logue, or simply the “Quad”; a groundbreaking realignment in the 

Middle East with the Abraham Accords; and a new defense pact with 

the United Kingdom and Australia. Russia’s unjust and unprovoked 

invasion of Ukraine also galvanized our allies, who have finally begun 

to take seriously their NATO commitments and the dangers looming 

in the shadows of our world.

American leadership remains in high demand around the world. 

Yet Washington has been much too slow to adapt to emerging tech‑

nologies that will define power in the digital age. China has clear 

plans to shape how technologies are developed and used around the 

world, plans that give the state access to user information and reject 

notions of privacy and liberty. The United States has pushed back 

selectively, as in the effort to block Huawei’s 5G systems from U.S. 

and allied markets. Otherwise, Washington has failed to muster an 

alternative vision for a free and innovative digital world.

China has also usurped much of our leadership of the major 

organs of global governance. The sins of the World Health Organi‑

zation (WHO) at the outbreak of COVID‑19 revealed the rot. Those 

tasked with protecting global health covered up bad news out of 

China and allowed political pressures to get in the way of their mis‑

sion. Similarly, the World Bank continues to effectively subsidize 

China by categorizing it as a developing country, which makes it— 

one of the richest countries in the world— eligible for favorable loans. 

We have not held these institutions accountable for undermining U.S. 

interests, and now authoritarianism is on the march.14

All told, in surveying the pillars of American power, a common 

theme appears: America is strong but sclerotic. The United States 

is still the wealthiest country but risks becoming a stagnant one. 
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Likewise, we maintain the strongest military, but it is losing its tech‑

nological edge and lacks the men and matériel it needs to do what the 

nation asks of it. Finally, though the beacon of freedom still shines, 

U.S. diplomatic influence in both big global institutions and foreign 

capitals is fading. The humiliating withdrawal from Afghanistan and 

our failure to deter Vladimir Putin’s aggression signaled to many that 

America was in retreat. Moreover, China has sought to dominate the 

next generation of diplomacy: forging new relationships and shaping 

the rules of the road for emerging technologies. 

It need not be this way. These outcomes are the result of choices, 

and it is past time to make different choices that renew America. To 

renew our nation, however, we must do more than strengthen our 

economy, military, and geopolitical power. America is a great country 

not because it is the most powerful but because it is exceptional. And 

it is exceptional because it protects liberty, promises opportunity, and 

inspires patriotism, all of which we must cherish.

America the Exceptional

The tapestry of America is woven in many threads. Songs, myths, and 

heroes captivate us. History, soil, and war unite us. The Constitution 

binds us. But it is a creed that defines us. The creed holds that all 

people are endowed with the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness, and if you work hard and follow the rules, you can make 

your life what you want it to be— you can live the American dream.

This creed is the grand proposition of the American experiment. 

The Founding Fathers believed that a country could be constructed 

to protect it, and for generations, Americans have fulfilled their obli‑

gations. They have confronted the injustices of slavery, oppression, 
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and bigotry and overcome the Depression, pandemics, and malaise. 

They turned our land red with blood defending it, so that we may all 

have the blessing of freedom and opportunity.

The American creed, in other words, sets forth the virtues of lib‑

erty and opportunity, and the desire to preserve it instills a third: patri‑

otism. Together these virtues make America exceptional. When we 

uphold them and bring them into harmony in our souls, America flour‑

ishes. We unleash the boundless energy of millions of individuals, tem‑

pered by patriotic and civic duty. When we don’t, all else suffers. Our 

economic, military, and diplomatic might rest on a foundation of sand.

On each account, we stand out when compared to other countries, 

and though we have often violated them, we are distinguished by our 

willingness to discuss our failings openly and by how far we have 

come to rectify them over time. However, the foundation is faltering. 

The American experiment is falling short in key dimensions.

When the Founding Fathers finally gathered in Philadelphia 

in 1787, they did so, as the preamble the Constitution declares, to 

“secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity.”15 

American government, they emphasized, exists to secure the innate 

rights of the people, most especially liberty. This, in the words of one 

historian, was “the exceptional idea” of the American founding, and 

it is embedded in our political system.16 From local school board elec‑

tions to races for state office, Senate seats, or the presidency, Ameri‑

cans get to vote for their representatives more than any other peoples.

