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INTRODUCTION

It was a night I will never forget, November 6, 2012. Another election night, something we had experienced a dozen times throughout the 2012 Republican primary season, only this time we were actually rooting for Mitt Romney to win. I sat with my wife, Karen, and our children at home waiting to see if the exit polls we had seen earlier in the day were going to play out. I felt uncomfortable not being in the action, but mainly I felt frustrated that the two campaigns ended up fighting over mostly minor issues, distracting America from the questions that made this the most consequential election since the Civil War.

Dramatic, dangerous changes are taking place in America, and this election should have been about them. One such change is a fundamental restructuring of Washington’s relationship with the American people. Our freedom as individuals, families, businesses, and communities is being drastically curtailed by imperious bureaucrats who think they know better than we do how to run our lives. The botched implementation of Obamacare has given us a glimpse of what happens when these grand government schemes inevitably fail. People get hurt.

In 2012, so much was at stake, yet so little was debated. For more than a century, the growing left wing of the Democratic Party has been pursuing a secularist and socialist agenda for America. Their method is class warfare—pitting one group of Americans against another. It’s the rich versus the poor, men versus women, the 1 percent versus the 99, the insurance company versus the uninsured, and the natural gas driller versus his neighbors. They don’t want to improve on America’s success, correct its mistakes, and help it live up to its promise. They think that something is wrong with America at its core—that it needs to be “fundamentally transformed.”1 Their progress was slow but steady until they achieved their breakthrough in 2008 with the election of Barack Obama and supermajority Democrat control of both houses of Congress.

After four years of unchecked “transformation,” Americans should have had a chance for second thoughts. But President Obama’s opponent was the wrong choice to lead the charge against the Democrats’ radical agenda. Governor Romney is as fine a man as I know. I supported him for president in 2008. But I also knew that in 2012, the political climate was very different. The challenger to President Obama couldn’t be a wealthy financier who supported the Wall Street bailouts at a time when the “Occupy” movement and the president had successfully created a narrative for Middle America of the 99 percent versus the 1 percent. Even worse than a nominee who would be on the defensive against the president’s greatest weapon, class warfare, Romney was, as I often repeated during the campaign, “uniquely unqualified”2 to press our best argument against the president—Obamacare. As governor of Massachusetts, he signed the law that paved the way for Obamacare, the focal point of a conservative movement that rallied the country in 2010 to a historic victory in the House of Representatives.

That is why Karen and I decided that I should run for president. I felt called to make the case that the establishment candidate could not win on both Obamacare and the 99 percent. I would campaign as a grandson of immigrants who didn’t come from money. I would campaign for the working man. I would campaign on America’s first principles of faith, family, freedom, and opportunity, which are the antidote to President Obama’s secular statism.

What kept me in the race as I sat at the bottom of almost every national poll were the people I met, particularly in the early caucus state of Iowa. I visited all ninety-nine counties and did about 381 town hall meetings and speeches in that state over the course of 2011. The average attendance at these local gatherings was about twelve, including me, so I really got to know people. What struck me was their passion and concern for our country. They encouraged me to keep fighting, because they believed what I believed.
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The conventional wisdom in the spring of 2012 was that President Obama would be defeated.3 The economy was stagnant. “Hope and change” had provided no hope and only change for the worse. In a contest between Obama and “anybody but Obama,” Obama was going to lose.

The pundits, as it turned out, were wrong. “Anybody but Obama” wasn’t good enough. It mattered whom the Republicans nominated from both a policy and personal perspective. The critical swing voters—middle- and lower-middle–income Americans from industrial and rural communities with generally conservative values—swung for Obama or stayed home. Ironically, they were the ones who were being hurt the most by Obama’s failed economic policies. They generally don’t look to the government for help. But our party didn’t seem to care about them. After four years of economic insecurity, what hope did we offer them that they would be better off with a Republican president?

Mitt Romney’s résumé as a venture capitalist didn’t help him here. I defended him in the primaries when others were attacking his Wall Street deals, because people like him create efficient and profitable companies. Venture capitalists nurtured Apple, Intel, and Google. And there’s nothing wrong with making money and living well in America. Mitt Romney is a great businessman, problem solver, and manager, and I can’t fault him for running on his strengths.

But those strengths played into Obama’s hands in 2012. The Democrats and their allies in the media were determined to turn the election, using the politics of envy, into the decisive battle of the great class war. And the Republican establishment obliged by nominating what turned out to be the perfect opponent.
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After the election, many Americans were polled on why they voted as they did. Out of all the data and analyses, one fact jumped out at me: those who voted for a candidate because he “cared more” about people like them chose President Obama over Governor Romney by a margin of 63 percent.4 Even if you win the argument on political philosophy, leadership, and managerial competence, it’s hard to win an election when most voters don’t think you care about them.

As filtered through the media, Romney was wrongly portrayed to America as an aloof Wall Street millionaire—like the guy “who fired your dad,” as Jon Stewart put it.5 Obama, by contrast, was the one who cared. The Americans I met all across the country were worried about the economy, the pace of change in the workplace, and the coarsening culture. They liked it when the president talked about their plight, but they didn’t like his remedy of government handouts. Romney offered the solutions that Republicans have espoused for more than thirty years: cut taxes, slash government, and everyone will be fine. Low taxes and lean government are good macroeconomic policy, but it’s hard for ordinary people to see how that policy will affect them and their families. Republicans like to quote John F. Kennedy’s observation that “a rising tide lifts all boats,”6 but Romney never got across how he would help the people—and there are millions—whose boats are full of holes.

In my campaign for president, I traveled to corners of this country that national politicians rarely visit, including rural communities with double-digit unemployment. I was down on the Gulf Coast where they are still recovering from Katrina and in the mill towns of Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin where manufacturers are fighting for their lives against foreign competition and a hostile federal government. I was in the oil and gas fields where they’re drilling as fast as they can in the fear that President Obama might shut them down. That’s what he did to the coal towns I visited in Ohio, West Virginia, and Illinois.

The folks I heard from most in my travels were hardworking Americans worried about losing their jobs. Their towns are the America I grew up in and where I’ve spent most of my life. This is the proud America that once thrived and is now tragically broken and largely forgotten in today’s political debates. In these places, millions of blue-jeaned workers have been left behind and see little hope for the future. Skilled laborers who once had good salaries and pensions now seek part-time jobs at big-box retail stores or have even been enticed onto public assistance.

I talked to many people on the campaign trail who just want to hear there is still opportunity for a good life in America. They seek some stability and security for themselves and opportunity for their children to go to good schools, get decent jobs, and build families of their own. They want reassurance that despite all of the terrible economic news and pain, the American Dream is still alive for them. It seems to them that neither party hears them. They don’t want more government benefits, and they don’t want to work sixteen hours a day, seven days a week, to grab the brass ring at the top of some corporation or firm. They want someone out there to lift up the people who work a shift, go home to volunteer at the animal shelter, church, or PTA, spend time with their families, and enjoy their leisure time. They want someone to recognize that they are just as important to the success of our economy and culture as the entrepreneur or corporate executive who puts in all of his time at work. We must be the party for them, because America will fail without them.

The United States must do everything it can to nurture the inventors and entrepreneurs who are the creative spirits of our free economy, and here the case for Republican policies is strong. But that’s not enough. We Republicans must show the unemployed, the underemployed, and the struggling worker that we are on their side and want their support. We cannot forget the blue collar conservatives who are the backbone of this country. We have an obligation to restore the American Dream for them and their families. And until we internalize this as a party, we will continue to lose national elections.
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Republicans are waking up to some startling new realities in American politics. The demographic profile that propelled them to victory in five out of six presidential elections from 1968 to 1988—white and married voters—is an ever-smaller portion of the population. If the ethnic and racial composition of the United States were the same as it was in 1992, Mitt Romney, who carried the white vote by more than 20 percentage points, would have beaten Barack Obama in a landslide. We’ve been using a badly outdated playbook.

My friend and former colleague at the Ethics and Public Policy Center Peter Wehner has assembled for his fellow conservatives a mound of demographic and electoral data that makes our political challenges stark and unmistakable.7 “Republicans,” he concludes, “at least when it comes to presidential elections, have a winning message for an electorate that no longer exits.”

The minority share of the vote in 2012 was 28 percent, more than twice what it was when Bill Clinton was elected in 1992.8 If the minority share of the vote reaches 30 percent of the total in 2016, as expected, and if the Democratic candidate carries 80 percent of that vote, the Democrat will need only 37 percent of the white vote to win.9

I don’t like electoral calculations based on race, and I’m happy to leave racial politics to the other side. The American Dream should be color-blind, and so should our politics. The fact remains, however, that unless the Republican Party broadens its appeal to minorities, its prospects are grim.

Still, the Republicans didn’t lose the presidential election of 2012 only because blacks and Hispanics and Asians voted against them. As many as six million blue collar voters stayed home from the polls, and there’s good reason to believe that a large majority of them would have voted Republican if they had voted.10 Those voters—many of them in the rural and small-town Rust Belt—didn’t hear anything in the Republican message to inspire their confidence in our party to make their lives better. If anything, they detected a note of contempt.

The demographer Joel Kotkin, a refreshingly clear-eyed observer of American politics though by no means a conservative, offers the best advice to the Republican Party I’ve heard: remember Lincoln. Kotkin scolds us for having “confused being the party of plutocrats with being the party of prosperity,” and I think he’s closer to the truth than we’d like to admit. The first Republican president, Abraham Lincoln, came from the ranks of working Americans and pursued an economic agenda that had their interests at heart. Whether it was expanding the country’s railroads or passing the Homestead Act, his policies “helped people achieve their aspirations.”11

If we really become the party of opportunity for working Americans, we’ll go a long way toward solving the problem of minority voters’ estrangement from us. The elites of the Democratic Party, I’m sorry to say, have raised the politics of racial and ethnic division to an art form. The way for Republicans to win the votes of minorities is not to out-pander the Democrats but simply to appeal to them as working Americans who want to take part in the American Dream—a dream that shouldn’t be the exclusive property of Ivy Leaguers and investment bankers.
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Restoring the American Dream does not mean going back in time. Conservatives are often criticized for their romanticized view of the good old days prior to the culture shock that was the 1960s. Having said that, let’s make no mistake about it—the greatest threat to the average American’s achieving his dream today is a dysfunctional culture. To heal our nation, we must promote the ideals upon which American culture has thrived for over two centuries—ideals based on timeless truths. Our challenge is to redeem and recommit to the timeless truths that set America on a course to greatness and to formulate policies consistent with those truths in a world that has changed dramatically since World War II.

This book is all about what we as a party and a movement can do to help the blue collar conservatives, working Americans trying to set things right for their families, their communities, and their country.


CHAPTER ONE

BLUE COLLAR CONSERVATIVES REALLY DID BUILD IT

There was a time not long ago when Americans without college degrees could expect to earn a decent and steady income in exchange for hard work. This income and job stability provided a foundation for families and communities that, with their churches, Little Leagues, Boy Scout troops, and a hundred other civic organizations, fostered the strong values and the work ethic that underpinned American life. Millions of Americans came of age in these communities and took those values with them as they started their own families and thanked God for his blessings. With good incomes, Americans could afford new cars, kitchen appliances, and trips to Disneyland. Demand for such new goods kept others working and employment strong. With stable marriages, children enjoyed the gift of security and neighborhoods where values were taught at home and in church and enforced by parents.

This is how I grew up. My grandparents came here from Italy in 1930, fleeing fascism and settling in a coal town in the hills outside of Johnstown, Pennsylvania. That’s where they found freedom and the opportunity to earn decent pay for hard work in the mines. They found a gritty but overall wholesome place to raise their kids and taught them that in America there was no limit to what they could become. I know the American Dream was real because my grandparents lived it.

Their son Aldo, my father, was seven when his family left Italy for America. He served in the U.S. Army Air Corps in the South Pacific in World War II, and when he came home from the war, he earned advanced degrees in clinical psychology. He worked for the Veterans Administration (now the Department of Veterans Affairs) counseling World War II, Korea, and Vietnam vets for almost forty years. At his first post, in Martinsburg, West Virginia, he met and married my mother, Catherine, an administrative nurse. I was born in 1958, the second of three children. Unlike most mothers at that time, my mother continued to work as a nurse. It was a great setup because the hospital where she worked was a stone’s throw from our house. My siblings and I spent our childhoods living in various rented World War II–era buildings, including the post jail that had been converted into apartments. When I was seven, we returned to western Pennsylvania and settled in Butler, among the mines and steel furnaces that were the economic bedrock of that part of the country.

I went to Butler Catholic Grade School and then Butler High School. Like other kids, I played (but not well) both baseball and basketball, and I saw my first major league game, between the Pittsburgh Pirates and the Cincinnati Reds, at Forbes Field. As in most small towns in America back then, families kept their doors unlocked. Kids roamed neighborhoods freely, but there was always a parent nearby, and they didn’t hesitate to enforce the values of the community. And though I wasn’t aware of this at the time, this world was possible in part because Butler made stuff. While my dad didn’t work in the mill, almost all of my friends’ dads did. That and numerous school field trips to local plants drove home the importance of manufacturing to our community. We had thriving manufacturers like the Pullman-Standard Company, which made railroad cars (it was shuttered in the 1980s and demolished in 2005), and an Armco steel plant, which is now AK Steel. There was a job for virtually anyone out of high school who was willing to work an honest day. And those jobs carried benefits and security that formed the core of the community. Looking back, it’s not a very complicated equation.

Those field trips and conversations with my friends’ dads were extra motivation for me, and many others, to hit the books in school. It was clear then that change was afoot with automation and global competition, so I headed off to Penn State University, where I fell in love with Penn State Nittany Lions football, drank my share of Rolling Rock beer (after I turned twenty-one, of course), and found my vocation in politics and public service. I worked on campaigns and ended up founding the College Republicans club on campus.

After Penn State, I got an MBA degree from the University of Pittsburgh, worked for a couple of years, went back to law school, and became an attorney in Pittsburgh. Three years later, I met my future wife, Karen Garver, who was a neonatal nurse and law student. In 1990, at age thirty-one, I left my law firm to run for Congress, serving two terms in the House of Representatives before running for the U.S. Senate. In all, I represented Pennsylvania in Congress for sixteen years, from 1991 to 2007. And during those years, Karen and I had eight children. We gave them the basics: the security of a good marriage, our time schooling them at home, and faith in our Lord and Savior.
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I’ve gone pretty far on the steel-town values of education, working hard, loving your family, and living your faith. That doesn’t mean that we’ve never had problems. We’ve had more than our share, but my family, and our neighbors, schoolmates, teammates, and church members, has shared a common belief that we needed to look out for one another and be there when we were needed. Getting help from the government wasn’t something you wanted—or wanted anyone to know that you had—and you took it only when you absolutely needed it. And even then, you didn’t take it for very long.

There are remnants of that America in some small towns and tight-knit neighborhoods. But my travels during the presidential campaign have sadly reminded me that many of the jobs that were once the basis of those communities for the 70 percent of Americans who don’t have college degrees are all but gone. Over the past few decades, bad corporate and labor leadership, a growing regulatory burden, and competition from low-wage countries have made America less competitive and jobs harder to come by. Economists turn this reality into statistics and tell us that we’re moving from a manufacturing to a service economy and that while the old jobs are gone, new ones will come. But with those old jobs gone, the toll has been more than economic; its effect on families and communities has been devastating.
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Much has been made of a January 2014 study by a group of distinguished economists from Harvard and the University of California at Berkeley that appears to refute the common perception that it’s harder to get ahead in America than it used to be.1 Examining forty years of data on economic mobility and inequality, the Equality of Opportunity Project found that “[c]hildren entering the labor market today have the same chances of moving up in the income distribution (relative to their parents) as children born in the 1970s.”2 Republicans, however, should resist the temptation to dismiss all the talk about declining mobility as another hyped-up crisis—like global warming—and settle back to our old economic policies. For one thing, upward mobility varies greatly from community to community in America. Not surprisingly, it’s the lowest in rural and depressed areas. The poorest kids in San Francisco, Washington, D.C., and Salt Lake City, for example, are more than twice as likely to reach the highest income percentiles as those in Dayton, St. Louis, and Charlotte. And while our economic mobility rate has not changed substantially over time, it is lower than in other developed countries. Think about that—in upward mobility, the Land of Opportunity is falling behind the rest of world.

Digging a little deeper, the study reveals that globalization and automation in manufacturing and the breakdown of families and communities—circumstances that contribute to economic inequality—have been counterbalanced by a healthier environment, technological advancements that produce better living standards, and more opportunities for women and minorities. But ever-increasing automation and the additional loss of jobs to global competition are without question steepening the incline for lower-educated and lower-skilled workers, particularly men, and their families.

When I campaigned for president in 2012, I was pigeonholed by the media as the “social conservative” candidate who only talked about abortion, marriage, and, of all things, contraception. Anyone who actually bothered to show up to one of those 381 town hall meetings in Iowa or any of my hundreds of other talks around the country would know what an inaccurate characterization that was. But my coming out of nowhere with no money to win the Iowa caucuses, where social conservatives make up a large percentage of the vote, reinforced that caricature. What the uninformed “experts” sitting in New York and Washington didn’t realize was that my stance on moral issues didn’t differentiate me from the field. It was how I integrated those issues into the central discussion of improving our economy.

In a debate at Dartmouth College in New Hampshire, I got the chance to take that message to a national audience. I explained that the word “economy” comes from “oikos,” the Greek word for family. The family is the first economy, and healthy marriages lead to financial success and stability in an overwhelming percentage of cases. It’s no coincidence that the Equality of Opportunity Project concluded that family structure was the most important determinant of upward mobility. Children raised in single-parent households are the least likely to climb the ladder of success, followed by children raised in two-parent families who live in communities of mostly single parents.

Today, marriage rates are at a historical low while illegitimacy is at a historical high.3 And just as marriage—an institution older than any government and the foundation of a stable society—has fallen into this crisis, activist courts are redefining it in a way that extinguishes whatever meaning it had left. Let me be clear—I am not blaming the breakdown of marriage and the family on the same-sex marriage movement. The sexual revolution has been taking a jackhammer to that foundation for fifty years. No one would be talking about same-sex marriage if we had not lost the real meaning and purpose of marriage years ago.

Working Americans are now finding fewer and fewer of the opportunities that we once took for granted. Sure, they might find a good job in the lumber department at Home Depot or driving a delivery truck for FedEx, but long-term, steady employment opportunities—the kind that can support a family—appear to be gone for many Americans. In too many towns, the disappearance of quality jobs has brought not only economic hardship but a host of social pathologies, from alcohol and drug abuse to petty crime, obesity, and dependence on welfare. The teenage mother, the drug addict, or the convicted felon who emerges from these circumstances will find few opportunities to escape a life of poverty. It’s a vicious circle that is shattering American communities.
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The folks I grew up with deserve better than the choices either party has offered in the past couple of elections. Liberals promise a big, intrusive, and all-providing government that sucks the life and faith out of families and communities. But conservatives give the impression that they are unconcerned about the millions of hurting and vulnerable Americans. No wonder so many people stayed home on Election Day 2012. Our country needs opportunities for all, not just the financiers on the East Coast or the high-tech tycoons on the West. And that means focusing on what will strengthen the families and communities of ordinary Americans who want to work.

When I ran for president, I noticed that what stuck in people’s minds was not my policy pronouncements but images (not the ones that political consultants contrive, but something as simple as a sweater vest) and stories like the one I told the night I won the Iowa caucuses. I recalled kneeling next to my grandfather’s coffin, where all I could do was look at his hands. They were the powerful hands of a miner, thick and scarred. It struck me then that those hands dug freedom for me.

In the last few years, a lot of us have realized that we can lose that freedom. In fact, we may be perilously close to losing it right now. America should be a land of opportunity and its people full of hope. But I saw firsthand the hopelessness in the eyes of thousands of our countrymen. Who is going to help them? There are things we can do, but we’ll need the resolve of heroes. This country, thank God, has never been short of heroes.

In the chapters to follow, I’ll explore what went wrong and what killed opportunity for so many Americans. And I’ll share my ideas about how we can rebuild this economy and our communities. If running for president teaches you anything, it’s that no one has all the answers. But there’s one thing I know with absolute certainty—we Americans have always met the challenges that history has thrown at us, and we can meet them again.


CHAPTER TWO

RESTORING THE AMERICAN DREAM FOR WORKERS

All of us have a picture in our head of what the American Dream looks like. It probably includes owning your own home, having a family and a good job, being active in your church and community, sending your kids off to college or technical school, and then retiring comfortably and spoiling your grandkids. Whatever variation each of us has of this vision, the American Dream is always the dream of a better life for us and for our children, of leaving our little corner of the world better than we found it.

If you ask people what trait is most characteristically American, many of them will answer “rugged individualism.” It’s true that this country’s respect for the dignity and freedom of the individual is unique in the history of the world, and it’s at the heart of America’s success. From the beginning of our nation, we have believed our rights come from God, not from the state, and God bestows those rights one person at a time. But it’s important to remember that the American Dream has never just been about the individual.

I part company with the libertarians here. They hold that the basic unit of society is the individual. That’s wrong. The basic unit of society is the family. No one comes into this world as a self-sufficient individual. We start out as the helpless child of a mother and a father, who put aside their own desires and interests to care for us. The family, in fact, is the first society—the first government, the first classroom, the first church. And the strength of the family is the strength of “we.”

I first learned the importance of “we” on my seventh-grade basketball team, and I’ve learned it over and over again bringing up seven children with Karen. No one ever raised a barn, cleared a forest, built a company, or won a war by himself. Call it teamwork, cooperation, fellowship, solidarity, or whatever you like—working with and serving others is the secret not only of success but of happiness.

Two and a half centuries of history have proved that the American Dream is real. Our dynamic free-market system built a ladder of wealth and opportunity that millions have climbed from poverty to prosperity. In America, you’re not limited by who your parents were or which side of the tracks you were born on. What economists like to call “upward economic mobility” the rest of us just call the American Dream.

Ask an American what the keys to success are, and he’ll tell you hard work, education, creativity, perseverance, and some good fortune. In Europe you get a very different answer. A recent survey found that many Europeans believe the keys to success are whom you know, what family you come from, and what connections you have in the government. That’s the attitude you’ll find in a country where government picks winners and losers. It’s not capitalism but crony capitalism. In much of the world, of course, the corruption goes far deeper. Don’t get me wrong—connections help in this country too, but in America there are too many people who have earned their success for us to be as cynical as people in other countries.1

We’re at risk, though, of slipping into the same vicious economic cycles caused by cronyism that have plagued Europe. Our system is increasingly littered with bailouts, tax loopholes, and subsidies that corporations exploit using high-priced lobbyists. Unfortunately, cronyism has been the order of the day in the Obama administration. When big government arbitrarily decides how it will enforce the new healthcare laws and against whom, and when it rewards its favorite “green” industries with taxpayer subsidies, the demons of crony capitalism are set loose.

The cronyism is extending into the boardroom with politicians and corporate executives scratching each other’s backs. Look at the maddening unfairness behind the “too big to fail” financial crises in 2008–2009. Although his bank was teetering on the brink of bankruptcy and complete failure, the chairman of Citigroup earned more than $126 million during his two-year tenure there, made possible by a bailout paid for by you, the taxpayer!2

I’m a sports nut, and I like to compare capitalism to a football game. The competition is intense and the stakes are high. There are winners and losers, and everyone is in it to win. Capitalism, like the NFL, has a rulebook and officials who enforce those rules.

Some libertarian-leaning capitalists have become so frustrated with government that they want to eliminate federal agencies and officials responsible for enforcing the law. Every football fan complains about the officials, particularly when it seems like they are throwing flags on every other play, but without the refs there would be chaos. For example, a holding penalty could be called on every play, but it isn’t. The officials generally call only penalties that affect the play. So if a left tackle holds on a wide receiver screen to the right, the official lets it go. Yes, rules are rules, but there is the larger picture to keep in mind—football succeeds when the players have an opportunity to perform at their best individually and as a team. The NFL knows that no one comes to the game to see officials perform. It wants them to avoid unnecessary calls that interfere with the game and to work with the players to keep this intense, violent sport from getting out of hand.

President Obama, by contrast, believes that the game of capitalism is fundamentally flawed. He directs his officials not only to call more penalties but to change the rules in the middle of the game to reflect what he thinks is “fair.” Imagine a game in which the rules change depending on whom the commissioner is rooting for or in which officials call penalties on only one team. In some areas of the economy today, the government referees have not only swallowed their whistles, they’ve put on jerseys and joined one of the teams!

The American economy transformed human history because of freedom—free markets, free workers, free entrepreneurs. That freedom is endangered, and with it the American Dream.
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The Declaration of Independence proclaims: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” That’s where the American Dream started. The term itself was coined by James Truslow Adams in 1931 in a book titled The Epic of America.3 Writing at the onset of the Great Depression, he described that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement.

It is a difficult dream for the European upper classes to appreciate, and too many of us Americans have grown weary and mistrustful of it. It is not just a dream of motor cars and high wages, but a dream of a social order in which each person can develop his or her gifts and talents to the fullest degree and enjoy the recognition to which he or she is entitled, regardless of the accident of birth or position.

That’s why I don’t like to talk about the “middle class,” a term favored, unfortunately, by politicians of both parties. I refuse to accept the premise of that term, “middle class.” As conservatives, we don’t believe there are social or economic classes in America. Unlike the Left, we believe in the dignity of every human life and seek to create a country that maximizes his or her God-given potential. We shouldn’t assign people to categories or divide them artificially, pitting one group against another. That’s a specialty of this president and the Left, and we should reject it by eliminating this divisive rhetoric from our lexicon.

Another reason I don’t talk about the “middle class” is that the term has no real meaning in the United States. In a 2012 Pew Research survey, only 7 percent of respondents identified themselves as lower class, and 2 percent as upper class.4 A wonderful characteristic of Americans is that almost everyone sees himself as the average person. Let’s stick to a term that describes the people who are working and doing the best they can to be good citizens but are falling behind—working Americans.
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The American Dream is ingrained in us. It is the reason people risk their lives every day to come here. It is why parents scrimp and save to get their kids through college. Everyone knows the American Dream takes work—we take fewer days of vacation than almost any other people in the world—but many are willing to pay the price to reach their dream.5

Many Americans, however, are losing their grip on the dream. A Marist-McClatchy poll taken in February 2014 found that only 31 percent of Americans believe that someone who works hard has a good chance of improving his standard of living, while 68 percent think that someone who works hard has a difficult time even maintaining his standard of living. Eighty percent of Americans think it’s harder now to get ahead than in previous generations, and 78 percent expect it to be even harder for the next generation.6 Those numbers should be a punch in the gut to every American leader, starting with the president.

To put a face on these statistics about the American Dream, I’d like to introduce you to a family I’ll call the Harrisons. They are a composite of the many hundreds of families I met and the thousands of stories I collected during my campaign. James and Susan Harrison live in northeastern Ohio and have two teenage boys. A generation ago, the Harrisons’ parents were relatively well-off, enjoying comfortable, happy lives. James’s father worked for a company that manufactured aluminum tubes. It was a secure job with good wages. Susan grew up five blocks away, and her father was the football coach at the high school. James and Susan went to good public schools, participated in sports and the Key Club, and were faithful parishioners at their Roman Catholic church. James spent his high school summers working for the aluminum company and had a job waiting there for him when he graduated. He and Susan got married several years after that, and within a few years they had two boys. They never thought much about becoming rich in a material sense, but they saw a clear path to a life rich in family and community, coaching Little League and raising their children in a safe, hardworking neighborhood.

Life started pretty well for the Harrisons, but then things changed. Business at the aluminum company peaked about thirty years ago and has steadily declined ever since. James’s wages flattened, and then his benefits started to get cut back. Ten years ago, the company filed for bankruptcy and everyone lost his job. Since then, James has worked at a big-box home improvement store thirty miles away. With fewer hours and no benefits, he is earning about three-quarters of his old wage and spending more money on gas for his commute.

Susan Harrison works part-time as a school nurse. Her hours have been cut back, and the family’s finances are tight. Their kids are now in high school, but those once-proud public schools are a shadow of their former selves. The Little League continues on, but the fields are weedier and the rosters smaller.

The Harrisons feel they are too old for new training and education, and with teenage boys and elderly parents, they can’t easily pick up and move. College for their kids looks unaffordable, and at the same time, they don’t want the boys loading up on debt. They have little hope for a better future or to regain the pride and comfort their family once enjoyed. All around them they see neighbors slipping into poverty. They see drug and alcohol abuse and young girls getting pregnant without husbands, relying on the state for their welfare. Their once-safe neighborhood now has vacant homes and crime.
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What hope does our country offer the Harrisons? Is there still a path to prosperity for all Americans? After talking to people across the United States, my sense is that they want to believe in the American Dream, but it’s getting harder. Too many shuttered factories and abandoned homes stand as ghostly reminders of the prosperity and stability that working Americans once enjoyed. Crime, despair, and social breakdown have taken their place.

These are not sudden developments—many of these communities have been in decline for decades—but the Great Recession knocked away their last struts. Not only were eight million jobs lost, and more than half of all household wealth, but the local manufacturing plants and supporting businesses are not there anymore for young people starting their careers.

For the most part, people like the Harrisons have traditional, conservative values; they believe in family and faith; they are willing to work hard; they are patriotic, with a patriotism that ties them to their community. And what have we Republicans offered them? Mostly macroeconomic arguments about tax policies that won’t affect them directly. The Harrisons can be forgiven if they feel like Republicans have no idea what is happening to average Americans today.

Give President Obama credit—his campaign focused relentlessly on stories about people who were suffering, and he was able to convince most voters that he cared. He deemphasized work as a path to prosperity by gutting the welfare reforms that were a bipartisan achievement of Bill Clinton’s presidency, then he dramatically expanded relief programs with no work requirement—programs like food stamps, school lunches, and unemployment insurance. Burdened with an atrocious economic record, Obama’s campaign developed an astonishingly effective strategy: let voters continue to blame President Bush for the problems, wage a rhetorical war on the wealthy, emphasize the redistribution of wealth, and play on people’s fear that “millionaires and billionaires” were trying to pull the rug out from under them.

That strategy succeeded in getting Obama reelected, but it has done nothing to improve the economy or help the people who are hurting. In 2008, Obama promised “hope and change.” He delivered the change—above all, the disastrous and unpopular Obamacare—but hope was replaced in 2012 by fear. The people who supported Obama most strongly were those who felt economically vulnerable—ethnic minorities and single women. To be sure, the president made other appeals to this base (the shamefully divisive “war on women” comes to mind), but fear of losing the government safety net, even if you’re not currently relying on it yourself, proved to be a decisive issue.

We have an obligation to deal with people’s legitimate fear during this time of great hardship, change, and uncertainty. The answer to every problem can’t be “Quit whining and buck up.” (See how that would work in your marriage!) We must articulate a reassuring vision for those who are struggling, and it must focus on the importance of work and personal dignity.
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The fear and anxiety bred by the weak economy and the breakdown of the family are bad enough, but lately they have given rise to a disturbingly un-American malady—hopelessness. The monthly unemployment report in this anemic recovery results in a partisan sparring match between Left and Right with both sides using statistics to bolster their political narratives. One number has been the most telling over the past five years—the percentage of people who have simply given up looking for work is at or near all-time highs.

People believe the American Dream is fading. It’s no surprise that people are dissatisfied with our country’s economic situation. But most people no longer expect things to get better. Indeed, in some ways—paying for college tuition, affording retirement, finding good jobs—they expect things to get worse. Are they wrong? Maybe not. Not only is our economy in a recession, but economic mobility is lagging behind many other countries.7 According to a Brookings Institution report, you are about two times more likely to rise up the economic ladder in Canada or Australia than you are in America.8

The one area of the country where upward mobility is comparable to these countries is the place with the strongest families and an ethic of community support—the Salt Lake City area. Thanks to the Mormon Church, marriage and family are paramount there, and the church fosters an impressive network of private-sector relief for families in economic distress.

When social scientists study the ability of people to rise out of poverty, one of their findings is so consistent that it cannot be denied or ignored: children from two-parent families who live in communities where the two-parent family is the norm have a much higher chance of succeeding.9 That doesn’t mean there aren’t thousands of heroic single mothers doing everything they can for their children. But our appreciation for those women must not distract us from the fact that, as a rule, children do better when their mom and dad are married and living at home.
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Perhaps the most troubling news about the state of the American Dream is how we define success. A 2012 survey found that “fame and fortune” are replacing “faith and family” as the central components of the American Dream.10 If the character of George Bailey in It’s a Wonderful Life once embodied Americans’ idea of true success, he has been replaced by the latest winner of American Idol. Yet the greatest reward in life is not becoming a rich celebrity; it is having a family—which happens to be a much more democratic ideal. Barbara Walters, who has been a cheerleader for liberalism for decades, has admitted that her greatest regret in life is that she didn’t have more children.11 Warren Buffett, one of the richest men in the world, also recognizes the hollowness of Hollywood ideals. When a student asked him how he defined success, the brilliant investor dismissed almost out of hand his fame and financial achievements and said what matters most is “whether the people you care about most love you.”12

It may be that many young people are turning their backs on the traditional American Dream in part because it seems unattainable. They make up what economists are calling a “lost generation”—millions of twenty-something college graduates who are deep in student debt, can’t find a good job, and might never get a foot on the ladder of career, family, and homeownership. As many as six and a half million Americans between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four are neither in school nor in the workforce.13 They may never recover, and their children will face even gloomier prospects.

Bigger and fatter federal entitlement programs will not bring hope to the Harrisons and their children. They don’t want food stamps. They want the dignity of a decent job and a fair shot at a better life for their kids. Hope lies in a vision of families and communities in which human beings thrive, and in policies based on that vision. I’ll have more to say later about incentives for manufacturers and small businesses, a tax system that encourages marriage and strong families, and education that is affordable and practical.

In the meantime, the Ohio town where the Harrison family lives sits on the Utica Shale, which promises well-paying jobs in the oil and gas industry for James and his sons and thousands of others. There are also powerful political forces that want to strangle that industry, and they have the sympathetic ear of the president and his party. Yet Republicans have somehow ended up as the bad guys in this story. I’m going to show you in this book how we can change that.
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Ultimately, the American Dream has never really been about the dreamer. My grandfather, like millions of others, came to America seeking a better life. But the better life he was after was for his children. In this exceptional country, he was able to nourish in his children the values of faith, family, work, freedom, service, and patriotism. He prospered here, and I thank God for the economic blessings. But my grandfather built something more important than wealth. He built a family, a spiritual legacy, and he built it to last. Over a million immigrants a year come to this country in search of the same dream, because they still believe that dream is within their grasp.

We need to remember, as we debate about policies and fight our political battles, what’s really at stake. The American Dream is about a country of prosperous communities, strong families, a decent life today, and a realistic hope for a better tomorrow. Blue collar conservatives understand that, and it’s time Republicans let them know that we do too.


CHAPTER THREE

A GOP THAT STANDS UP FOR EVERYONE

Americans are more pessimistic than ever. Washington is a mess. The economy has been sputtering along for years. The culture is getting even coarser. It is harder to find a good job, much less climb the ladder of success. For a working young man or woman who wants to raise a family, the search for a good spouse feels like finding a needle in a haystack, and the odds against a lasting marriage are sobering.

Though some of today’s problems are new, Americans have faced serious challenges before, and we have always prevailed. Sometimes in the hour of crisis, we have been blessed with a great leader. Abraham Lincoln guided us through the Civil War. Franklin Roosevelt inspired us with the determination to defeat Nazism and fascism in World War II. Ronald Reagan restored our confidence after the economic, military, and political crises of the 1970s and led us to victory in the Cold War.

There is no such leader in the Oval Office now, no one who can appeal to the values that make this country great because he believes in them himself. President Obama doesn’t understand America. Maybe that’s because he was raised in a radical family, much of the time overseas, and educated by people who saw only the worst in this country. He abandoned the slogan of “hope” a long time ago. When Obama appeals to Americans, his themes are envy, resentment, and fear. He can mobilize his base on the Left with that talk, but it falls flat with everyone else.

Borrowing a page from the unhappier chapters of European history, Obama promises that the government will take care of every want and need. All the public has to do is cede control of their lives to the benevolent functionaries of the omnicompetent state. Uttering the world’s stalest political pickup line, he woos an anxious electorate: “Trust me, your leader, with more power and control because I really do care for you, and of course I know what is best.” In tough times, people who feel economically vulnerable—the poor, minorities, and single women—have decided to stay with their date.

For Obama, there’s no such thing as the “loyal opposition,” only the enemy that must be identified and “punished.” Call them conservatives, Tea Partiers, libertarians, or the religious Right, this president has them in his crosshairs in virtually every speech he gives. And his administration doesn’t shrink from using the coercive power of the federal government to make the point.

Americans are beginning to see how brutally the Democrats are willing to exercise their power, whether it’s the use of the Internal Revenue Service to harass political opponents, the subversion of the Senate filibuster as a check on majoritarian tyranny, or the abuse of executive orders to thwart the constitutional role of Congress. Yet as scandal follows scandal, Republicans fail to persuade the American people that they are more trustworthy than the Democrats, and the federal government settles deeper into dysfunction.

Americans have had it, and they want real leadership that understands them and what it will take to get America going again.
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All they got from the election of 2012 was a clinic in the divide-and-conquer politics of the Left. President Obama was reelected because he rallied his base of minorities, single women, and youth by painting a picture of Mitt Romney as a heartless rich guy who had made millions by putting everyday Americans out of work. That coalition might not seem big enough to win a national election, and if this were 1980 that would be true. Had Romney received the same percentage of the vote of every ethnic group that Ronald Reagan received in 1980 (when the Gipper carried forty-eight states against Jimmy Carter), Romney probably would have suffered an even bigger loss to Obama.

The Democrats are masters of demography, and with the eager help of the media they bombard the public with the message of the Republican war against women, the young, the poor, and immigrants. Republicans, they say, represent only the rich; they don’t care about the folks trying to climb out of poverty. So far, it has worked—in spite of a miserable economy that hurts those very groups more than any other, the Democrats have managed to solidify their base.

This message is ceaseless, overhyped, and cynical, but is any of it true? Let’s hit the hanging curve ball first. Do Republicans really care less about the person at the bottom of the ladder than Democrats do? To be painfully honest, I would have to say in some ways “yes.” There are some in my party who have taken the ideal of individualism to such an extreme that they have forgotten the obligation to look out for our fellow man. The rhetoric is often harsh and gives the all-too-willing media an opportunity to tar all Republicans with the same brush. That is not my Republican Party. In fact, in 2005 I wrote a book titled It Takes a Family: Conservatism and the Common Good. We must not cede the moral high ground on promoting the common good or the issue of caring for the less fortunate to a party whose own misguided policies have trapped so many in a life of poverty and despair.

We Republicans have neglected to focus our policies and our rhetoric on the plight of lower-income Americans. For thirty years our theme has been that the Reagan tax cuts transformed the American economy and further tax cuts will make it even better. While I believe that’s true, our critics on the Left have a couple of valid points.

First, when Reagan cut rates in the early 1980s, the top rate was 70 percent; today it is slightly under 40 percent.1 The impact on the economy of further cuts will therefore not be as dramatic. At the same time, the drag on the economy of the current rate of taxation is not as severe as it was in 1980. Reagan’s economic policy responded to the problems confronting America at the time: high inflation and stagnant growth—a toxic mix we called “stagflation.” Growth is anemic today not primarily because of high individual tax rates but because of excessive government regulation of businesses. Our focus on tax cuts for individuals not only leaves us open to the “tax breaks for the rich” sloganeering of the Left but seems irrelevant to the nearly 50 percent of the population who don’t pay federal income taxes today.