Liberty is also embedded in the American character. We are an 

unruly bunch. We hold tightly to our freedom, exercise it freely, and 

commemorate it in our treasured national symbols, from Lady Lib‑

erty to the Liberty Bell. In that, we are different from even our clos‑

est democratic compatriots. When a Pew poll asked Americans and 

Europeans what they valued in their governments, nearly six in ten 
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Americans cited the preservation of individual liberty. By contrast, 

a similar portion of British, French, German, and Spanish respon‑

dents believed government existed to ensure no one was in need.17 

Americans are distinguished by their embrace and prioritization of 

liberty.

For too long, many Americans were denied their liberty, but we 

have continually sought to correct course and accumulate progress. It 

has been a bumpy road. Hundreds of thousands of Americans fought 

and died to abolish the evil of slavery, but then Jim Crow laws and 

the Ku Klux Klan instituted a new form of racial repression. Civil 

rights activists marched for freedom, but evil men bombed the 16th 

Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. In time, equality 

secured victory in law. Likewise, America expanded the right to vote 

to women and others originally denied it. All the while, we upheld a 

free press, freedom to practice religion, the right to bear arms, and 

protections from illegal government intrusion into our lives.

Though we have made tremendous progress in the protection of 

liberty, serious challenges remain. Racial bigotry still robs some indi‑

viduals of their God‑ given rights, and some seem ready to embrace 

socialism or other political ideologies that reject economic liberty and 

free enterprise. We’ve also just lived through a pandemic in which 

politicians and an unelected public health bureaucracy saw it within 

their powers to shut down businesses and schools, mandate vaccines 

and masks, and force people to abide by their rules, however arbitrary 

or divorced from evidence they may have been.

Americans are defined by what they do and what they aspire to, not 

by any class or ethnicity. For that reason, we mythologize those who 

achieve the unthinkable: the frontiersmen, the artist, the innovator, 

the astronaut. We praise those who build their own lives, families, 

and communities, and we honor the rights of the individual above all 
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else. In that sense, America truly stands apart. We believe much more 

than Europeans, for example, in the primacy of the individual.18 We 

likewise are far more religious than other Western societies, and we 

encourage religious expression of all kinds.

Sadly, there is a tendency today to reject our individualism, our diver‑

sity, and the pluralism that allows us to coexist and thrive together. Woke 

ideologues on the far left would divide our country into groups based on 

race, ethnicity, sex, or any other convenient identifier. They would reject 

perspectives they disagree with and close down the kind of productive 

disagreement that allows our pluralistic society to come together. At 

the same time, there are extremists on the right argue “real Americans” 

are of a certain race and ethnicity, and they look down on our diversity, 

seeing it as an infection, not a beautiful and productive feature of who we 

are. Both sides see others as members of a group, not as unique individu‑

als. Neither understands America. They divide it and polarize it.

America’s embrace of liberty cannot be disconnected from the 

promise of opportunity. Where I’m from in northeastern Pennsylva‑

nia has long been the destination for many immigrants, especially 

from across Europe. As memorialized in the The Molly Maguires, a 

classic film starring the iconic James Bond, Sean Connery they came 

to America as cheap labor to work in the coal mines and later manned 

the assembly lines in small manufacturing firms across the state. My 

father was the president of the local college, Bloomsburg State— now 

called Bloomsburg University— and the children of these laborers 

and immigrants filled the school.

During my dad’s time as president my brother, Doug, and I would 

sometimes attend the college’s graduation ceremony. I will always 

remember seeing the rows of proud faces in attendance. These parents 

had traveled far and worked hard so that their children could go to 

college and enjoy a brighter future. As their children marched across 
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the stage to receive their diplomas, all that sacrifice came to fruition, 

and in that moment, they lived their version of the American dream.

My wife, Dina, is living her American dream too. She was born 

in Egypt to Coptic Christian parents. Her father served as an officer 

in Anwar Sadat’s army, yet her family was discriminated against for 

their beliefs. When she was five, they emigrated to Texas. Her parents 

worked multiple jobs to put food on the table. They learned the lan‑

guage and began the process of becoming Americans. Dina worked 

her way as a waitress through college at the University of Texas and 

deferred admission to law school to go to Washington and intern for 

Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison. After a few years on Capitol Hill, she 

found herself in the White House as the assistant to the president for 

presidential personnel, at the age of twenty‑ nine the youngest person 

to ever hold the position. She has since gone on to reach the pinna‑

cle of success in business, serving on the management committee at 

Goldman Sachs, and in government. Only in America.