The second point that we need to address is that while the technological revolution has increased the material wealth of our society as a whole and improved the quality of life for all Americans, it has also left our society more polarized. The new economy bestows a larger share of its rewards on the educated than the industrial economy did.

Ronald Reagan offered a remedy for what ailed America in 1980. He would be the last person to offer exactly the same prescription more than three decades later under quite different circumstances. We need a different game plan to achieve economic growth with an eye toward those whom the new economy has left behind. If we only promise more growth without addressing the 70 percent of young Americans who will not earn a bachelor’s degree, we will be shirking our responsibility to them and handing the Democrats an electoral club to beat us with.2

So our critics are right—the American economy has changed dramatically since 1980, and our policies must reflect that change. But something else has changed as well—the American household—and it’s liberals who ignore this change. In 1980, 55 percent of black children were born out of wedlock, and the out-of-wedlock birth rate in the population as a whole was 18 percent. Today, almost three out of four black children are born without a father in the home, and over 40 percent of all American children will grow up fatherless.3 Democrats can talk all day long about the “War on Poverty,” but the most effective antipoverty tool is a combination of work, education, and marriage. America created the new economy, but a fatherless America cannot produce the skilled and functional workers, particularly men, who will thrive in that economy. The liberal programs of the last fifty years are no solution to the problem of family breakdown, and neither are tax cuts. The severity of this problem grows exponentially with each new generation. If we don’t address it now, it won’t be long before our economy reaches the “do not resuscitate” stage.
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Republicans need to remember the old adage that “people don’t care what you know until they know that you care.”

After losing the election, Mitt Romney acknowledged the party’s problem. Talking to a reporter while volunteering at a homeless shelter, he remarked that the men and women there “are used to being ignored, I guess. Mostly by people like me.”4

I admire his willingness to shoulder some of the responsibility for the problem, but as a matter of fact, Romney has a splendid record of helping people in all walks of life. A leader in his church, he has been fully engaged in its philanthropic efforts over the years. As an employer, he showed his concern for even the most junior employee, and he has given millions of dollars to help those who are less fortunate. Mitt Romney is a model of compassion for those less fortunate than himself, but how many people know about it? He has lived the American Dream not only by succeeding in business and raising a beautiful family but also—and just as importantly—by serving those in need.

It should come as no surprise that Americans are the most generous people in the world. Study after study shows that Americans give more than anyone else to help their fellow man. We rank number one in the annual World Giving Index.5 In 2013, Germany ranked twenty-second, India ninety-third, and China came in next to last, ahead of only bankrupt Greece. But what about American conservatives? Surely they are stingier with the poor than their liberal neighbors.

Arthur Brooks, the president of the American Enterprise Institute, has studied how America’s giving breaks down by political ideology and other factors, and he finds that conservatives, especially religious conservatives, are actually the most generous with their own money. Liberals are terribly generous, too—with other people’s money. To be fair, religious liberals (those who attend church once a week or more) are also quite generous, but there aren’t many of them.6

Compare the charitable giving of Mitt Romney, a well-to-do empty nester, to the other wealthy empty nester on the national ticket, Joe Biden. Romney gave 29 percent of his money to charity in the past few years, whereas Joe Biden gave only 0.5 percent.7 But Romney is the uncaring, wealthy Scrooge, and Biden the common, compassionate Bob Cratchit simply because Biden wants to use the force of the government to take even more money away from high earners and give it to those he chooses. The liberal media promote this as caring, but it’s not. It is not about giving and helping, it is about power, and it doesn’t reflect the true spirit of America.

If conservatives are so generous, why does the GOP have the reputation as the party of Scrooge? It might be because we spend so much time talking to and about the “job creator” and business owner. Economic growth and the role of the job creator should continue to be at the heart of our economic policy, but we need to think about, listen to, and talk about the jobholder as well. If conservatives got the vote of every job creator in the country, we’d still lose. We must earn a large portion of the votes of jobholders, because there are far more of them.

Two incidents from the 2012 campaign illustrate this truth. When President Obama told an audience of business owners, “You didn’t build that,” he appeared to denigrate the role of entrepreneurship in the economy, and Republicans thought he had made a disastrous misstep. We even made it the theme of our national convention. The president’s statement was revealing and galling, but it didn’t matter. What percentage of Americans have built a business? The disastrous misstep of the campaign turned out to be Governor Romney’s surreptitiously recorded comment about the “47 percent” of the population that collects payments from the government. It’s basic math that you can’t insult half of the voters and expect to win.
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The Republican Party hasn’t always had this problem with those who are trying to rise in America. We have an impressive history of speaking for all Americans, and we can reach them again. From its birth, our party was on the side of the struggling, for it was formed to combat slavery. The 1856 platform pledged to abolish the barbarism of slavery. Under the leadership of the first Republican president, Abraham Lincoln, it was. When Democrats attempted to derail the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Republicans helped push it through with the support of over 80 percent of their members.8

The party that now supposedly wages a “war on women” led the fight for women’s right to vote. The first vote in Congress on women’s suffrage occurred in 1878 on a constitutional amendment offered by a Republican, A. A. Sargent. A Democratic majority defeated it. It would be over thirty years before another vote was taken, and it was not until after the Republican landslide of 1918 that the Nineteenth Amendment, sponsored by another Republican, was taken up and passed.9

One of the greatest champions of the working man ever to occupy the White House was the “trust buster” Theodore Roosevelt, who took on corporate monopolies and pushed for landmark reforms of working conditions.

In recent years, Republicans have led the way on welfare reform, the Medicare prescription drug benefit, and educational initiatives like charter schools and vouchers (opportunities that Democrats have fought ferociously to deny to children from poor families). We have created tax policies to help create jobs in urban areas, lowered taxes, and put money back in the pockets of families. And, of course, we have always stood for marriage and responsible fatherhood. We rarely get credit for that record, in part because we don’t bother to talk much about it.
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Like the Democrats, today’s Republican Party is a coalition of different interests, each with its own priorities. Those interests include Tea Party constitutionalists, small and medium-sized business owners, believers in the free market, those in favor of a strong defense and tough foreign policy, and social conservatives who put faith, family, and protecting the innocent and unborn first. We have our disagreements and vigorous debates, and we’ll have them again in 2016, but we’re all under the “big tent” of the GOP, and we respect and help each other.

I believe that in recent years, the interests of the “talk only about deficits and growth” wing of the party have received too much emphasis, and it has come at the expense of working families. Our party’s “you built that” convention in 2012 didn’t have much to say about the struggles of our working families. We weren’t speaking to them. It hasn’t just been our rhetoric—we have lacked ideas and policies. People like the Harrisons can’t be blamed if they thought we Republicans “didn’t care,” and the media were happy to support this narrative.

Broadening our party’s message will involve many political challenges, but everyone in our “big tent” wants a country where people have an opportunity to achieve the American Dream: “Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” We believe that now it’s time to say and do something about it.


CHAPTER FOUR

HOLES IN THE BOAT

Since Ronald Reagan came to Washington and launched the supply-side revolution, Republican economic policy could be expressed in one word—growth. “A rising tide lifts all boats,” as we like to say, quoting that earlier tax cutter John F. Kennedy.1 The theory is that by helping those at the top—the people who start businesses and create jobs—we help those at the bottom.

Our economic policy, therefore, has focused on tax cuts, deregulation, and free trade. While there have been a variety of different plans, from the “Fair Tax” to the “Flat Tax” to “9-9-9,” they were all aimed at lowering taxes on job creators to stimulate economic growth.2 After more than thirty years of this policy, I think it is time Republicans ask themselves, “Does this really work?” The short answer is “Yes, but . . .” The “yes” part is pretty clear. If government policies encourage growth and business owners and investors earn more profit (“the rising tide” part), businesses will grow, and there will be more jobs at higher wages (“lifting all boats”). Since the Reagan Revolution, America has had the strongest, most stable economy in the world thanks to economic freedom, relatively low taxes (with the notable exception of the federal corporate income tax), and, until recently, a reasonable regulatory and legal environment.3 So why did I say the answer to the question “Does this work?” is “Yes, but . . .”? Advances in technology have helped people even at the lowest income levels. Telecommunications and medical treatment, for example, are better for everyone than they were fifty years ago. But the income gap is widening, and for the 70 percent of Americans who won’t get a college degree, it is increasingly difficult to find stable, full-time employment at wages that can support a family.4 Republicans love to quote Ronald Reagan, who declared in his first inaugural address that “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem.”5 But you rarely hear the four words that preceded that line: “In this present crisis. . . .” The economic crisis of our day is different from the one Reagan confronted in 1981. Everyone was struggling then—businesses, investors, and workers alike. Today, large businesses are doing well, and stock and commodity prices are strong. If you are an owner or investor, life has been pretty good. But for workers, it’s a different story: unemployment and underemployment are high, and the percentage of working-age Americans who have given up looking for a job is at thirty-year highs.6 In short, the well-educated, the business owner, and the investor from a stable family are doing fine, but millions of Americans who can’t check those boxes are floundering. In an increasingly service-oriented economy, they are working part-time or in jobs that provide little prospect for advancement. The tide is rising, but many boats have holes of various sizes—for example, a lack of skills or experience, an unstable family, or no high school degree. They are sinking or are stuck on a sand bar. Lower-wage workers see the rich getting richer, but they feel poorer. Democrats are fond of saying that all the Republican talk about a “rising tide” really amounts to “trickle-down economics.” That accusation may be shortsighted and not entirely fair, but we have to admit that for the people at the bottom, that’s what it feels like these days—just a trickle.
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President Obama recognizes the problem of sinking boats, but his answer, predictably, has been to raise taxes on those who are succeeding, borrow even more money, and hand out that money not only to people in sinking boats but to almost half the population.

So how has that worked out?

Here are the facts of the first four years of President Obama’s attempt to tax and redistribute our way out of the wealth gap that existed when he took office. Income inequality has increased under President Obama.7 The gap between the rich and the poor is wider than it has ever been in American history.8 In President Obama’s first term, the income of the top 1 percent grew 31.4 percent, while the income for everyone else grew just 0.4 percent.9 Yes, you read that right—less than 1 percent. And the top 10 percent of all Americans now have 50 percent of all the wealth in this country.10 Since the Great Recession ended, 95 percent of the gains have gone to just 1 percent of Americans.11 It turns out that Obama’s attempted Robin Hood act has actually helped the rich and hurt the poor.

Why hasn’t taking from the rich benefited the poor? Higher taxes make America less competitive in the global economy for both jobs and investment capital. In spite of the Federal Reserve’s desperate effort to counteract the administration’s anti-growth policies by printing money, the economy continues to sputter. Slower growth hurts everyone, but it hurts marginal workers and low-wage workers more.

But how does a government handout hurt the recipient? How does it put more holes in the boats of people who are already sinking? The government programs that have expanded most under this stagnant economy are benefits to able-bodied people. These benefits carry no expectation of work, service, or repayment, and they create a disincentive to climb the ladder of success and happiness. When the Congressional Budget Office forecast that the most recent entitlement aimed at working Americans, Obamacare, would result in 2.5 million Americans choosing not to work, President Obama responded with a “mission-accomplished” thumbs up.

Providing health benefits is not the first disincentive to work the Left has promoted. Look at unemployment benefits as an example. Early in the recession, President Obama requested that unemployment benefits be extended to ninety-nine weeks.12 At a time when the unemployment rate was over 10 percent, this was seen as an act of compassion.13 But the purpose of unemployment insurance is to enable recipients to focus on getting a job, not to make it easier for them to stay out of work. Since the government began tracking long-term unemployment in the 1940s, no more than 25 percent of the unemployed had ever been out of work more than twenty-seven weeks,14 and unemployment benefits usually lasted twenty-six weeks.15 In 2010, by contrast, an unprecedented 47 percent of those on unemployment benefits received them for between six months and two years.

The longer someone receives unemployment benefits, the more difficult it becomes for him to return to employment.16 Consider how an employer is likely to view an able-bodied worker who has been on benefits for two years and, now that those benefits are exhausted, is applying for a job that is a step down from his previous position. The applicant’s job skills have probably eroded, his work habits and attitude are questionable, and he is more likely than someone else to go back on unemployment. A long stay on unemployment makes the recipient less employable, which makes him less likely to be successful, independent, and happy. The politically popular extension of unemployment benefits, therefore, is less compassionate than it seems.
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As my grandfather and dad drilled into me, hard work is the key to success and happiness. How tragic, then, that our government, which should promote the common good, undermines the work ethic of its citizens in so many ways. Even state-run gambling and lotteries promote the idea of get rich quick without earning it, instead of the slow and steady climb up the ladder that comes from working hard and improving your skills. An estimated 70 percent of lottery winners, who struck it rich, go broke.17

But more harm is done by welfare programs. The government “safety net,” as the metaphor implies, is intended to catch us as we fall and help us bounce back to a position of safety and stability, ready to continue life’s climb. It has evolved, unfortunately, into a hunter’s net that ensnares the vulnerable, robbing them of their dignity and trapping them in generational poverty and hopelessness.

Designed with the best intentions, welfare programs, like Obamacare, have a “phaseout” feature. The more you (or your spouse) earn, the less you receive in government benefits. At first glance, phaseouts seem to make sense, but they are a powerful disincentive to take a job or get married. In other words, they discourage the behavior most necessary for rising out of poverty.

Glenn Grothman is a state senator in Wisconsin whom I met while campaigning there in 2012. He shared with me the startling fact that in his state, a single mother with two children was eligible for over $38,000 in a variety of government benefits as long as her income didn’t exceed $15,000 a year. For every dollar she earned over that amount, she lost more than a dollar in benefits! If she married the man she was living with, he would have to earn over $60,000 a year for her to remain in the same place economically. In their desire to help, the architects of the welfare state have steered single mothers away from working and marrying. Millions of Americans face enough barriers to success—a poor education, poor work habits, a criminal record, lack of experience—without the government adding more.18

As more citizens receive government welfare benefits, the stigma is being replaced by an expectation of being on welfare, especially in areas where out-of-wedlock births are a multigenerational norm and government has replaced fathers. Without the stigma, recipients lose the sense of welfare as a temporary solution and see it simply as a way of life. When most of your neighbors live this way, there is no shame in living this way too. Programs designed to help in the short term do great harm in the long term.

Let me be clear: conservatives should not rail against properly incentivized government safety net programs for those whose lives have taken a bad turn, nor against government programs that provide lifesaving care for the disabled, the chronically ill, and the elderly. A compassionate and caring society should have such programs in place, but the programs must be private-public partnerships that are more affordable, more efficient, and better targeted than the current slate of programs.

With hopelessness and a lack of ambition comes crime—and not all of it happens out on the streets. When most of your neighbors live on the dole and accept it as a way of life, when you think of government benefits as something you deserve rather than something you tap only in an emergency, then it’s a short step to figuring out a “creative” way to get at those benefits. This little act of fraud can go beyond stealing from the taxpayer to stealing from a community’s own future. In a remarkable and heartbreaking column in the liberal New York Times last year, Nicholas Kristof described a poor rural community in Kentucky where parents admitted to taking their children out of literacy classes to protect a Supplemental Security Income benefit they received for having a “disabled” child.19

An entire legal subspecialty has developed around the aggressive pursuit of Social Security disability claims (“We don’t take no for an answer!” one lawyer advertises). Fraud is far more widespread than you might imagine.20 In some small, low-income towns, the retail stores are packed on the days disability checks are issued.

It’s sad that people are in this position. It’s sad that misguided government policy has made it worse. And it’s sad that the president hasn’t learned anything from experience. It wasn’t that long ago, in the 1990s, when I lead Republicans working with President Clinton to reform welfare in a way that preserved the safety net but got people back to work. Maybe it was tough love, but it was compassionate. Our goal was to encourage people to return to the labor force, enhance their job skills, and accept the responsibility (and earn the self-respect) that comes with employment. You need three things to avoid poverty—education, work, and marriage—and we tried to shore up all three. We ended welfare as an entitlement; we provided block grants to the states so that they could use the money in the most effective way, which included providing vocational training; and we strengthened enforcement of child support payments, among other provisions. Welfare rolls plummeted, poverty rates fell, people went back to work, and we showed that while poverty is an undeniable problem, it need not be an inescapable condition.

The Clinton-era welfare reform would seem to be a bipartisan success story. But the Obama administration has reversed much of that achievement, particularly the work requirements21—a bad deal for taxpayers and for the welfare recipients themselves. The best welfare programs are transitional welfare programs, programs that provide incentives and opportunities to work.

Social Security and Medicare, which have essentially eliminated poverty among vulnerable seniors and the disabled, show that government has an important role. But the best welfare provider is not government, whose bureaucrats see bloated caseloads as justification for bigger budgets. No, the best welfare program is individuals, families, and communities helping each other.
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Perverse incentives are by no means limited to welfare programs. When I was in Congress, we went after the cozy relationships in the boardrooms of public corporations that resulted in rich rewards for mediocre and even failed executive teams. Executives were often rewarded when they produced short-term shareholder gains at the expense of the long-term health of the enterprise. I had the privilege of serving on the board of directors of a Fortune 500 company for five years after I left the Senate, and I saw for myself how these measures changed behavior in the boardroom. The regulations weren’t perfect—they were burdensome, costly, and in many areas ineffective—but the attention curbed some of the outrageous abuses when directors were publicly reminded that their duty is to shareholders, and dare I say employees, not the corporate brass.

Nevertheless, the culture of many large companies still encourages a short-term outlook and disproportionate rewards for executives at the expense of shareholders and workers. Business leaders are more richly rewarded in America than in almost any other country, and it’s hard to believe that that many of them are that good.

Welfare cheats aren’t the only ones who would benefit from a little stigma. A free economic order, like a free political order, requires a certain level of integrity throughout the system. The government can’t police every corporate act. The system relies on the honor and integrity of its participants—investors, directors, executives, and ordinary employees. The short-term, quick-buck mentality and the loose ethics that result from a materialistic “just do it” culture encourage investor scams and corporate malfeasance. Are the wolves of Wall Street responsible for welfare fraud? Yes, in part. In every civilization the elites have always set an example for the rest of society. When the average American sees that the result of systemic corruption is billions of dollars in Wall Street bailouts of the banks that caused the financial meltdown and the resulting Great Recession, with only a handful of prosecutions, the message is delivered. This is what Pope Francis was referring to in his critique of “trickle-down” capitalism that is practiced in his native South America. Crony capitalism and corruption undermine the trust that is necessary for a free economy to create jobs and economic security.
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The growing disparity between rich and poor is part of a broader trend we might call cultural Balkanization. Americans increasingly associate with people of like mind and like income. In the news we follow, the entertainment we consume, the churches we worship in, and the neighborhoods we live in, we tend to see and hear people a lot like ourselves.22 In the cities and towns of our country, there were always two sides of the tracks. You came from one side or the other, but you were separated from the people on the other side by a railroad track, not a gated community twenty miles from the other neighborhood. We long ago lost the village where rich and poor lived within walking distance of each other. Now we are separated not just by zoning and planned developments but by fear and envy.

People in a Balkanized society don’t understand each other and don’t have empathy for each other. In the America I grew up in, the union worker and the lawyer attended the same church, ate at the same restaurants, went to the same doctor and dentist, golfed at the same public course, read the same newspaper, drank Iron City beer, and watched M*A*S*H and the evening news with either Walter Cronkite or David Brinkley.

Now the wealthy worship in a superparish or megachurch in the suburbs as the old city churches crumble. How many average-income, working Americans do you see at fancy restaurants or country clubs? Do you read the Wall Street Journal or the New York Times or just the local paper? Can you afford the craft beers, or do you have a Bud? Do you watch Hallmark or HBO? MSNBC or Fox News? Sure, there were choices in the past, but we are far more segmented now. Many of the divisions are determined by wealth, and that isn’t a good thing.

Recently, I debated Howard Dean at Northwestern University. We were asked what America’s greatest virtue is. He answered, “Diversity.” Diversity can be good or bad, but it’s not necessarily a virtue for society; it is, in fact, a challenge. “E pluribus unum,” the motto the Founding Fathers chose for their new nation, expresses something essential for its survival. “Out of many, one”—the United States was a joint venture undertaken by a people representing varied backgrounds. The role of any government is to fashion laws that help us get along with each other so we can reach our full potential—our American Dream.

In America today, the economic elite are clustered in places like Manhattan, Boston, the suburbs north of Chicago, the Bay Area, pockets of Southern California, and Northwest Washington, D.C. These are the places where people who funded the campaigns of both President Obama and Governor Romney live. The people there shop at Whole Foods, listen to National Public Radio, and read the New Yorker. If they drink beer, it’s imported or micro-brewed. They may follow the local professional sports franchises, but they’re just as likely to spend their time doing yoga or collecting wine. They are more likely to spend Sunday morning at Starbucks than at church. Their children will have every possible advantage—good schools, the best healthcare, safe neighborhoods, lots of activities, and exposure to many role models and good examples.23

Most of America doesn’t live like this, of course. Most of America shops at Sam’s Club, drinks Coors, likes to hunt or fish, and goes to church or the American Legion. In his important book Coming Apart: The State of White America, 1960–2010, Charles Murray details the economic and social distress of blue collar Americans at a time when elites are prospering as never before. You’ll find Murray’s “New Upper Class” in places like “Belmont,” the fictional town that represents the suburban enclaves of the wealthy and highly educated. The “New Lower Class” reside in neighborhoods represented by “Fishtown,” the deteriorating home of people with no college degree who are sliding down the economic ladder. In Belmont, says Murray, the work ethic, families, and community spirit have held up or even improved over the years. In Fishtown they’re all weaker, and the town is caught in a downward spiral. The social problems that result from deteriorating communities—teenage pregnancy, substance abuse, incarceration—get worse with each new generation. If you’re born to a poor single mother who has dropped out of school, the odds are enormously stacked against you.

People like James and Susan Harrison live in Fishtown, of course. The once-proud community of Italian, Polish, and black families has deteriorated with its citizens’ work ethic. They seem to have lost what it takes to hold together a hardworking but secure life. The decline starts with the loss of a job, followed by the inability to send their kids to college, divorce, out-of-wedlock pregnancy, single-mother households, food stamps, and a new generation of children with little potential to achieve anything.
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The experience of the Harrisons has been studied in depth, and we know what predicts whether someone will live in poverty. During my campaign for president, I often cited a study from the Brookings Institution, a center-left think tank, which found that if you do these three things, it’s very unlikely that you’ll end up in poverty: graduate from high school, get a full-time job, and wait until you are married to have children. Only 8 percent of the people who do all three end up in poverty.24 And those who don’t do all three? Seventy-nine percent of them are poor sooner or later. That’s a pretty startling statistic, right? Graduate, get a job, and wait until you’re married to have kids. That’s pretty much what separates the rich from the poor in our country.

But too many kids in communities that have suffered economically are failing to take those basic steps, in part because of a culture that promotes premarital sex and a president whose biggest campaign issue was free contraception to everyone, particularly unmarried young girls. Children of teenage mothers are much more likely to slip into the behavior that keeps them from graduating from high school, holding a job, and getting married. And on and on and on it goes. It’s heartbreaking, yet the president and his party, who will do nothing about the crisis themselves, denounce any attempt to address it as a “war on women.”
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The real Fishtowns—the faded communities across America like my hometown of Butler, Pennsylvania—have lost jobs because of foreign competition and offshore labor, bad corporate and union leadership, and neglectful elected officials. To make ends meet, the people in those towns have been left to retail and service-sector jobs that offer fewer hours and no benefits. Or they rely on public assistance, in some cases becoming permanently dependent.

Since 2009, 14.7 million people have been added to the food stamp rolls, while only a few hundred thousand net new jobs have been created. The staggering fact is that we have added seventy-five new food stamp recipients for every new job.25 And the burden on taxpayers to fund this expansion of welfare is growing dangerously.

The Harrisons don’t want what the Democrats are offering—a handout. But they also don’t want to hear about prosperity “trickling down” to them—they see that as an excuse to keep the status quo. They are fed up with both approaches and don’t care to hear much from their elected leaders anymore.

What the Harrisons want are commonsense ideas that generate economic activity and opportunities that will help restore the proud town they grew up in. They aren’t moving, because they feel there is still enough community, enough connection to the past, for their town to rise again if given a chance. They are optimistic about a new industry emerging to extract the natural gas from the shale rock deep underneath their town. They hope it will create opportunity for them and their kids.

The Harrisons want leaders who understand that their misfortune wasn’t the result of laziness or bad life decisions. They were good employees, good parents, and good neighbors. They are waiting for someone in Washington to understand, lay out a plan, and fight . . . and it can’t happen soon enough.

In the chapters that follow, I will outline what we can do for the millions of people like the Harrisons. There is hope—the American Dream is dying but not dead. We’ll explore plans not for the rich or poor but for creating something for all of America to get excited about.


CHAPTER FIVE

RENEWING THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

During the presidential campaign of 2012, Susan and James Harrison were inundated with phone calls, knocks on the door, and mailings. Living in Ohio and not clearly aligned with either party, they were targeted as swing voters in a battleground state. The Harrisons could not have avoided the candidates and the issues if they had wanted to.

But after all of that, the Harrisons ended up sitting out the election. They simply saw no reason to vote. James put in a long day on the store floor because he needed the extra pay. Neither candidate offered them the hope of new opportunities.

On the one side, they saw a president seeking reelection after four miserable years. The economy was still in the tank, but Barack Obama was always attacking businesses. Too many of the neighbors had been laid off, and the Harrisons kept hearing about despair across the country. They knew about Obama’s opposition to the Keystone pipeline, and they suspected he would fight the shale gas development that could help Ohio. They always attend church and believe in traditional marriage and in the sanctity of human life. Obama’s views on these issues seemed so extreme, and that troubled them.

Governor Romney, on the other hand, never connected with them in a way that earned their confidence. When the Harrisons heard Romney’s comment about the “47 percent,” they took offense. The people he accused of “not contributing” sounded a lot like the people who lived on Social Security, military veterans, and other hardworking people who from time to time needed help. These people weren’t moochers. They just needed an opportunity, and they didn’t deserve the put-down.

You shouldn’t think James and Susan are apathetic just because they didn’t vote in 2012. They have always taken an interest in politics and discussed issues and candidates with their neighbors—especially at a time when so many people they knew were victims of the lousy economy. They have also been involved in civic affairs, their children’s schools, and community groups. They are engaged Americans—and they are willing to engage even more if it will help them, their kids, and their friends and neighbors. But they want to know that their engagement is worthwhile.

The Harrisons weren’t the only ones to feel left out in the 2012 election. In their home state of Ohio, for example, voter turnout in rural and traditionally blue collar counties was lower than in previous elections, including the Obama-McCain race in 2008.1
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America’s experience in the election of 2012 confirms what the book of Proverbs says, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”2 Americans are desperate for leaders with vision—not number crunchers, not technocrats, not policy wonks, but men and women who can look beyond this week’s polls and next year’s election, who see clearly where we need to be headed. A lot of people thought they had found that leader in 2008, but Barack Obama’s vision of an America “transformed” has been a nightmare, especially for those struggling hardest.

If you are born into poverty or are going through hard times, wouldn’t you be better off if you were surrounded by institutions like churches, good schools, scouts, and strong families? We need stronger marriages, stronger churches, and stronger communities because they do what the government cannot do. Yet the liberal establishment that controls our government, our schools, the media, and so many of the institutions that shape our public life and form our opinions is busy tearing down these pillars of American society, starting with the family.

Government has taken the lead in liberating men from the responsibility of providing and caring for their children and their children’s mother by providing single mothers with an alternative to building a relationship with the father of their child. Let’s face it, government welfare benefits have played a role in the demise of marriage in low-income communities and have encouraged a new cultural norm that leads to multigenerational poverty and hopelessness.3 Believe it or not, that’s exactly what President Obama and his friends on the Left have in mind. It is their radical, anti-family dogma that government is the liberator of women and a suitable replacement for unfit fathers.

When I make this point in town hall meetings, someone usually objects that a mother and her child are better off without a convicted felon, gang member, dropout, unemployable dad in the picture. Fair enough, but to that child, as broken as her father may be, he is still her daddy, and she wants his love. What child doesn’t want that? And how do you think the dad ended up like that? Almost 85 percent of young men in prison grew up without a father in their home.4 Without dads in their lives, young men are much more likely to join a gang, drop out of school, father a child out of wedlock, abandon that child and the child’s mother, and fail to hold down a decent job. Not having a father in the home hurts all children, but especially boys.

President Obama does not inflict on his own family the ruinous fantasy that a check from the government is as good as a father. I’m sure he’s a caring and loving father because he knows how much it means to his children. Let’s stop inflicting that fantasy on the poor, whose lives it devastates most.

The Left may have invented the welfare system that robs low-income children of their birthright and destroys their best chance to climb out of poverty, but with the exception of the 1996 Welfare Reform Act, the Right has done little to repair it. I know, because I worked on this issue in the conservative world for the better part of twenty years, and it was a pretty lonely fight. There are a few scholars at conservative think tanks who write about this problem and a handful of congressmen who try to tackle it, but few conservatives in public life work on policies aimed at the working poor.

It’s not that conservatives don’t care. Most of them support transforming the social welfare system. But it’s a very low priority, so conservatives are complicit in allowing the destructive status quo to persist. For the good of our party and, above all, the good of our country, we must dismantle and replace the failed system we have now. What would a conservative alternative look like?
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In 1776, when the American Dream was born, the average life expectancy in this country was under forty. Most people didn’t worry about their financial security through a long old age. But as science dramatically expanded the number of years a man could expect to spend on this earth, the American Dream expanded too. Today, a long and satisfying retirement is as important in many people’s minds as a successful career.

Like most Americans, I support a role for the government in providing a social safety net for Americans in great need, particularly seniors. The question since the days of Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal has been how to construct it. Some believe that the government should be completely in charge, as it is under the current Social Security system. Others believe in a hybrid approach like the Medicare prescription drug program, which is publicly funded and governed, with the private sector delivering the benefits. Others favor government incentives, primarily through the tax code, for a privately operated system. And a few hardy libertarians prefer no government role at all.

What would the Founders think? Article I, Section 8, of the Constitution gives Congress the power to “provide for the common defense and general welfare” of the country. So clearly they envisioned some role for the federal government, but even the most enthusiastic Federalist would have imagined only a very limited one. I think a mixed approach, which employs both publicly funded and privately operated programs and incentivizes private charities, is the best and most comprehensive approach.

The two biggest federal programs are Social Security and Medicare.5 Providing income support and healthcare for seniors and the disabled has become an accepted and assumed function of the federal government, even among conservatives. I’d ask anyone who seriously doubts this to name the last congressman or senator who ran on a platform of repealing either program.

Since Americans pay into the Social Security and Medicare systems throughout their working lives, they have a strong sense that they have earned the benefits that the system promises. The problem is that retirees are not drawing on the funds they socked away in a supposed “trust fund” while they worked. Their benefits are paid out of the current contributions of today’s workers. A falling birthrate and increased longevity are leaving us with fewer workers to support the retirees. Under its current structure, the system won’t be able to keep its promises for much longer. To make matters worse, Democrats treat the eighty-year-old existing system as sacrosanct, and they persecute deviation from orthodoxy with the zeal of a Torquemada.

Let’s be clear, the greatest threat to Social Security and Medicare is the bankruptcy of the federal government. That will happen when we reach a point when the cost of the debt reaches a point where the government is no longer able to borrow without the market demanding structural spending reform. Look at Greece as an example. The first item on the chopping block when austerity is imposed will be entitlements, which account for more than 60 percent of the budget. The two biggest entitlements are Social Security and Medicare, with Medicaid (healthcare for low-income Americans, a majority of which is spent on seniors) a close third. Entitlements will put the government into insolvency, and they will be the target once that happens. No one wants that to happen, but only conservatives have been honest enough to level with the public. Unfortunately, we have no credibility with the public on these issues.

The fact is these programs are costly and inefficient in delivering help to the people most in need. Obamacare has been a spectacular reminder—if we needed one—that the government doesn’t run a very efficient operation. When Uncle Sam is in charge, there is no accountability and little incentive to succeed. While Americans are gasping at the incompetence of a government-run healthcare system, we should push not only for the repeal of Obamacare but for the transformation of all the government healthcare programs, including Medicare and Medicaid. Americans expect a health insurance system that fosters medical innovation and expertise rather than destroying them. It must also provide for the medical needs of our vulnerable citizens. I’ll discuss what we should do in chapter 7, but conservatives can take the lead on this momentous issue only if they affirm that the American Dream includes a secure retirement and that the federal government has a necessary, though not limitless, part to play.
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The War on Poverty—supposedly one of the great achievements of postwar liberalism—has left behind a bloated, ineffective, and often destructive social welfare state. At the local level, cities like Washington and New York in the 1970s and 1980s, and more recently Detroit, Philadelphia, and Cleveland, have suffered terrible financial and social problems after years of applying this ideology under Democratic rule. Yet some Republicans think that poverty and the struggles of blue collar America are not a “winning” issue for our party. They should look at what the British Conservative Party has done in recent years. On the issue of poverty, the Tories, of all people, put the Labor Party on the defensive. We can do that here.

In the mid-2000s, Iain Duncan Smith, a Conservative member of Parliament, established a think tank called the Centre for Social Justice to study social breakdown in Great Britain and the poverty that followed.6 After traveling around to many troubled communities, he wrote that he saw “levels of social breakdown which appalled me. In the fourth largest economy in the world, too many people lived in dysfunctional homes, trapped on benefits. Too many children were leaving school with no qualifications or skills to enable them to work and prosper. Too many communities were blighted by alcohol and drug addiction, debt and criminality, many of them with stunningly low levels of life expectancy.”7 Sound familiar? Mr. Duncan Smith was struck by how many people in those broken-down towns felt that politicians had given up on them and the political process had become irrelevant. Again, a familiar ring for Americans.

The goals of the Centre for Social Justice are remarkably similar to those affirmed in the American Declaration of Independence—that “each person, family and community is given every possible opportunity to reach their full potential.” And they sought to achieve those goals by combining government policy making with the efforts of local volunteer organizations that are in the best position to provide direct and effective support.

The project identified five “pathways to poverty”—family breakdown (illegitimacy and divorce), educational failure, unemployment, addiction, and indebtedness. All the same root causes are at work here. The center’s report, Breakdown Britain, formed the basis of Prime Minister David Cameron’s social policy (Duncan Smith became the works and pensions secretary in Cameron’s government) and produced new policies and mindsets. The report was followed by a set of proposals, Breakthrough Britain. The work of Duncan Smith is a great model for conservatives here in the United States.
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While well-intentioned but corrosive welfare programs have taken their toll, the government is not entirely to blame for the deterioration of the American Dream. The mass entertainment industry—movies, television and radio, music, books and magazines, and now the internet, everything we commonly call “popular culture”—promotes with chilling effectiveness behavior, beliefs, and attitudes that are virtually guaranteed to produce unhappiness in individuals and families. That is why I took the position as CEO of EchoLight Studios, a faith and family movie production and distribution company. We need to fight back by producing and promoting high-quality films that present the good, the true, and the beautiful. And if we are going to give the average American a chance to succeed, we must win.

We all have learned in our history classes the influence of popular culture. In the 1700s, Thomas Paine’s pamphlet Common Sense pushed Americans toward revolution. Uncle Tom’s Cabin so stirred the conscience of the nation that it endured a civil war in order to extirpate slavery. From our earliest days, books and plays have helped define America. In words attributed to the seventeenth-century Scottish politician Andrew Fletcher, “If a man were permitted to make all the ballads, he need not care who should make the laws of a nation.”8

The cultural toxins are brewed not only in Hollywood but also on Madison Avenue, which is perverting the American Dream of a prosperous life into a materialist nightmare. The pitchmen inflame our appetites with a degraded vision of the good life, usually sold with sex.

This American nightmare is a prescription for disillusionment, emptiness, and despair. The advertisers show you what you must have or must look like to be happy or beautiful. It’s a lie, and the lie leads to bankruptcy and anorexia. Show me a single and sexually inactive man or woman in a movie, and I show you an unhappy, ridiculed loser. Show me the opposite extreme in real life, and I’ll show you a lonely, vacuous predator or a willing victim who will likely struggle with meaningful romantic relationships, even within his or her marriage.

This egocentric pursuit of pleasure, material wealth, sex without consequences, and fame is the new morality. It may provide temporary thrills and moments of satisfaction, but it will not lead to happiness. The little band of patriots who pledged their lives, their fortunes, and their sacred honor in Philadelphia had something very different in mind when they declared that all men have a God-given right to the pursuit of happiness. They weren’t talking about the pleasure of a contented animal. Noah Webster’s first dictionary, published in 1828, defined happiness as “The agreeable sensations which spring from the enjoyment of good.”9 “Good,” in turn, was defined as “having moral qualities best adapted to its design and use, or the qualities which God’s law requires; virtuous; pious; religious.”10 Happiness means living in conformity with God’s intention for your life. We are endowed by our Creator with the other two “unalienable rights” of life and liberty so that we may pursue his will for our life—to be good.

The root of the confused new morality is a grossly distorted understanding of freedom. We Americans like to talk about freedom, but we rarely examine what we mean by the word. In recent decades, it has become popular, particularly among many libertarians, to think of freedom as being allowed to do as we please. But there are two aspects of freedom: freedom from (we’ve got that one down) and freedom for. In other words, the exercise of freedom must be oriented to choosing what is true and good, always keeping in mind our obligations to one another and the common good. Otherwise, freedom degenerates into license, which ignores others and pursues self-interest alone. So smoking marijuana, hiring prostitutes, aborting your child, ignoring the poor, and doing whatever else gives you momentary pleasure, as long as no one else gets hurt, are mistaken for freedom. This is how many young people—bamboozled by Madison Avenue, movies, and television—now define the American Dream. When freedom is thus distorted, the good itself is obscured. It is confused with choice, and choice, irrespective of what is chosen, reigns supreme.

The cultural elites tell these lies about freedom to the rest of us, and the people who suffer the most from these lies are the ones who can’t buy their way out of the neighborhoods that are ravaged by the resulting dysfunction. The music producers, Hollywood moguls, advertising executives, and politicians who subscribe to these lies will not be there to bail them out of jail, pay for rehab, help their children stay in school, or give them a job when their lives fall apart. They are too busy exercising their narrow, destructive view of freedom.
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Achieving our dreams and building a better life for our family require tremendous work and commitment, but that is what makes them so worthwhile. The result most likely is good health, freedom from want, a strong and thriving family, and spiritual well-being. Not bad. We are the stewards of this. It’s up to us to maintain this ideal and reject the unhealthy distortions our culture too often forces upon us.

The Harrisons know this. They never had illusions about wealth and fame, and they’ve taught their boys that success in life is not defined by how much disposable wealth you have and how famous you are. Those things are mirages, and they’re dangerous for the people who pursue them. What the Harrisons want for their children are good jobs that allow them to live comfortably, strong families, and healthy values that include faith and giving back to the community. That’s their American Dream.
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Thinking about the problems we face—the economic and cultural threats to the American Dream—it’s easy to become gloomy. Especially if, like the Harrisons and like me, you’ve got children who are going to inherit a nation whose promise seems dimmer than the one we inherited. That’s a temptation we’ve got to resist. I like to recall the three greatest leaders on the world stage when I started my family and my career—Ronald Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and John Paul II—the president, prime minister, and pope who, against all expectations, brought down the evil empire of Soviet communism. No one saw the world’s problems more clearly or appreciated their gravity more thoroughly than those three extraordinary people. Their personalities and temperaments were very different, but none of them ever gave in to discouragement. It was not a matter of mere optimism, of a naturally sunny disposition, but of a deep faith in divine Providence. With the same faith, we will be equal to the challenges of our own time.
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There are solutions to America’s problems. We will have to work both from the bottom up and from the top down. Above all, we must be daring. Let’s turn now to what we can do.