In his journeys through a young America in the 1830s, Alexis de 

Tocqueville marveled at what he called the “equality of conditions” 

and “immense liberty” of its citizens. He saw a country where any‑

one, regardless of their station, could pursue their definition of happi‑

ness. That’s the promise of America: each of us, whatever our unique 

dream, will have the opportunity to pursue it.

That promise made America the economic superpower it is today. 

As two conservative writers put it, “a commerce‑ loving, striving, 

and endlessly inventive people hustled its way to become the great‑

est  economic power the world.”19 We have maintained an unrivaled 

track record of growth and dynamism through wars, economic down‑

turns, and strife, and as a result, America is the wealthiest major 

country and the most economically free.20 The expanding wealth gap 
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gets lots of attention, but even the bottom quintile of Americans by 

income are better off than those in almost any other country.

As America grew freer, opportunity expanded. The abolition of 

slavery in Northern states gave Black Americans access to the Amer‑

ican dream. Expanding rights for women, including finally allowing 

them to go to work in large numbers, freed them to exercise their 

potential, and we have also welcomed immigrants.

Yet, for too many Americans today, that intergenerational promise 

of opportunity has been broken. Lincoln once said, “I hold the value 

of life is to improve one’s condition.”21 What a distinctly American 

principle, but one I fear we are losing.

Early in my campaign, I sat down with a middle‑ aged woman 

in  Cambria County. Our conversation turned to the drug epidemic 

sweeping the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and she told me she had 

recently lost a family member to an overdose. Everyone in her com‑

munity, she said, was affected. From then on, I started asking the same 

question to every group I met with: “By a show of hands, who here has 

been personally impacted by fentanyl?” I never entered a room where 

a large percentage of those gathered did not raise their hand. Over one 

hundred thousand Americans are killed each year by opioids, primar‑

ily fentanyl, including over five thousand in Pennsylvania in 2021. 

Many come from communities buffeted by globalization and ravaged 

by COVID‑19. All are robbed of the opportunity for a better life.

But fentanyl is just one tragedy among many. Intergenerational 

mobility has declined, and today’s young adults often do not have 

the same prospects their parents did. According to one study, 92 per‑

cent of children born in 1940 earned more than their parents, but 

only 50 percent of those born in 1984 do.22 Despite the miraculous 

reduction to child poverty in my lifetime, those born into the lower 
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socioeconomic class today are less likely to make it to the middle 

class than their parents. Worse yet, the loss of mobility hits those in 

minority and rural communities the hardest. Increasingly, someone’s 

status at birth determines their lot in life.

An economist recently observed that “capitalism was designed 

for outsiders,” but the American economy has become increasingly 

closed to them.23 Washington has erected obstacles to entrepre‑

neurship. Universities resemble expensive credentialing facilities, 

not gateways to knowledge. We’ve built barriers to opportunity. In a 

nation dedicated to the promise of growth and opportunity for every 

American, expectations matter. We compare ourselves to each other, 

to our ancestors, and to our aspirations.24 We ask ourselves: Am I get‑

ting promoted? Will I be better off than my parents? Will I be able to 

give my kids a better childhood than I had? There can be little doubt 

that for many Americans, the answers increasingly are “no.”25 This 

growing gap will hold us back if we fail to address it.

If liberty and opportunity power the inventive and restless side 

of America, patriotic duty holds it intact. Lincoln defined it at Get‑

tysburg: to ensure that “government of the people, by the people, for 

the people, shall not perish from the earth.” That duty binds us to 

a shared American project. We are called to be grateful for and to 

uphold our founding principles, to care for one another, and to take 

an active role in preserving the American experiment. These are 

the responsibilities of citizenship, and they hold the national fabric 

together. When we lose them, the tapestry frays.

We see evidence of this happening all around us. America has 

become a deeply polarized place, in large part because the loudest 

voices among us are making it so. Activists want to teach our kids 

radical ideas, like the ridiculous notion that America was founded 

to protect the institution of slavery. We are even fighting over what 
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it means to be an American, encouraged by social media platforms, 

which promote echo chambers and incentivize groupthink, and by 

traditional media, which cherry‑ picks facts to feed their preferred 

narratives. There’s a cost to all this. Many young people think Amer‑

ica is worse than other nations. Many say it’s not worth defending.26 

They reject our patriotic duty to preserve the American experiment.

Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. Surrounded by partisanship 

and unmoored from strong institutions, Americans now trust one 

another less than they once did.27 They don’t agree on the core tenets 

of citizenship. But if such divisions persist, our country will be pulled 

apart. We will continue to become, in the words of David Brooks, an 

atomized society “caught in a distrust doom loop.”28

This is the condition of our country. What do we do about it?

The State of Our Union

Skeptics on both sides of the aisle say it’s time to give up the burdens 

of a superpower and become a normal nation. We aren’t cut out for 

leadership anymore, they claim. We don’t have the capacity, and it’s a 

distraction from the problems that matter. So we shouldn’t waste our 

time trying to rebuild our military or firm up our role in the world.29 

The critics are wrong. They miss the inextricable relationship among 

what America does at home, what it does abroad, and how it remains 

exceptional.

America is not like other nations, nor should it be. America is 

exceptional. For our sake and the world’s sake, we ought to endeavor 

to keep it that way.

American strength makes it possible for us to practice and pre‑

serve our exceptionalism. As Alexander Hamilton explained at the 
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Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787: “No government 

could give us tranquility and happiness at home which did not pos‑

sess sufficient stability and strength to make us respectable abroad.”30 

That is, by being strong and wielding that strength in service of Amer‑

ican interests, our nation creates the space for each of us to exercise 

our liberty and to chase our American dream in peace.

This was the central insight behind American leadership following 

World War II. President Harry Truman and the wise men at his side 

looked back at the preceding decades of depredations, depression, and 

disease at horrifying scale and at the Iron Curtain descending across 

Europe, and they recognized that they would see more of the same 

unless America helped build a better world. So they set about creating 

a stronger America and a more stable world. 

Truman and his successors took great pains to build up the pillars of 

American strength. They spent a far greater portion of the national trea‑

sure on the military. They invested in U.S. scientific and technological 

leadership. And, most of all, they unleashed the potential of the Ameri‑

can worker, who then turned us into the richest country the world had 

ever seen. At the same time, they enlisted allies to share the burden of 

stability and security and established big international institutions to 

formalize our leadership.

This wasn’t pie‑in‑the‑ sky idealism or global charity but an enlight‑

ened understanding that America and its citizens are most secure and 

most well‑ off when others share our interests and join us in defending 

them. There were missteps along the way, and our nation did, at times, 

use its power recklessly. Still, the results are undeniable: seventy‑ five 

years of unprecedented peace and prosperity both at home and abroad 

and the greatest expansion of freedom and opportunity in world history.

Global politics is a messy business. Over millennia, empires 

sought wealth and dominion. They saw the accumulation and use of 
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power as zero‑ sum: either you have it or others will use it against you. 

As two Athenian envoys reportedly said, “The strong do what they 

can, and the weak suffer what they must.”31 The Chinese Communist 

Party shares that view. It wields its power cruelly, subjecting its own 

citizens to totalitarian control and threatening nations that dare stand 

against it. It aspires to supplant America and enforce its will around 

the world. If it succeeds, we will suffer. It doesn’t share our values— 

our respect for liberty and human dignity— or our principles of prop‑

erty rights and individual autonomy. It doesn’t respect trade rules or 

commerce. It wants to create client states, not fair partnerships.

Who else will stand up to Communist China? Who else can or 

will uphold the peace, prosperity, and liberty we have enjoyed for 

generations? The Chinese Communist Party has explicit plans to lead 

the world.32 Who will stop them?

Only American leadership, exercised properly, will protect the 

interests of Americans.

But we must lead from a position of strength, because like all 

authoritarians before them, that’s the only language Beijing under‑

stands. Right now we’re not strong enough, and we’re growing 

relatively weaker. To confront China and preserve our prosperity, free‑

dom, and independence, we must rebuild the pillars of our national 

power. We will need a thriving economy that generates opportunity, 

good jobs, and growth. We will require the most advanced, power‑

ful military and the inclination to stand up for American interests 

around the world. We will, in other words, have to renew our nation.