Marriage, family, community: This is where it all starts. Family is the basis. As Iain Duncan Smith showed, the number one “path to poverty” is family breakup. What are the core causes of this, and how do we address them? Family breakup is the result of poverty and a cause of poverty—it’s a vicious circle with many victims. You won’t hear a word about it from President Obama or the Democrats, or from many Republican for that matter. This is up to us as Americans to take care of.

Healthcare: President Obama’s massive healthcare plan—Obamacare—is perhaps the biggest domestic threat confronting the American Dream today. This disastrous legislation is going to destroy the greatest healthcare system in the world and make Americans more, not less, dependent on our federal government. It fundamentally restructures the relationship between our government and our citizens for the worse.

Education: From early childhood education up through college and graduate education, we need to ensure that Americans have access to quality, affordable, and practical education. Our schools, riddled with apathy and clogged with bureaucracy, have fallen behind others in the world. It’s unacceptable, and before we can have jobs and industry, we need education.

Industry and energy: It’s simple. We need to create more opportunities for American workers. A generation ago a hardworking college or trade school graduate would find opportunities to earn good wages in exchange for hard work. This usually meant making things—manufacturing. Our automobile, steel, and textile industries were the biggest, but they have suffered from global economic forces and bad leadership. It is not about reviving these industries and bringing these jobs back; it’s about getting the lion’s share of the manufacturing of tomorrow’s products. All of this will be fueled by what could be the biggest energy boom this country or any country has ever seen if President Obama isn’t allowed to destroy it.

Taxing and spending: To preserve our safety net and create better jobs, our leaders need to reform the entitlement programs that are driving us into bankruptcy and reform the tax code to encourage hard work. We have to stop kidding ourselves about the weaknesses in the social safety net and stop kicking the can down the road for our kids to deal with. And we have to deal with a dysfunctional tax code that stymies growth and costs billions in compliance and enforcement.

Message: Words matter. Leadership matters. We need our leaders to stand up and inspire us. They need to believe our best days are yet to come before we can believe that. It’s really important, and we are failing at it.

So let’s begin. Where do we go from here?


CHAPTER SIX

GOVERNMENT CANNOT READ YOU A BEDTIME STORY

Back in 1964, a time when the American Dream was much more vivid for middle- and low-income Americans, only 7 percent of children were born to unwed mothers.1 Today that figure is almost 40 percent.2 And while the poverty rate today for married families is 5 percent, for single-mother families it’s over 40 percent.3 Blue collar conservatives struggle to raise their kids with the right values, but because of economic and social circumstances, they are among the most at risk.

Let’s go back to the Harrison family. James’s older brother, Jeff, worked with him at the local aluminum plant. When Jeff was laid off, he briefly worked for an auto parts store—until the national chain closed it. He struggled to find a job that could support his family. Financial problems led to drinking problems and then marital problems. Jeff and his wife, Jackie, divorced. At the time, they had two preteen daughters.

With their parents separated and their mom working extra shifts at a call center thirty minutes away, the girls were left unsupervised for long periods and fell into a bad crowd from their high school. They began experimenting with alcohol and drugs. The older of the two daughters, Kathy, began failing in school and missing class frequently. The school barely noticed and never bothered to alert either parent. Jeff and Jackie had always tried to keep their kids away from drugs, alcohol, and sex, but they were drowned out by the internet, movies, TV, music, and peers, which all had a very different message. Last year, Kathy got pregnant. Now she’s eighteen years old and has a baby but not a high school degree. The father of her child is also without a degree and has offered little financial or other help, acting as though it is not his responsibility.

What are Kathy’s prospects, and what are her child’s? There’s no one else to take care of her baby, so Kathy won’t be able to hold a job until her child is a few years older. Her mother and her father love her and want to support her but don’t have much money. She recently went on food stamps and a program to help her with formula and diapers for the baby. Kathy fell into the safety net, and there she lies. How long will it take her to climb out of it? What will motivate her to do so?
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If Kathy had grown up in a wealthy town like Charles Murray’s Belmont, her father would never have lost his job—or he would have quickly found a new one. Her parents’ marriage would probably still be intact. They would have been able to keep her focused on her schoolwork and other healthy activities. She would have been playing field hockey, studying Spanish, and doing volunteer work, all with an eye to college. Could she have gotten into trouble? Of course. Some kids in Belmont do, but unlike the parents in Fishtown, Belmont moms and dads have the resources to help pick up the pieces. That doesn’t mean that kids in Belmont don’t ever fail, but they have a much more extensive network of support to help them through the tough times.

The situation is most dire in African American communities. In 1965, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then a young assistant secretary of labor, was one of the first to recognize the seriousness of this problem. In what became known as the “Moynihan Report,” he argued that there was a strong link between the rise in single-parent families in the African American community and poverty.4 At the time, the out-of-wedlock birthrate among blacks was 24 percent, and his argument was controversial. Today the rate is 73 percent, with 67 percent living without a father in the home. The correlation between illegitimacy, fatherlessness, and poverty is indisputable. Another worrying sign is that the illegitimacy rate among Hispanics has risen dramatically in recent years to over 50 percent.5

What is going on in these minority communities? The civil rights establishment and most liberals refuse to address this calamity. They blame racism. But no one can seriously argue that racism is more prevalent now than it was in the 1960s, and the correlation between poverty and high illegitimacy rates in black and Hispanic communities is as strong as any correlation you can find in social science. Breaking ranks with liberal orthodoxy, some prominent blacks today are willing to address the issue head-on. The film director Spike Lee recently had this to say in an interview with the Washington Post:

            Three out of four African American families are headed by a single mom. That’s 75 percent. And I will put my left hand on 10 Bibles and my right hand to God and say that’s the main correlation to the highest drop-out rate and the highest prison rate, and it manifests itself ultimately with these young brothers killing each other with this insane pathological genocide that’s happening. . . . It all comes back to the fact that—and I’m not trying to demonize these single moms, they’re doing the best they can, working two or three jobs to keep it together. But these young boys, and young women, with no father in their lives, how can that not affect their relationship with black men? It’s the domino effect.6

President Obama has occasionally struck the right tone too, telling a graduating class at Morehouse College, “Sure, go get your MBA, or start that business, we need black businesses out there. But ask yourself what broader purpose your business might serve, in putting people to work, or transforming a neighborhood. . . . Everything else is unfulfilled if we fail at family.”7

We need more from him on this subject. Promoting responsible fatherhood, particularly in the black community, could be his greatest legacy, if he cared enough to do it. There is also an opportunity for the president to call on his friends in Hollywood to promote this message at least as strongly as they promote other topics, like global warming and same-sex unions. What’s stopping them?

Talking about single motherhood and its effect on poverty is controversial because it hits so many people we know. Sometimes this is not a convenient argument for Republicans to make. Many of our leaders have been divorced too, including President Reagan. But the truth, as Al Gore might say, is not always convenient.

Children born into families with absent fathers are five times more likely to be poor. However heroic a particular single mother might be, children in homes without a father are up against heavy odds. They are more likely to be abused in the home, do poorly in school and drop out, commit a crime, use drugs and alcohol, have children out of wedlock, have lower incomes, and have more mental health problems than children raised with two parents. When I say they’re more likely to have these problems, I mean much more likely.

The party that supposedly cares about the poor and downtrodden seems content with the palliative of a government check while it concentrates on the fashionable causes that engage high-income urban professionals. Never mind that many of these causes—abortion; the deconstruction of marriage; and the extirpation of religion from schools, the culture, and public life, for example—have already had a devastating effect on lower-income America.8

Single mothers aren’t the only ones to suffer from these developments. They have been a catastrophe for men as well. Research from organizations like the Third Way, a liberal think tank, shows that men, especially poorly educated men, have fallen behind women in many important areas. For example, college attendance for men has declined while it has increased for women, and women have surpassed men in earning both college and post-graduate degrees. The loss of low-skill, blue collar jobs once held mostly by men has driven down real wages for men while wages have grown for women. A Third Way study titled Wayward Sons finds a strong correlation between a boy’s growing up in a single family and the chances of his finishing high school and going to college. Broken families hurt boys more than girls, making them less likely to become good earners and strong husbands and fathers—the vicious cycle again.9

There’s another cause of broken families over which we have some control. Astonishingly, 2.7 million American children have a parent in prison, the vast majority of them fathers. The prison population has exploded in recent years because of mandatory sentencing guidelines and three-strike laws. We are putting too many people in jail, and it’s doing enormous damage at a time when we desperately need stronger families. Conservatives on the state level have been leading the way on reforming sentencing laws for certain nonviolent offenders with an eye to the larger picture.10

If we don’t restore the family, the foundation of society, the superstructure will collapse. We have already seen this happen in communities where there are no marriages and no dads. One obvious cure to this illness is the healing medicine that comes from churches and other volunteer and charitable organizations. One of my favorite ministries helps families dealing with the trauma of an unexpected and unwanted pregnancy. Pregnancy care clinics around the country serve not just women in crisis, but their families, and increasingly the fathers of their unborn children.

On an early campaign swing through Spartanburg, South Carolina, I met a force of nature, Alexia Newman, who, twenty-four years ago, became director of Carolina Pregnancy Center. At that time, it was a tiny place that had gone through five directors in three years. The year before her arrival, the center had worked with 139 clients on an annual budget of just $36,000. Alexia immediately expanded the hours of the clinic and was able to help more than six times as many people in her first year as director.

Today, the eight-thousand-square-foot facility is still run on a shoestring budget, but it now serves more than 2,600 people a year. I can only imagine how many lives have been saved and families healed because of Alexia and her team’s commitment. The center provides pregnancy tests, ultrasounds, advice for pregnant women, counseling for those who have had abortions or miscarriages, a mentoring program, parenting classes for moms and dads, fatherhood classes, and even a loan closet for maternity and baby clothing. Want to know how you can help build a culture of life and help young, struggling families? Look to Alexia. It doesn’t take the millions of dollars in government funding that Planned Parenthood gets. It just takes love, commitment, and a desire to help.
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There is no denying that we face strong cultural headwinds. Our marriage rate is at a record low.11 Marriage is seen as a temporary lifestyle choice, not the foundation of society. Many people are deferring it, and many others are dropping it entirely. That’s not good news for our children or our future. In fact, we have seen that if the family retreats, the government will take its place. Parents have authority over their children because they are responsible for them. As the government takes over that responsibility for some children, it will try to assume that authority for all children. A comment by MSNBC’s Melissa Harris-Perry reveals where we’re headed: “We have to break through our kind of private idea that kids belong to their parents or kids belong to their families, and recognize that kids belong to whole communities.”12

Despite the mountain of evidence that strong families are the best antipoverty program, many liberals, blinded by ideology, peddle the fantasy that children will be fine in almost any conceivable domestic arrangement. A famous controversy two decades ago showed us how ferociously they will defend that delusion. When the protagonist of the popular TV show Murphy Brown, a liberal news anchorwoman, deliberately chose to have a child out of wedlock, Vice President Dan Quayle, in a speech delivered shortly after the 1992 Los Angeles riots, criticized the message the show was sending. Addressing the breakdown of many black families, Quayle said, “Bearing babies irresponsibly is simply wrong. Failing to support children one has fathered is wrong, and we must be unequivocal about this. It doesn’t help matters when prime-time TV has Murphy Brown, a character who supposedly epitomizes today’s intelligent, highly paid, professional woman, mocking the importance of fathers by bearing a child alone and calling it just another lifestyle choice. I know it is not fashionable to talk about moral values, but . . . it’s time to make the discussion public.”13

Quayle’s remarks did not go over well. He was ridiculed by the late-night talk-show hosts and political pundits as out of touch, sexist, and racist. “How dare he suggest such a thing?” was the common refrain from Hollywood, feminists, and Democrats in Congress. Eventually, in 1993, a brave social scientist named Barbara Dafoe Whitehead changed the tone of the controversy with an article in the Atlantic titled “Dan Quayle Was Right.” There was actually strong evidence from social science to support Quayle’s views, she wrote, and now, more than twenty years later, the evidence is overwhelming and unmistakable.14 But have you heard many—or any—liberal apologies to Dan Quayle? More important, have you heard any liberal apologies for all the lives they’ve wrecked through their policies and the messages they’ve sent through our popular culture?

Now, I recognize that rebuilding our families isn’t something our government can legislate very well, but for starters we can at least remove the perverse incentives in many government programs that discourage marriage. Our public schools used to take it for granted that they were educating future mothers and fathers who needed to be prepared to take on the future responsibilities of parenthood. That meant developing a work ethic, learning personal responsibility, and acquiring the skills necessary to hold down a job.

Our political leaders should express their support for marriage and family. President Obama demonstrated the power of his “bully pulpit” when his endorsement of same-sex marriage contributed to the dramatic change in public opinion on the issue. What if he used his considerable influence in favor of a child’s right to be raised by both parents in a home founded on the commitment of marriage?
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When I was a congressman, I was one of the principal authors of the welfare reform proposal in the Republicans’ 1994 Contract with America. I was elected to the Senate that year, and I decided to practice what I preached by hiring five people for my staff who were on welfare, food stamps, or other government aid. One was Billy Jo, a girl not long out of high school and already a mother of two children. She was attending a community college part-time and receiving subsidized childcare at a first-rate facility in Harrisburg. I hired her to work part-time in my Harrisburg office while she finished her degree. We didn’t realize then that after a year of working in my office she would lose her subsidized childcare benefit.

She was an outstanding employee, but she resigned when faced with the loss of her benefits; she simply could not get by without childcare. She had no extended family to call on for support, for she was also the child of a single mother.

That is another unspoken advantage of stable two-parent homes—there are a lot more grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who are connected to you. That is a social safety net of its own—extended families look after and support each other. But in Billy Jo’s case, the family was fractured, and her older, unemployed sister was, initially, not inclined to help. But just as we were about to say our sad farewells, Billy Jo’s sister had a change of heart and decided she could watch the children, because she wanted to help the sister she loved. By her act of service, she not only helped Billy Jo but she got her own life back on track. In a family and in a community, charity benefits the giver as well as the recipient. That doesn’t happen in a government program. Billy Jo finished her degree and became a schoolteacher. But what would have happened to her, to her sister, and to the kids’ relationship with their extended family if the government had stepped in? Everyone would have been made poorer where it really matters. Family makes us stronger.
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In too many neighborhoods, single motherhood has become a norm passed down from generation to generation. If we want to change that, we can start by reemphasizing the importance of two-parent families. Imagine if instead of expending enormous amounts of time and money trying to redefine marriage, we had channeled all that passion into a national discussion about the importance to all of society for men and women to get married before having children? What if government agencies produced ads showing the truth—that married people are happier or more successful or any number of positive attributes for individuals and society? Imagine the news media, Hollywood, businesses, schools, and political activists joining with government at all levels to form a national consensus about having children after marriage and the importance of building healthy marriages. There might be no bigger step toward restoring the American Dream.

This has been done on a small scale in several communities around the country. When I was in the Senate, I asked a group to testify before my committee about their efforts in Chattanooga, Tennessee, to encourage marriage before having children, reduce illegitimacy, help hold together existing marriages, and promote the importance of healthy marriages. First Things First worked with schools, churches, government, businesses, and the media. This effort has resulted in a 62 percent decrease in unwed teen pregnancies and a 29 percent reduction in divorce.

Churches and organizations like First Things First hold the key to a marriage revolution in lower-income communities. The top income earners in the country have figured out the importance of marriage. According to Charles Murray, roughly 80 percent of wealthy thirty- to fifty-year-olds are married, a figure that has declined only slightly in forty years. Among their low-income counterparts, the marriage rate is about half that. Don’t you think it is time for the elites in our society, including the elites in government, to preach what they practice?

But there is one more thing government can do, or better yet, one less thing—quit trying to replace the family with cradle-to-grave government programs. Some will object that I’ve got cause and effect mixed up. Did more government assistance cause the breakdown of the family, or did the breakdown of the family require more government assistance? Let’s review the numbers. Look at the out-of-wedlock birth rate in 1964, the year the War on Poverty was launched with the passage of a permanent food stamp program, which was followed by Medicare, Medicaid, and an expansion of other welfare benefits in the late ’60s and early 1970s.

From 1930 to 1960, the rate of out-of-wedlock births was remarkably constant—around 3 to 5 percent. From 1960 to 1965, it started to rise gradually, reaching 7 percent in 1965. In the next twenty years, it went to 22 percent and jumped to 33 percent in 1995. The rate flattened out over the next ten years and then began its ascent again from 2005 to the current rate of over 40 percent. So in only one period during the last forty years did the increase in the rate of out-of-wedlock births abate, the ten-year period after the passage of the Welfare Reform Act of 1996. That act required work and put a time limit on the receipt of income assistance for unwed mothers. It also required the establishment of paternity in order for the father to take better responsibility for his children. By 2006 many of these reforms had been watered down by big liberal states like New York and California. President Obama, with his mighty authoritarian pen, has made it worse.

Obviously, there are other more important factors affecting the illegitimacy rate—the sexual revolution, birth control, abortion, the popular culture, and much more. Government policy, however, is at least facilitating the dramatic decline in stable two-parent families through what on the surface seems to be compassionate assistance for families in crisis. That is why reforming these programs by adding work requirements, putting a limit on benefits, and reintegrating the father into the picture, if possible, is essential to stop this slide.

The great British statesman Edmund Burke—America’s greatest friend in Parliament as the colonies’ grievances against the mother country grew in the years before the Revolution—insisted on the importance of society’s “little platoons”—the myriad associations and communities through which men conduct most of the important business of life. They constitute the bonds of a healthy society, and because they are the essential buffer between individual citizens and the state, they are the guarantors of freedom. The primary little platoon is the family. For America to be strong and free, we must have strong families.

And strong families often rely on churches. The correlation between regular church attendance and strong marriages and healthy families is thoroughly established. Regular church attendance also correlates with far lower levels of crime, addiction, and depression.

Dr. Patrick Fagan of the Family Research Council has collated all the data and can show that married couples who do not attend church are twice as likely to divorce as married couples who attend church regularly. Moreover, churchgoing kids are far more likely to do well in school (especially poor children) and to be better behaved. And churchgoing families are far more likely to be involved in community and volunteer work. Dr. Fagan concludes, “No other dimension of life in America—with the exception of stable marriages and families, which in turn are strongly tied to religious practice—does more to promote the well-being and soundness of the nation’s civil society than citizens’ religious observance. . . . Social science data reinforce George Washington’s declaration in his farewell address: ‘Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and Morality are indispensable supports.’”15 Instead of President Obama’s war against faith-filled businesses, not-for-profits, and individuals, why don’t we do something really radical and talk about religion’s civic and personal benefits?

If George Washington could say it, why can’t we? Why can’t our policy makers come to grips with the simple fact, illustrated in social science data and throughout our history, that strong families and strong churches make a strong nation? Reality, after all, is the most reliable guide for policy.


CHAPTER SEVEN

REPLACE OBAMACARE BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE

The government should provide a safety net for the aged, infirm, and disabled. As we know, almost half of our population now receives some sort of government benefit. That wasn’t good enough for President Obama and his power-hungry cronies. They simply do not trust free markets and capitalism to create wealth efficiently and effectively and to allocate it fairly. So the progressives have been on a march for a century to replace capitalism with a command-and-control economic model according to which the government designs and heavily regulates the marketplace.

They have enjoyed conspicuous success in the field of healthcare. Prior to President Obama’s taking office in 2009, nearly half of the payments for medical care in this country were already made by either federal, state, or local government.1 The dominant player in the market, government, had a huge effect on cost, quality, and access to care. In spite of this heavy hand, the private side of the healthcare system still managed to be innovative in delivering healthcare more efficiently and effectively, though it was hobbled compared with other industries. Then Barack Obama burst onto the scene and forced through the ironically named “Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act,” a law that most Americans now realize is threatening patients and making care less affordable. This law brings private health insurance directly under the command of the federal government. In a 2,500-plus-page bill, followed by thousands upon thousands of pages of regulations, the government now is going to design all insurance policies and the market in which they are sold. It is going to impose mandates on employers to provide coverage and penalties on individuals and businesses if they don’t buy government-approved coverage. Government-appointed oversight boards will attempt to keep a lid on prices and limit the overhead costs of insurance companies. And that’s just the beginning.

Obamacare will reshape the relationship between government and the people to resemble that in Western Europe, where the vast majority depend on the government for their healthcare. Like any dependency, it is painful and indeed almost impossible to break. The promise of healthcare for all provided by the largesse of the federal government will not make us stronger. It will lead to less innovation and fewer cures. For all but the wealthiest, it will result in less choice of caregivers, longer lines, higher costs, and lower-quality medicine than a private system.

Worst of all, it will give the government more power than it has ever had over all but the wealthiest Americans. Government will control who lives and who dies, who gets care, how much he gets, and when he gets it. We are about to hand to our children a country less free than we found it, and for what?

When President Obama was elected, there were approximately forty-five million uninsured persons in this country, yet everyone in America was guaranteed the best medical care in the world at any hospital in the country.2 If you believe the optimistic projections by the Congressional Budget Office, which so far has underestimated costs and overestimated the number of people insured under Obamacare, in ten years the government will spend an additional $1.36 trillion on healthcare, but there will still be thirty million uninsured, and many people will be receiving inferior coverage and care.3

As we all know, the Obamacare rollout was an embarrassing disaster. People trying to buy plans on the new government exchanges spent frustrating hours at the computer—in some cases, they had to keep coming back for days and even weeks—and many gave up altogether. Weeks after the launch, it was revealed that 40 percent of the system, including the crucial part needed to process payments to insurance companies, hadn’t even been built.4 But it gets worse. As January 2014 arrived, hundreds of thousands of Americans who thought they had enrolled arrived at a doctor’s office only to learn that even after all they had endured, they had no coverage. Perhaps worst of all, more and more Americans who have successfully enrolled are discovering that many of our country’s best doctors and hospitals simply do not participate in these Obamacare health plans.5

Despite President Obama’s now infamous promise, millions of Americans are losing the insurance plans they liked.6 According to the Obama administration’s own 2010 estimate (back when the president was still disingenuously promising that you could keep your current insurance), upward of 5.6 million Americans who bought their policies on the individual market would have them canceled because of Obamacare regulations. And sure enough, in 2013, millions of people received letters telling them their plans were canceled because they weren’t in compliance with Obamacare’s new standards.

Even the Washington Post’s “Fact Checker,” which bends over backward to defend Obamacare, concedes that 4.7 million Americans had their plans canceled.7 Another wave of cancellations, hitting people who work for small businesses, is on deck.

On January 24, 2014, the administration announced that three million people had signed up for plans on the Obamacare exchanges. Only a tiny percentage of the total signups, however—possibly as little as 10 percent—were people who had been uninsured before Obamacare. So on top of breaking an insurance system that was working for millions of Americans, Obamacare has done pathetically little to solve the problems of the uninsured. According to Gallup, a bigger percentage of Americans say they’re uninsured now than when President Obama was elected in 2008.8

To understand the true damage inflicted by Obamacare, though, you have to hear some of the stories of the millions it has affected. The story of Ken and Melissa Davert of Bangor Township, Michigan, was reported by their local television news.9 They are married with fifteen-year-old twins, Austin and Michaela. All four family members have serious medical problems. Ken has cerebral palsy, and his wife and children suffer from osteogenesis imperfecta, which causes severe bone and lung problems.

The Davert parents had been covered by Medicare, and they had a private insurance policy they liked for their children. Despite the president’s promise, they lost their Blue Cross policy to Obamacare. They tried to buy a new policy on the exchange, but their application was first lost and then denied. And then they were left for months to hear the result of their appeal of the denial. Meanwhile, they need coverage for their twins. So they have bought a new Blue Cross policy that complies with Obamacare—quadrupling their exposure to out-of-pocket costs to a frightening $10,200 per person.

The Daverts asked their senators and congressman for help. An employee of the Department of Health and Human Services who heard their story called to let them know that their problems might be due to a computer “glitch” causing “applicants who potentially may be eligible for Medicaid to be denied coverage.” A computer glitch.

The Daverts thought they were not eligible for Medicaid because they had jobs. But Obamacare is going to push lots of people who used to be able to pay for private insurance onto Medicaid. According to Jim Capretta of the Ethics and Public Policy Center, “The system will automatically sign them up for Medicaid, even if they don’t want to be on Medicaid. . . . [A] lot of people are getting signed up for Medicaid just by virtue of what their income is.”10

In November 2013, Nicole Hopkins reported in the Wall Street Journal that her mother, Charlene Hopkins, of Pierce County, Washington, had her insurance canceled. The Obamacare-compliant plan her insurer offered in its place was more expensive, because it included coverage the fifty-two-year-old woman didn’t need: “maternity needs, newborn wellness and pediatric dental care.” So she tried to buy a plan on the state’s insurance exchange. The one and only option she was offered was enrollment in Medicaid. And “offered” is a polite way of putting what actually happened to her. While she thought she was still just exploring her options on the website, Charlene Hopkins was automatically signed up for Medicaid.

That was hard for Charlene to take: “‘I just don’t expect anything positive out of getting free health care,’ she said. ‘I don’t see why other people should have to pay for my care.’ In paying for health insurance herself—she won’t accept help from her family, either—she was safeguarding her dignity and independence.” As her daughter pointed out, Charlene Hopkins “has been forced to join the government-reliant poor, though she would prefer to contribute her two mites. The authorities behind ‘affordable care’ had erased her right to calculate what she was willing to spend to preserve her dignity—to determine what she thinks is affordable. . . . The Affordable Care Act is at risk of systematizing learned helplessness by telling individuals like my mother that they cannot afford to care for themselves in the way they could before the law was enacted. ‘This makes me feel poorer than ever,’ she said.”11

Our federal government should not be forcing independent citizens like Charlene Hopkins into welfare programs. It should not be yanking affordable, dependable private insurance out from under struggling families with serious medical problems like the Daverts. Americans want a hand up, not a handout. But instead of lifting people up, Obamacare is pushing countless Americans down into a state of dependency, uncertainty, and reliance on the whims of bureaucrats.

There’s no shame in relying on the government’s safety net in cases of true need. But it is an outrage for government artificially to create that “need” by forcing the cancellation of private insurance policies.

Obamacare is more than the ultimate expression of the Washington-knows-best mentality; it includes a direct assault on the freedom of religion guaranteed in the First Amendment. The president has gone so far as to tell the Little Sisters of the Poor that they have to buy coverage for contraception and abortion in violation of their consciences.
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Having asserted control over practically every aspect of healthcare in America, the Obama administration should be held responsible for the shameful results we’ve already seen—and for the worse that is to come. But the president continues to make excuses for the Obamacare debacle. He blames Republicans, suggesting that we have proposed no alternative, that we’re denying the very real problems that afflicted the healthcare system before Obamacare. That’s simply not accurate.

In 1992, when I was a freshman congressman, John Kasich and I introduced the first health savings account bill. HSAs put consumers in charge of their routine care and gave them the incentive to be wise purchasers of services. If you spend your money and time to stay healthy, you receive the financial benefit, not the insurance company. Although the idea has never been fully implemented in Washington, in states that have passed it, costs have gone down, and satisfaction up. When this patient-centered approach has been tried with Medicaid recipients, whom the Left believes are incapable of making wise healthcare choices, the results have been encouraging.

One of the key problems with Obamacare is that it doubles down on the idea that Washington can impose a one-size-fits-all solution in healthcare. The reality is that states have developed the most effective healthcare policies. The demographics of the uninsured and the conditions affecting healthcare costs and access are simply different in South Carolina than in New York or Colorado or Alaska. And because of their different political climates and cultures, the citizens of those states are likely to respond to different incentives and develop different approaches. This fundamental truth is why I support changing the current Medicaid program to more of a block-grant system that would provide states much more flexibility than they have today to design innovative programs to address the problems of the uninsured.

We can also help our fellow citizens burdened with preexisting conditions without disrupting the insurance market for the vast majority of those who are happy with their current plan. “High-risk pools” are programs that provide a mechanism for extending coverage to those facing these chronic health conditions. The traditional problem with state high-risk pools, however, is that the premiums are unaffordable. Furthermore, these pools usually provide only an insurance card, with no education or guidance to patients on how best to take care of themselves to achieve better health and a longer, more fruitful life. Another way to help the uninsurable is to provide states the opportunity to access federal funds in addition to their Medicaid block grant to create state-based programs. For a state’s program to qualify, it would have to meet a limited set of criteria designed to maximize state flexibility, while addressing the problems of high premiums and education and ensuring accountability to patients and taxpayers:

            1.   Provide at least one avenue for those with preexisting conditions to obtain insurance coverage at no more than 125 percent of the average price for individual health insurance in the state;

            2.   Include in the coverage plan for this population a meaningful education and care management component; and

            3.   Create a continuous-improvement program to monitor results and cost, ensuring that patients are getting the healthcare they need and taxpayers are investing in something that works.

Once we have addressed those with preexisting conditions, we must unleash the power of competition and free markets to create more choices and lower costs for traditional insurance consumers. Enhanced competition in both the number of carriers in the market and in the types of products available will drive innovation and help control costs.

In exchange for the federal funds in the block-grant program, I would ask states to take two other important steps to provide citizens and small businesses a greater number of choices:

            1.   Allow carriers to offer at least one policy that is free from expensive coverage mandates. This will allow people, not the government, to balance coverage and cost, and to shop for products that meet their individual needs at prices they can afford; and

            2.   Adopt a uniform licensing process for out-of-state insurance companies to make it easier to sell insurance across state lines, while preserving the important consumer protection role of state government.

States are already taking the lead in creating innovative programs designed to improve the health of their citizens. In Iowa, where I have spent so much time, Governor Terry Branstad launched the “Healthiest State Initiative” in August 2011. He has a five-year goal of moving his state from nineteenth to first in the Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index, which measures physical, mental, and emotional wellness. The program engages individuals, families, businesses, faith-based organizations, not-for-profits, and the public sector in a community-focused effort to educate citizens on healthy habits and to change behavior. The results are telling. By the 2012 report, Iowa had climbed ten spots to number nine, and I suspect they will climb even farther when the 2013 numbers are released.12

South Carolina had the fourth-highest percentage of premature babies in the nation in 2011, and one in every ten babies was admitted to a neonatal intensive care unit (NICU). Tony Keck, the state’s director of health and human services, decided to tackle this problem head on. In July 2011, he created the “Birth Outcome Initiative” in collaboration with Blue Cross Blue Shield of South Carolina, the South Carolina Hospital Association, the March of Dimes, and others. The group developed several approaches, including payment reform, to improve the quality of care to moms and babies. By the first quarter of 2013, the program had already reduced NICU admissions and documented $6 million in savings for Medicaid.13

The federal government needs to encourage and support more of this state-level innovation rather than creating roadblocks to it and dictating one approach for everyone.

The federal tax code is an obstacle to sound healthcare reform, discriminating against citizens who buy their own medical insurance instead of getting it through an employer. When I served in the Senate, I proposed a major reform that would have ended this discrimination by allowing individuals to buy insurance with pretax dollars just as companies do for their employees. I’m proud that this idea has become a key feature of the plan to replace Obamacare introduced by my old colleagues Senators Tom Coburn, Orrin Hatch, and Richard Burr. You’d think this would be a no-brainer—especially for the Democrats, who pride themselves on being the champions of the “little guy” against the corporations. How can they defend allowing corporations and other employers to buy insurance tax-free for their employees but not individuals?

This unequal tax treatment is at the root of the pre-Obamacare problems in our healthcare system that the president keeps referring to. Beginning in 1942, when President Franklin Roosevelt excluded insurance benefits from his wartime freeze on wages, and accelerating in 1954, when Congress made those benefits tax-free, the nature of health insurance has changed. To take advantage of the anomaly in the tax code, employers began giving employees prepaid routine medical care through “insurance” policies that were no longer actually insurance in the classic sense. As many pundits have pointed out, if we had the same kind of “insurance” for our cars as we now have for our health, the insurance company would pay for all our gas—and we’d have very little incentive to be careful of how much we spent on it!

Whenever a third party (an insurance company or the government) is paying, costs are bound to skyrocket. Why does laser vision-correction surgery keep getting cheaper while other kinds of medical care get ever more expensive? Well, vision-correcting eye surgery typically isn’t covered by insurance. Patients pay for it themselves directly in the free market, and they demand better prices and service. In America today most people aren’t even paying directly for their insurance, let alone most of their actual care.

A true revolution in healthcare would not increase the role of government, as Obamacare does, but make healthcare more like the industries that continue to give us more innovation at cheaper prices. There are certain things the government simply can’t do as well as the private sector. The medical field requires a more dynamic solution that only private industry can provide.

Compare medicine with telecommunications, for example. Can you imagine if President Clinton had decided in the 1990s that everyone should have a cell phone? Since they were so expensive, he might have proposed that the government pay for everyone to have the phone that the Federal Communications Commission decided was best for him. Since the government would be guaranteeing everyone a cell phone and subsidizing it, the people who got BlackBerry devices and Motorolas would have to pay extra, and those companies would be taxed to support the program. In addition, the law might give the government the power to tax expensive innovations that regulators thought unnecessary—like phones with cameras, music, videos, internet, or apps. Absurd, right?

That’s what Obamacare is doing to healthcare. Why, for example, have we imposed a punishing new tax on medical device manufacturers? These are the companies that make replacement hips and knees and devices used in heart surgery—the procedures that have allowed American seniors to live active lives rather than being confined to nursing homes and wheelchairs. You get less of what you tax. Why would we want less lifesaving medical innovation for the future? Whatever the problems of American healthcare before Obamacare, Americans have benefited for decades from the innovation of the medical device manufacturers. This is one American industry that we can still be proud of—and Obama wants to cripple it. The new tax is not even a tax on profits; it’s on all of a manufacturer’s revenue, even if that manufacturer’s business is running at a loss. In other words, a medical device manufacturer can be a startup developing new products and not yet making a penny of profit, and it still gets hit by the tax. As former Congressional Budget Office director Douglas Holtz-Eakin reports, this Obamacare tax is already hurting companies and eliminating jobs. In Michigan, for example, Stryker Instruments has laid off a thousand workers.14 And Cook Medical of Indiana is holding off on building five new plants it had planned.15

And that’s not the only way Obamacare is contributing to unemployment. It’s also hurting the economy as a whole. Obamacare will “destroy the foundation of the 40 hour work week that is the backbone of the American middle class,” according to a July 2013 letter from the presidents of the International Brotherhood of Teamsters and two other big unions. “Perverse incentives” in Obamacare that the union presidents pointed to include “an incentive for employers to keep employees’ work hours below 30 hours a week. Numerous employers have begun to cut workers’ hours to avoid this obligation, and many of them are doing so openly.”16 As Betsy McCaughey explains, the Labor Department actually reported “the shortest average work week on record” from January 1 to July 31 of 2013.17 That was when large employers were anticipating that the mandate to buy insurance for any employee working more than thirty hours a week would go into effect on January 1, 2014, as Congress wrote in the law.

In fact, the employer mandate never went into effect, which brings us to another complaint in the union presidents’ letter and something that should alarm anyone who cares about a constitutional government of laws not men. Obamacare gives the administration, particularly the secretary of health and human services, enormous powers. But this administration has not been satisfied with the powers that the law actually confers. The president has taken it upon himself unilaterally to “waive” and even alter various provisions of the law.

Under our Constitution, the president of the United States is not supposed to pick and choose which laws he’s going to enforce. He may not amend, on his own motion, laws that Congress has duly passed. And yet repeatedly this president has simply decreed that he’s not going to enforce certain parts of Obamacare. He has unilaterally moved deadlines and changed criteria that are expressly written in the bill that Congress passed and he signed into law.

In their letter, the union presidents complained that the administration had made a “huge accommodation for the employer community” in moving back the deadline for the employer mandate to go into effect while refusing to grant waivers of provisions that were hurting union members, provisions that might even destroy their healthcare plans. The Democrats pose as the friends of blue collar workers. They’re supposed to be the unions’ champions. Greedy Republicans, in contrast, are supposed to care only about big business and the rich. But the reality of Obamacare is that it’s the Democrats who are stiffing workers.

Why are the Democrats catering to big corporations while making life more difficult for ordinary working people? The answer would seem to be that no matter how much they say they care about working Americans, the Democrats’ real priority is putting more of everyone’s lives under their control because they know what is best for everyone. When that priority comes into conflict with the needs of ordinary Americans, grabbing more power always wins.

In Obamacare we’ve taken a huge step toward a European-style system of socialized healthcare for America. And we can’t afford it. How much fiscal sense does it make to force people like Charlene Hopkins, who was paying $276 a month for insurance she liked and could afford, onto Medicaid, where all her medical expenses will be billed to the taxpayers? In an even more absurd case, a retired Virginia man with a five-million-dollar home and three cars was told that Medicaid was his only Obamacare option. Forcing people who can afford to pay their own way into free government programs is the high road to national ruin. As Margaret Thatcher liked to say, the problem with socialism is that sooner or later you run out of other people’s money.

But that isn’t the only problem with big-government, top-down, centralized solutions, as Thatcher herself saw. She also argued that European-style socialism is immoral and corrupting. Obamacare is already turning independent citizens into the wards of the state—something our government has no right to do.

Nor does the government have the right to ration medicine, as it certainly will do once the expenses of this enormous new program begin to overrun the budget. Sarah Palin got a lot of flak for talking about “death panels,” but Howard Dean, the former chairman of the Democratic National Committee, let the cat out of the bag, calling Obamacare’s Independent Payment Advisory Board (IPAB) “essentially a health-care rationing body” for Medicare patients: “The IPAB will be able to stop certain treatments its members do not favor by simply setting rates to levels where no doctor or hospital will perform them.”18 As the father of a special-needs little girl, Bella, I know all too well who will be the target of healthcare rationing: those whose lives are not worth spending money on—the chronically ill, the very old, and the severely disabled. The Democrats in Congress were so anxious to free IPAB from having to answer to future Congresses—and thus, in future elections, to the American people—that they wrote into the Obamacare law a blatantly unconstitutional provision that the part of the law creating IPAB could be repealed only in January 2017.

Obamacare goes against who we are as a free people. In the fight to repeal it and replace it with genuine reform, Republicans are solidly on the side of working Americans, who want to be responsible for their own families and help their fellow citizens in true need—not become helpless victims of a government-knows-best system.


CHAPTER EIGHT

INNOVATING AND PERSONALIZING EDUCATION

James and Susan Harrison’s son Jason is sixteen, and his brother, Thomas, is fourteen. Both have grown up going to the local public schools, playing Little League baseball, and participating in community service and camping trips with their church youth group. The boys could be described as fairly typical kids for this part of the country. They follow the Cleveland Indians, play their music too loud, and spend a lot of time playing Madden, NBA 2K, and other video games. Jason and Thomas are bright kids and have done reasonably well in school, but so far they have not gotten the high grades or test scores that would allow them to rely on scholarships to pay for college. Their parents think the boys haven’t been pushed or challenged much by their teachers.