But where to begin? At the source at the source of our problems. 

We must look past the symptoms of decline to its root causes. And 

there we find a self‑reinforcing cycle of stagnation and decline.

America promises progress. It depends on it. What is the Amer‑

ican dream if not the promise that each generation will outperform 
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the previous? Why do we have liberty if not to move freely, to better 

ourselves, and to make something for our families? What is our patri‑

otic duty if not the continual pursuit of a stronger, better republic? 

If our nation stalls, it loses her loveliness— and sadly, that’s what’s 

happening.

History shows that great powers do not so much decline as stag‑

nate. In their ascent to the top, they exhaust the easy paths to wealth 

and turn from growth to haggling over the harvest. The dominant cul‑

tures and institutions come to favor the status quo in order to preserve 

their position and their piece of the pie. In turn, one well‑ regarded 

scholar observed, they “slow down society’s capacity to adopt new 

technologies and to reallocate resources in response to changing con‑

ditions.”33 They rust up the engines of national power, creating inertia 

against national renewal.

I fear the United States is headed down that path. Slow produc‑

tivity growth and declining entrepreneurship stink of stagnation.34 

Globalization has left too many workers behind and undermined our 

industrial competitiveness— our ability to produce goods at a fair 

price and to raise the real incomes of our citizens at the same time. 

The U.S. military is being “out‑ innovated” by adversaries and rapidly 

losing its ability to deter China, especially when it comes to Taiwan, 

and America’s diplomacy and global leadership are on life support.

Stagnation has gripped our core institutions as well. You can see 

it in the unrelenting growth of government rules, bureaucracy, and 

the administrative state. You can see it in the slow creep of politics 

into fundamentally apolitical institutions. And you can see it in the 

cultural fever gripping our society in which, to quote the writer Bari 

Weiss, “the equality of opportunity is replaced with equality of out‑

come as a measure of fairness.”35 Institutions trapped in this mael‑

strom drift from their proper roles in our society, become platforms 
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for social posturing, and compromise basic standards of excel‑

lence and merit. They become barriers to, not organs for, progress, 

dynamism, and moral formation.

We are caught, in other words, in a cycle of stagnation and there‑

fore of decline. That cycle is the root cause of much of our fiscal prob‑

lems and domestic strife today.

Our country has left those among us most in need behind. The 

free‑ trade regime, though good for overall economic growth, took a 

toll on American workers, and we did not do enough to help them 

adapt. Men, particularly those without college degrees, have steadily 

left the labor force for decades, and roughly one in six men with only 

a GED is out of work.36 More and more citizens depend on govern‑

ment support, and many more children grow up without a stable, 

two‑ parent family than in previous generations.37 Many Americans 

live in what one journalist called “Alienated America.”38 Their com‑

munities have deteriorated. Jobs are scarce, drugs plentiful, and 

loneliness pervasive. These numbers are even more discouraging 

for racial minorities, particularly Black families.39 All of this— the 

expanding opportunity gap, the imposition of government mandates, 

the radical cultural pressures that silence dissent, and the divisions 

and disunity— are a product of our stagnation. How can we ask each 

other to commit to the American experiment when that experiment 

is not living up to its promise?

America remains exceptional, but the national fabric has begun to 

fray. The inclination toward illiberalism, the loss of opportunity, the 

rejection of individualism and diversity of thought, and the distrust 

pull it apart. You and I can feel it. I heard it at every stop on the cam‑

paign trail. Pennsylvanians have an unmistakable sense that America 

is on the verge of losing its greatness, and they’re not alone. One poll 

found that 58 percent of Americans think the next generation will 
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be worse off.40 Another found 88 percent thought we were headed in 

the wrong direction.41 The sense of decline is pervasive. In the fall 

of 2020, a septuagenarian Trump supporter told the New York Times 

that “he never felt this way about our country.” A Biden supporter 

echoed him: “We’re just teetering, and it’s scary as all get‑ out.”42

America has descended from the pinnacle of the unipolar moment, 

but it bears repeating: we are not bound to fall any more than we 

are destined to remain the strongest nation. There’s nothing inevita‑

ble about national decline— no inexorable power pulling us down or 

unstoppable adversaries destined to overtake us. There is no doubt 

America is an exceptional nation. We now have an opportunity to 

prove it by what we do next.
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