The performance of the local school has declined over the years, and the administration has turned over repeatedly, but the Harrisons have tried to stay involved. They’ve made sure Jason, who has an interest in computers and electronics, is a member of the computer club and enrolled in computer science courses, and they’ve tried to supplement his education by buying computer programming books. They regularly meet with Thomas’s teachers to see if there is a way they can help improve his scores. The Harrisons don’t feel they know the current principal very well, and it’s hard to find time to talk to the teachers. But they try, and still they wonder if this is the best they can do for their boys.

Without the income they once had, they can’t afford the local Catholic high school at $11,500 per year for each child. They would qualify for some aid, but even with that it’s a stretch. The Harrisons worry about the quality of the education their kids are getting but also about some of the things they are exposed to in the school. It’s not only the problems other kids bring from home, but the politically correct values that permeate the school. Let’s put it this way, the boys aren’t learning the history and citizenship lessons that James and Susan were taught when they were in school. Now they keep hearing about something called the Common Core standards, which seem to be pushed by the same people who made the public schools so mediocre in the first place. They can’t help being suspicious.

With Jason in the middle of his junior year, the Harrisons’ anxiety has grown over what will come next for him. Neither James nor Susan went on to college. But they know that the path to financial security for their kids now runs through some form of higher education. Fortunately, Jason is doing well enough academically to go to a four-year college, but paying for it is another matter. They read about the enormous costs of college and the heavy debt burdens many carry for years after finishing and wonder whether it is even the best choice. Would he be better off working and going to community college or even to a vocational program that would cost less and lead to more-immediate job opportunities?

The Harrisons know there is much less room for error than when they were growing up. Back then you followed a simple formula—stay in school, work reasonably hard, graduate, go to work. Today that’s just a start.

Which raises an even deeper question: What is education all about? The Harrisons wonder if their kids are mastering the basic skills they need to get and hold a job—reading, writing, and math. But they also worry if they’re developing the values that will make them good men. Making a good living is an extremely important goal and a darn good reason to go to school, but James and Susan know that simply having more stuff won’t make their sons happy. Shouldn’t the boys’ education help them to be good citizens, good neighbors, good husbands and fathers, and simply good men? It’s hard to see how four years on a typical American college campus will do that.

There are a few colleges, nevertheless, that do get it right, and I’m happy to say that one of them is Grove City College, in my home state of Pennsylvania. When I had the opportunity to deliver the commencement address there in 1998, I considered the purpose of higher education:1

            A few years ago, a survey was taken of Japanese and American mothers. They were asked the question: “What do you want your children to be when they grow up?” The Japanese mothers said that they wanted their children to be successful. The overwhelming majority of American mothers said they didn’t care what their children were as long as they were happy. I don’t believe they really meant that they only wanted their children to be “happy”—at least I hope they didn’t believe that. I can’t imagine any of you mothers dropping off your child here as a freshman and, before leaving, looking them in the eye and saying: “Now go and be the happiest student at Grove City College.” If any mothers did that, I am quite certain that they are not here today to witness their child’s graduation! Do we really want the focus of children’s lives, our lives, to be the pursuit of pleasure, of happiness? I grew up in an Italian-American household, and I can tell you my Italian father did not care if I was happy. What my mom and dad always said was: “Now Rick, you be good.” I knew what good meant. It meant that there was a moral code that was based on universal truth. I’m afraid that, as a culture, we don’t believe this anymore.

                What has happened to the moms and dads who want their children to be good? I believe they are casualties of the cultural war in this country. We live now in a country that believes we should be non-judgmental to the point that we won’t even fight for the souls of our own children. In my day, parents who fought for the souls of their children were called strict parents; now they are called right-wing radicals. Behavior that was once an affront to the basic moral code, a code grounded in truth, is now publicly accepted. Those who want to curb such behavior, or question such behavior, are dismissed as intolerant.

                We live in a pleasure-driven culture. We are constantly told to do what feels right, to follow our hearts. The tenets of the popular culture are reinforced over and over again. We have gotten away from the painful, difficult decisions of discerning what is right, and then acting on them. That is not to say that people don’t believe in right and wrong. If you took a survey and asked individuals: “Do you believe there is right and wrong,” very few people would say, “No, I don’t believe there is a right and a wrong.” Of course they would say there is a right and a wrong. The problem is they make the truth relative, and they behave as if there is no absolute right and wrong. They don’t act out their stated beliefs; they don’t live them out in their own lives and, more important, they don’t live them out with respect to other people’s lives, including their own children. What are the consequences of a culture without truth? Without a shared belief system that is held and enforced, a culture disintegrates into moral chaos.

And who gets hurt the most when we lose truth? The poor. Why so many gated communities? To protect the rich from the moral chaos they have bequeathed to the rest of society. Wealthy middle-aged liberals talk a good game about “doing whatever feels good,” and they surely followed their professors’ advice and gave it a try when they were in college. But the reason their own lives aren’t a train wreck is that, for the most part, they practice the Main Street values they profess to despise. The institution of marriage hasn’t collapsed for them as it has for the poor, who took their lie about sex without consequences as gospel. Likewise, despite what you might read about the lives of the rich and famous in the supermarket tabloids, the top 20 percent of income earners have relatively low levels of divorce, out-of-wedlock births, and drug and alcohol use. The typical sixty-year-old upper-middle-class liberal did the sex-and-drugs-and-rock-and-roll thing when he was young, but today his own life looks more like Leave It to Beaver than Modern Family.
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If our education system is going to give children the tools to be good, then there will have to be major changes. But it would be foolish to expect the system to fix itself. The good news is that we don’t have to wait for politicians and stubborn teachers’ unions. We can start the reform ourselves—family by family.

The first step is to recognize that expecting the federal or even state governments to run our local schools is a bad idea. The system of compulsory public education in America is a relic of the industrialization that swept the country at the end of the nineteenth century. At the same time people were leaving the farm to work in factories and on assembly lines to mass-produce Model Ts, they left the locally run one-room schoolhouse for education factories that mass-produced citizens in conformity to state rules. The assembly line and Model T were wonderful innovations in their time, but Ford only survived by transforming their assembly line and products to reflect both consumer demand and competitive challenges. Imagine a Ford showroom today with one model in one color that gets twelve miles per gallon and is equipped with an AM radio and an eight-track tape player. So why are we still mass-producing students in the educational factories we call schools?

The latest educational “reform”—the Common Core State Standards, which are sweeping the country—is just a revised version of mass-produced education. The Common Core is an attempt to impose on the entire country a single vision of “what students are expected to learn, so teachers and parents know what they need to do to help them.”2 And who determines “what students are expected to learn”? The same bureaucrats and ideologues who have already debased public education. Parents who believe their children should be taught to love the good, the true, and the beautiful should be very skeptical of the promises of Common Core.

Government is the problem here. Bureaucracies don’t care about the customer; they are focused on making and following rules. Success is determined by whether the process was strictly followed, not by the result. Don’t you think it’s time we bring our schools into the twenty-first century and liberate educators from the antiquated rules that treat our children like a Model T?

Karen and I have seven children, and we can tell you that each one has different interests, different needs, and different ways of learning. They are all bright and curious and full of potential. But if they all went through the same public school, you’d see wildly different results. Committed parents know better than any bureaucrat what is best for their children. Now we’re doing well enough to send them to good Catholic schools. Early in our marriage, however, that was not an option, so we dedicated the time necessary to teach them at home. Karen bore most of the burden, and it certainly was not easy, but the reward came when we saw our kids flourishing under the individual attention and personalized curricula. I know homeschooling is not for everyone; starting out, we didn’t think it would be for us. But today there is a thriving homeschool community, with parents cooperating in neighborhoods or linked into internet homeschool programs. For many, homeschooling can be an excellent, low-cost option for educating your kids.
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Public schools are “free”—paid for by your tax dollars—but the results they deliver can vary widely. One in four American children drops out of school before graduating.3 Obviously that dropout rate is not spread evenly across all American communities. In towns like Murray’s Belmont—think Palo Alto, Brookline, or Bethesda—it’s not one in four; it’s more like one in forty. But in working-class Fishtown—communities like Saginaw, East St. Louis, and the Bronx—the rate is much higher. The odds are stacked against these kids. Most of them come from poor families with one parent in the home. The pop culture they imbibe promotes all the wrong things—and the local community feels more like a war zone than a neighborhood.

When I was a senator, I met with a small group of seniors who were the only college-bound students at William Penn High School, a large inner-city school in North Philadelphia. They had just been told by an Ivy League college recruiter that given their race, income, and academic record, almost any college would take them for free. I asked these students, “What is the biggest challenge you face to realize your dreams?” Silence, heads down. Then a young man in the back haltingly raised his hand—“Getting to school alive every day,” he said. There was not even any nervous laughter, just continued silence. When I asked if everyone agreed, all of their heads nodded. Upon further questioning they explained the threat was not street criminals but their envious classmates at William Penn.

The Fishtown kids fail in disproportionate numbers. But we have to ask, aren’t we the ones failing them? The answer is not to pour billions more into the federal Department of Education. The answer is a revolution in education that begins in the home.
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I often ask parents, “Who is the customer of the education system?” The answer I almost always get is “Our children.” To which I reply, “Wrong!”

Then I ask, “Who is responsible for the education of your child, you or the school?” The light goes on as parents recognize that they, not the school, are responsible for their child’s education. Therefore they are the customers, and the school’s job is to help them provide an educational setting that will maximize their child’s potential.

We have allowed the education establishment to convince us that we parents are simply not capable of overseeing our own children’s education—that we need trained professionals to decide what is best for our children. But who knows your children better, you or the superintendent? Who was your child’s first teacher, you or the superintendent? Whose singular concern is the best interest of your child, yours or the superintendent’s? Who loves your child the most, you or the superintendent? Actually, no one in the government-run school system is focused on the best learning environment for your child. Not that there aren’t well-meaning, wonderful people in the system; it’s just not their job. Like everyone else in government, they are overwhelmed with process—filling out forms to show they are complying with federal and state mandates.

If the first step to reform is encouraging parents to take command of their kids’ education and not delegate it to the government, the second step is to break the stranglehold of the teachers’ unions on public education. Unions were once an important part of the industrial economy, and they protected workers from unreasonable conditions and demands and ensured basic safety in factories. My coal miner grandfather was the treasurer of his mine workers’ local and a union man through and through. In those days, there were few laws to protect workers, and the conditions he had to endure in the mines because immigrant labor was cheap and expendable were really tough. Thankfully, those days are gone, but I still support the right of private sector workers to organize and negotiate wages and working conditions.

But teachers’ unions, in the name of protecting their members, are often the biggest obstacles to reforming our schools for the benefit of both teachers and students. Part of the problem is collective bargaining. Federal employee unions are barred from collective bargaining and using union dues for political purposes. Many teachers’ unions have no such restrictions. They use the power of collective bargaining to richly fund the union’s political operation. They use that machine to elect school board members who pay back the unions with pay raises while blocking efforts to remove incompetent teachers, to institute merit-based pay, and to expand school choice.

The link is pretty clear. Our schools as a whole are doing poorly, but school systems with collective bargaining tend to do far worse. For example, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, in 2011 only 40 percent of fourth-grade students performed at or above their grade level in math, and a mere 32 percent performed at or above their grade level in reading.4 But consider this: in Chicago, which permits collective bargaining by teachers’ unions, students are barely halfway to the national average, with only 20 percent of students at grade level in math and only 18 percent at grade level in reading. Meanwhile, Charlotte, North Carolina, a large urban school district, prohibits collective bargaining. Charlotte’s students are beating the national average, with 48 percent proficiency in math and 36 percent in reading, besting the Chicago students by 28 and 18 points, respectively. You’ll find similar disparities between New York City, where there is collective bargaining, and Austin, Texas, where there isn’t.5 Most of us take the commonsense view that schools should be focused on student and teacher performance. But the teachers’ unions are often opposed to that commonsense goal.

It is easy to lay the blame on an antiquated education model, but that model worked much better when I was in grade school. It is failing now in part because it is being called on to do so much more. I have yet to meet a teacher that didn’t tell me that family is the most important determinant of success in the classroom. Too many children arrive at school unprepared to learn or with serious behavioral issues or both. Of course, the president’s idea is taking kids out of the home and putting them into a government-structured day care program instead of trying to address the root cause, broken families.
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It’s extremely important that our children’s education at home and in school equip them with the basic skills they will need in their career. Parents are right to be concerned about the kind of character being formed in our public schools, but the foundation of character, like the foundation for learning, is built at home. Karen and I thought this was so important for our children that we searched for tools to help us impart those virtues to them. She ended up writing a book, Everyday Graces: A Child’s Book of Good Manners, which, along with Bill Bennett’s The Book of Virtues, became our homeschool curriculum on character formation.

Every child who goes through twelve years of public schooling should have what he needs to be a good citizen and to take part in the working life of this country. Not everyone has the aptitude or can afford to go to a four-year college. For many kids, a job or vocational training is the better option. All kids are different, and if one of mine decided to become the best auto mechanic in the country, that would be fine by me. I’m not requiring my kids to go to Penn State (though they do have to be Nittany Lions fans). And I’d much rather my children know how to fix an eighteen-wheeler or enlist in the navy than spend $150,000 to marinate for four years in the toxic ideology of academia while never missing a weekend party.
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When politicians talk about the need for a better-educated workforce, they generally follow that up with talks about increasing Stafford Loans and Pell Grants for kids going to college.6 But what about the 70 percent I have been talking about who won’t graduate from college? What about the unglamorous task of making sure that the next generation of American workers have the education and training they need to succeed by using their minds and their hands?

I think the answer is found in institutions and programs such as the Latin Builders Association Academy, a charter high school for construction and business management in Miami, Florida. We need more places like LBA Academy, which is the first charter school in the country started by a business association. The goal for the students at the LBA Academy upon graduation is to continue to college, then work for a member company in a well-paying job or start their own business. And the association members mentor and guide the students. It’s a ground-up, community-based approach to providing real skills and experience to students who need these kinds of options.

Career and technical education (CTE) like this equips secondary, postsecondary, and adult students with the skills for high-paying jobs. With roots going back to the Civil War, CTE is the tried and true way to help young people be competitive in the workforce. It’s the best way to train students for good blue collar jobs, and industries such as health science and manufacturing desperately need skilled laborers. In fact, when unemployment was at its worst in the Great Recession, there were half a million open jobs in transportation and utilities, and a quarter million in manufacturing, to name just a couple of sectors.7

Right now, approximately twelve million students are in secondary and postsecondary CTE programs across the nation. Both federal and state policies should support access to robust CTE programs as we look for creative ways to encourage workforce readiness. For instance, how about encouraging or even creating incentives for business associations to sponsor charter schools like LBA Academy? And as a way to help finance charter schools, how about expanding tax-free education savings accounts that could be started at birth and funded by friends, families, or businesses to help pay the tuition for charter or private schools?

[image: ]

As I traveled across the country in 2011 and 2012, I visited countless communities and schools to develop a plan to revitalize our economy. I did not visit the Harvards and Yales of America—their voices are heard in Washington every day. Instead, I visited institutions like Kirkwood Community College outside Cedar Rapids, Iowa, where they are actually training students for real jobs. I talked to the administrators at Kirkwood about my plan for increasing manufacturing jobs by having businesses and schools like Kirkwood work together on job training. Unbeknownst to me, the hotel where I stayed was staffed by Kirkwood students learning about the hospitality business. They were as professional as any staff I’ve come across in a Marriott or a Hilton. I later learned that the hotel had even earned the “Four Diamond Award” for its services and amenities. Practical instruction like this might not confer Ivy League prestige on its students, but schools like Kirkwood can play a vital role in helping kids make the transition from finishing high school to getting a job and all that entails—becoming a productive part of the community, getting on a career ladder, and eventually getting married and starting a family.

Education reform should begin with the family. Let’s empower parents to give their children the keys to success and then give them the choice of the school that is the best setting for them to live their American Dream. A century ago, Republicans took pride in breaking up corporate monopolies. Now it’s time to end the near-monopoly of government-run public schools.


CHAPTER NINE

GIVING THE AMERICAN WORKER A FIGHTING CHANCE

James Harrison grew up in the shadow of an aluminum manufacturing plant in northeastern Ohio. When he was born, in 1964, the plant employed his father and more than five hundred others, and the business was booming. Since the end of World War II, the company had experienced tremendous demand from around the world, and it ran three shifts to keep up. There was a job in the factory for anyone who had finished high school and was willing to work hard. After a few years on the job, the pay was enough to buy a home in town and comfortably provide for a family. The owner of the company became quite wealthy but always lived in the town, attended a local church, and sat in the stands at the high school football games. He knew most of his employees by name and never missed the company’s summer picnic.

The company did well throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Though growth had slowed somewhat by 1981, when James finished school and went to work there, it was still the same company he had known as a kid. By the late 1980s, however, competition from overseas was taking a toll, and the company was hiring fewer and fewer people. By 1990, the factory was no longer viewed as a good, reliable employer for local young men and women graduating from high school. Its export market had disappeared, and more of the company’s domestic customers were choosing the more affordable products of offshore manufacturers.

In 1995, the company was sold to some out-of-town investors who had purchased similar businesses and thought they could run them more profitably. The new owners froze wages, cut benefits, and laid off 20 percent of the workforce. James hung on to his job, but it was a different place. Everyone anxiously waited for the other shoe to drop. Orders continued to decrease, and the factory was down to just one shift. In 1996, the company picnic was canceled to save money.

James and Susan had their first child, Jason, in 1997, and Thomas was born in 1999. In 2004, the aluminum company’s owner filed for Chapter 13 bankruptcy and laid off many more employees. The company never recovered, and one day in late 2008, as the Great Recession set in, James showed up to find the factory doors locked and the lights off. The company had gone into Chapter 7 bankruptcy, and its assets were being liquidated. James had been earning $22.50 an hour with a company-provided health insurance plan. Now it was all gone.

There weren’t many other careers for which James was qualified. Acquiring a new set of skills would be expensive, and he felt a little old for that anyway. After a feverish search, he took a job at a home-improvement store thirty miles away. The pay was just $12.50 an hour, with no benefits in the first year. Five years later he’s still there, making $14.25 an hour. Susan works as a nurse at an elementary school, and the two incomes are just enough to get by. They have cut back where they can—summer trips to the lake, dinners out, gym memberships, and contributions to their retirement plans. There’s nothing set aside for the boys’ college, and the idea of ever retiring seems like a joke.

The once-proud factory town where the Harrisons live is littered with home foreclosures. Financial stress has weakened marriages, and many families are falling apart. Social problems that James and Susan hardly knew about when they were growing up—drug abuse, domestic violence, out-of-wedlock pregnancy—are commonplace now.
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The factory towns in western Pennsylvania that I represented in Congress in the early 1990s were filled with thousands of families like the Harrisons. Those people have been forced into lower-paying service jobs, or they have to make the long commute to Pittsburgh for work.

Nearly nine million jobs have been lost since the beginning of the Great Recession.1 For some, it seems like American economic decline is the inevitable new reality that we’ll have to get used to. I don’t believe it. When I was in Congress, I was told that the jobs Pennsylvania had lost weren’t coming back. And guess what—that was wrong. Yes, Pittsburgh’s mills are gone, but their places have been taken by office parks, high-tech manufacturers, and, of course, Walmarts, Cinemark Theatres, and Home Depots. The report of Pittsburgh’s death was an exaggeration. But what about the little towns built around one factory, or the rural areas that lived on mining or timber? In the small cities and towns of the Rust Belt, people had started to accept the inevitability of decline, but something has happened to change that. Now many rural areas are witnessing growth, and it is spreading to the cities. What happened?

That boom is coming from oil and gas development, made possible by hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”), which releases oil and natural gas from shale rock formations. It turns out that the United States is the Saudi Arabia of shale rock. Fracking has filled North Dakota with good-paying jobs and reduced the state’s unemployment rate to 2.6 percent.2 North Dakota shouldn’t be alone. There are substantial deposits of shale oil and gas in the Rust Belt states of West Virginia, New York, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Ohio. Even President Obama has acknowledged that there is probably enough American natural gas, in deposits such as Pennsylvania’s Marcellus Shale formation, to last us a hundred years.3

On the campaign trail in 2012, I met Dick Holcombe from rural Sullivan County in northeastern Pennsylvania, which is ground zero for Pennsylvania’s shale gas boom. After traveling the world for his career in business, Dick returned home to Sullivan County to start an e-commerce services company. It has been successful and is now the largest private employer in the county. Dick could have gone anywhere, but two things drew him back home—caring for his aging parents and shale. He understood the potential of the fracking revolution for the region. As he puts it, he wanted to see what happens when a fifth-generation dairy farmer becomes a millionaire overnight. He got back to Sullivan County just in time—there have been plenty of millionaire dairy farmers to observe.

Many families he knew growing up, particularly the dairy farmers and small-mine operators, were land rich but cash poor. Families that had been scraping by for generations are now millionaires because of gas leases, and land values have risen beyond anyone’s expectations. Fortunately, the values that saw these families through the tough times when manufacturing and farming were in decline are guiding them through the boom times now. Prudence and a sense of perspective are critical for families who have in effect won the lottery because of a gas lease.

Aside from the increased traffic on the county’s scenic roads, not much has changed. Many dairymen are still farming. The small coal operators are still mining and finding additional uses for their equipment in the shale industry. What has changed is the return of a sense of value and purpose.

Most people thought that America had left places like Sullivan County behind. Dick Holcombe knew that wasn’t true. America hasn’t left Sullivan County behind, because Sullivan County is America.
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Mahoning County, Ohio, where the Harrisons live, is atop the western end of the Utica Shale, a major new source of oil. Energy companies have now invested millions in evaluating the area and are planning to move aggressively into the region. As it did in North Dakota, shale oil could create an economic boom not only in the energy sector but in all the businesses that will grow or be created as workers and new residents flock to the area. The eastern Ohio economy, which has been a drag on the state for decades, could become the state’s economic engine all because of oil.4

Shale oil and gas could transform the rural and Rust Belt regions where many of the deposits lie. You would think that reviving these communities and encouraging domestic energy production would be a national priority. Yet the Obama administration, incredibly enough, is trying to sideline the fracking revolution, which is providing abundant new sources of clean-burning, affordable natural gas. Most environmentalists didn’t oppose natural gas ten years ago, when it was three times the price it is now. These liberals never want to see the words “affordable and plentiful” in the same sentence with “fossil fuels.”

Obama’s most notorious attack on the fossil fuel industry has been his refusal to permit the construction of the Keystone pipeline, which would transport oil from Canada and the Bakken Shale in North Dakota and create thousands of jobs.5 But there have been numerous other decisions that have destroyed American jobs or shipped them overseas. His moratorium on oil production in the Gulf of Mexico after the BP oil spill turned into a “permatorium,” according to the people I spoke with in Louisiana.6 In spite of Obama’s best efforts, oil and gas production is up, but only on lands owned by private citizens. It is down on government-owned land both on and off shore. This de facto moratorium is a triple whammy for the average American—fewer jobs, higher energy prices, and higher budget deficits because of lost revenue from drilling.

When so many Americans are hurting, why would a president act so irresponsibly? Because the Obama administration is filled with environmental extremists, “true believers” who are committed to the eventual elimination of fossil fuels no matter the human cost. And that cost is enormous. It’s not just in the energy industry itself that jobs are at stake. Every business in the country is affected—from farming to high tech to manufacturing. Especially in manufacturing, where American workers are up against foreign competition, energy costs can determine whether jobs stay in America or go overseas. In many manufacturing industries, energy contributes over 15 percent of a product’s cost.7
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If restoring the American Dream is our goal, restoring our manufacturing industry must be an essential piece of the plan. Most American businesses have to compete against other American businesses. The government might make life difficult for them with excessive taxation and regulation, but at least the competition is up against the same thing. But manufacturers face foreign competitors that operate under different rules and with different costs. Many foreign manufacturers enjoy government subsidies and weak environmental and labor laws.

That is why I think we need to look at the manufacturing sector of the economy differently from other sectors. When it comes to foreign competition, our government has a legitimate role in laying down laws that even the playing field. For much of our history, American manufacturing was protected by tariffs. Today, many of our manufacturers lose business and jobs not because they are uncompetitive but because of misguided government regulations.

Most people assume that foreign manufacturers’ biggest advantage is cheap labor. A study sponsored by the National Association of Manufacturers in 2003 attempted to quantify the competitive disadvantage of U.S. manufacturers against their top five competitors. The study considered all the major costs, including labor, energy, raw materials, taxes, regulations, and litigation. It determined that U.S. manufacturers had a 22 percent cost disadvantage excluding labor costs.8 High wages are not costing us jobs. We’re losing jobs because of high corporate tax rates, excessive regulatory burdens, and other anti-business policies coming from Washington.

Our single largest disadvantage is our corporate tax rate, the highest in the industrialized world. It’s so high that even President Obama has considered trimming it. So let’s reduce the corporate tax to a flat rate of 20 percent with no fancy deductions, no loopholes—just a 20 percent net income tax. But reducing taxes isn’t enough; to create a boom in manufacturing jobs in the United States, we should eliminate the corporate tax for manufacturers. That will attract investment capital to American manufacturing plants, and capital creates jobs. If we could do only one thing to make our manufacturers more competitive, eliminating the corporate tax would be it.

Next should be regulatory reform. I have had small manufacturers from Missouri Valley, Iowa, to Tampa, Florida, tell me that the burden has gotten dramatically worse during the Obama years. The attitude of state and federal regulators is “We know best how to run your business.” The burden is particularly heavy for small businesses, which create the most manufacturing jobs. Large corporations have compliance departments that can handle these regulations, but many small businesses find it nearly impossible. Many actually shut down because they can’t bear the cost of compliance. In America, you shouldn’t need an army of lawyers just so you can run a small manufacturing business. But that’s what happens when we surrender power to the government and let it expand beyond its justifiable duty to set up and referee the ground rules that protect customers, employees, shareholders, and competition.

In its first two years, the Obama administration imposed seventy-five major regulations that cost businesses more than $38 billion. To that cost is added the additional taxpayer cost of paying for the ever-increasing army of regulators. It’s time that regulations were subject to a serious cost-benefit analysis. For example, a new regulation from the Environmental Protection Agency on emissions from commercial boilers is estimated to add $1.8 billion in new annual compliance costs to companies and a one-time implementation fee of $5.2 billion—with negligible benefits.9 Tell me: What’s the point of that, except to use the power of regulation to destroy private business?

This is not an uncommon situation. In pursuit of minuscule health benefits, the Obama administration has heaped enormous costs on manufacturers. Everyone loses. American plants can’t comply with all these new standards and still make a profit, so they close. We lose jobs and tax revenue, and government will likely have to pay unemployment and other benefits to laid-off workers, whose communities and families will suffer. And as for the environmental benefit—there is none. Because these products are now being made in countries with lax environmental laws and the goods will have to be transported long distances back to the United States, there will actually be more harmful pollutants released. This is insanity! We need to analyze real costs and real benefits, tailoring the regulations to minimize costs for the maximum achievable benefits.

Over the years, American manufacturers have opened up factories all over the world for a variety of different reasons. Some factories were opened to serve markets in that country that couldn’t be competitively served from here. Some companies outsourced only certain parts or assemblies to keep the rest of the domestic manufacturing competitive and therefore keep some jobs here. Other companies have packed up completely.

Whatever the motivation, American companies have made billions of dollars in profits overseas. Those profits are taxed by the country where they are made. The remainder is sitting in the companies’ foreign subsidiaries instead of being repatriated to America. The reason? Taxes, of course. There is a 35 percent tax on all money brought back to America. The argument for the tax is that it is both an incentive and a punishment. It’s an incentive to keep manufacturing here, and a punishment if the company doesn’t keep it here. But who is getting hurt? There are legitimate reasons for companies to move production to other countries. Some countries, for example, require certain products sold in their country to be made there; others impose tariffs that make it impossible to manufacture a product in the United States and ship to those countries. In fact, most of the offshore manufacturing is not a result of making a bigger profit for the company, it is about survival. Our tax laws shouldn’t be punishing American companies, because it ends up hurting America and our workers.

Apple keeps over a billion dollars of foreign profits in a fund that invests that money overseas. What if Apple had an incentive to repatriate that money to the United States and invest it in domestic manufacturing? Taxation of manufacturers’ overseas profits should not encourage them to keep the money in foreign bank accounts or invested in overseas competitors. It should encourage them to bring those profits back home, where they can be invested in new plants and equipment or pay dividends to shareholders.

Although we should move to a flat corporate income tax, there is one corporate tax credit that I would keep in place. That’s the research and development tax credit, which is necessary to keep American manufacturing ahead of the curve. I would double it and make it permanent. Our tax laws should encourage companies to invest in the future. Burdensome regulation and tax laws do just the reverse, encouraging short-term thinking about profits to cover the costs of the regulations and taxes.

Finally, we need to examine our trade policies. I am a free trader, but we have to look at the effect of free trade on the average person. Importing lower-cost goods can benefit lower-income people and the average consumer. Just about everybody loves the prices at Walmart, for example. But as with regulations, we need to assess that benefit in light of its costs. Are importers following the same rules that govern domestic manufacturers? Are existing trade laws fair and properly enforced? When we make policy, we should always think about the people it affects, like, for instance, the people I met in Bemidji, Minnesota, during the 2012 presidential campaign.
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Bemidji is a town of about fourteen thousand of the friendliest and hardest-working people you could ever hope to meet. It’s the home of the famous oversized statues of Paul Bunyan and his faithful blue ox, Babe. Built in 1937 for the local winter carnival and designed only to last a year or two, the statues achieved national prominence after they were featured in Life magazine.

When I visited Bemidji, it was abundantly clear to me that it is a special place. Places like Bemidji may be small, seemingly inconsequential dots on a map. But when you add them all up, their influence on our economy and culture is enormous. These towns make our country exceptional. What brought me to Bemidji were sweater vests.

In politics, many of the things done by candidates are staged for a purpose. Candidates can get pretty calculating about everything from their hairstyle to the shoes they wear. My sweater vests, however, were not part of any premeditated strategy. It just so happened that on a cold December night in Iowa, I wore a sweater vest under my sport coat to keep warm. I don’t like wearing overcoats, and I like to pack light (vests are less bulky than sweaters or heavy coats). I was the last of the presidential candidates to speak at an event hosted by Mike Huckabee, and by the time it was my turn, the auditorium in Des Moines had gotten a little warm. My speech, to an audience of committed conservatives, was a big success. Some reporter happened to joke on Twitter that it must have been the sweater vest. The rest, as the saying goes, is history!

At a time when voters were looking for a down-to-earth, sensible alternative to President Obama—someone who reflected their values and perspective—the sweater vest became a symbol of “Middle America” in contrast to the muddle-headed elitism of the Obama administration. Obama is famously “cool”—so cool that you can’t imagine him in a sweater vest. But a lot of Americans were fed up with his indifference to them, and the lowly sweater vest became their symbol.

After that speech in Iowa, people started asking our campaign for a Santorum sweater vest. With my focus on reviving manufacturing, I decided that if we were going to offer sweater vests, they better be made in America. Easier said than done. It proved remarkably difficult to find a manufacturer that could supply a sweater vest that was truly and completely “made in the USA” in the quantities demanded. Eventually we found a manufacturer in Bemidji, Minnesota, and that’s where Bill Batchelder comes into our story.

Bemidji Woolen Mills started when Bill’s great-grandfather was sawing railroad ties for underground mines. In his hardscrabble life, he managed to pull together enough money to start a potato warehouse. Later, realizing that every town needed a woolen mill to make clothing and that Bemidji, where winters are as harsh as anywhere in the continental United States, didn’t have one, he turned his potato warehouse into a woolen mill. When the Chevy factory closed down in 1929, at the onset of the Great Depression, Bill’s great-grandfather purchased the factory, despite everybody’s warning that it was a bad idea. He wanted to move the woolen mill into a larger space, and the factory seemed perfect. At the start of World War II, he won a contract to produce army blankets. When the postwar baby boom reached its peak, family station wagons crisscrossed the country, stopping to see Paul Bunyan and Babe. That’s when the woolen mill hit its stride. Kids and families wanted clothes that reminded them of America’s pioneers and lumberjacks, clothes made by Bemidji Woolen Mills.

One of the highlights of the campaign was visiting the workers at Bemidji Woolen Mills, where they turned out our sweater vests by the hundreds. I then walked two blocks down the street to the embroidery shop to see the campaign logo stitched on.

Bill told me policy makers just don’t understand how Main Street works, what creates jobs and sustains communities. He mentioned a Democrat in the Minnesota senate who had proposed a tax on clothing priced over a hundred dollars. Presumably the point was to soak the people who can afford such clothing. But in fact it punishes the worker who makes that clothing. Taxes like that make it harder for small businesses to survive and create jobs.

It’s not being sentimental to say that Bemidji is the kind of “sweater vest” town that is the heart and soul of America. It’s a scandal that the concerns of people who live in places like Bemidji—their hopes and dreams, their jobs, their families—get short shrift from politicians of both parties. Towns like Bemidji just don’t fit into their plans or their vision for the future. We should stand up for places like Bemidji and for the blue collar conservative values they represent.


CHAPTER TEN

RAISING HOPE INSTEAD OF TAXES

We can argue about the proper breadth and strength of the safety net that the federal government stretches beneath its citizens—whether to extend unemployment benefits or guarantee health insurance, for instance. But two components of the safety net, Social Security and Medicare, are so well established and relied on by so many that the debate is only about how, not whether, to fund them. That’s a debate we’ve got to settle soon, because both programs are headed for a financial cliff, and that’s when the seniors who are just making ends meet get hurt—badly.

Apart from entitlements, the federal government most directly affects Americans’ household finances through the tax system. Here too the status quo is a mess. The tax code is a mix of needless complexity and perverse incentives. We need a system that is simple and logical. It should promote behavior that builds strong families, businesses, and communities.

It has been years, unfortunately, since Democrats and Republicans had a productive discussion about reforming Social Security, Medicare, and the tax code. Washington’s paralysis is imperiling the American Dream, and a lot of voters are ready to reach for their pitchforks.

Social Security is often called the “third rail” of American politics. In other words, “Touch it and you die politically.”1 Politician after politician has run from the problems that appear when you shine light on the Social Security program. And it’s no secret why. Americans cherish the program. We’ve all paid into it. Many see it as a safety net for their retirement—if they can ever afford to retire. And many older Americans count on it. But the hard reality is that Social Security pays out more in benefits than it receives in taxes. Social Security had been a pay-as-you-go system, with current taxpayers contributing at least enough to meet current benefits. But that ended in 2011.2

Some politicians have convinced a willing public that a Social Security “trust fund” finances their benefits. That is true in theory but false in practice. The trust fund is a drawer full of IOUs requiring the federal government to pay back the money it borrowed over the years when Social Security taxes exceeded the amount needed to pay benefits. Of course, the federal government already spends more money than it takes in, not counting Social Security, so when the Social Security Administration submits an IOU, the federal government simply borrows more money and issues a new IOU to pay Social Security benefits.

In 2013, Social Security was projected to spend $75 billion more on benefits than it received in taxes.3 With the baby boom generation becoming eligible for benefits, that number is expected to more than double in ten years. We can’t continue to do what Washington’s pathetic political class has done for twenty years and leave this problem to the next generation of politicians to handle. The longer we wait, the more sudden and painful the changes will be and the more those who can’t afford it will get hurt. For example, according to estimates, Social Security IOUs will be paid off in nineteen years. If no action is taken, the law requires an automatic 25 percent cut in benefits for every senior to keep the program solvent. I understand that Social Security is not like other entitlements—its recipients, unlike people on welfare, have been paying taxes into the system for years. They feel, quite understandably, that Social Security is simply paying them their money. But make no mistake, changes will have to be made and fairly soon. We need to have a rational discussion so we all understand the scale of the problem and the options to solve it. We must make the right choices and make them before the program hits the wall.

There are a number of ways we can do this. In the 1990s, when I was in the U.S. Senate, I supported personal retirement accounts as a long-term fix. This approach would give younger workers the opportunity to do better than they would in the current underfunded system.4 I still believe that a 401(k) approach to Social Security would provide better benefits for most seniors and is the most financially responsible way of solving the problem. The problem is that the current system is so underfunded that we need to get it on stable footing for current and near-term retirees before we look too far into the future.

So how do we do that when increasing payroll taxes will cause increased unemployment and slow economic growth, and decreasing benefits could harm those whom the program is designed for, the elderly and disabled? Why don’t we first see if any benefits are going to people who don’t meet the criteria of being old and disabled?

Social Security was established in 1936, when life expectancy was sixty-one. Benefits were set as follows: early old-age benefits were available at sixty-two, with full old-age benefits available at sixty-five. Today, average life expectancy is seventy-nine, so one might assume that early old-age benefits would begin at eighty and full old-age benefits at eighty-three. That’s not the case, of course, although in 1983 a Democratic Congress and a Republican president agreed to gradually raise the full-eligibility age to sixty-seven by 2027. The most important step we can take is to recognize in law what people already know to be true. Sixty-two in America today is not old. Tell a sixty-two-year-old that he’s “past his prime” and see what reaction you get—you might need to duck. Yet that same sixty-two-year-old has no problem signing up for “old-age” benefits under Social Security; in fact, more than 70 percent do. Starting benefits this early would be fine if the system were solvent, but we don’t have the money. The system is running in the red, and it is getting worse every year.

It might make sense to gradually reform the system over the next thirty-six years by increasing the eligibility for early retirement by one month every year. Once early eligibility reaches sixty-five in 2052, further increases would be tied to increases in life expectancy. I propose doing something similar for the normal eligibility age—start raising it in 2028 until it reaches sixty-nine in 2052. For everyone born after 1983, I would tie both eligibility ages to increases in life expectancy, so every subsequent generation would receive benefits for the same number of years as the previous. I would do the same for Medicare, raising the eligibility age by one month per year until it reaches sixty-nine in 2052.

There is another big difference between seniors in 1936 and seniors today—wealth. In the 1930s the poorest age group of adults was people over sixty-five. Today the wealthiest age group is people over sixty-five. In part that’s because Social Security and Medicare provide them with a minimum level of income and healthcare coverage, but it is mostly because many “young” seniors continue to work and because so many in this generation have lived the American Dream of opportunity and success. Who, by the way, are the poorest age group? Eighteen- to thirty-year-olds.5

Some have suggested raising taxes to pay for the shortfall in Social Security. In other words, they would increase taxes on poor grandchildren to pay wealthy grandparents. You say not all seniors are wealthy—true, so let’s begin with reducing the scheduled cost-of-living increases in benefits to the wealthy recipients who don’t need them.

There is even a benefit that we could eliminate without controversy. We should stop paying Social Security benefits to dependents (children under eighteen) of wealthy Social Security recipients. This usually occurs when wealthy men over fifty marry and have children.

There are dozens of other reasonable benefit changes that we ought to discuss. The most important thing is for the American public and seniors to have this discussion with a clear idea of the magnitude of the problem and what we want to accomplish—bridging the funding gap without hurting lower-income workers, lower-income seniors, or the overall economy.
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Compared with Medicare, Social Security is in decent shape. It can survive with modest adjustments that will affect only the wealthiest and healthiest seniors, but Medicare is a different story.

Medicare was started in 1965 to provide seniors with a basic level of healthcare, just as Social Security was to provide seniors with a basic level of income. The cost to the taxpayer of providing Social Security benefits increases with inflation and population. The cost of Medicare likewise increases with population and inflation, but also with innovation. Think of all of the procedures, treatments, knowledge, drugs, and devices that improve the quality and length of life, and then think of how much more those cost. Then think of how much more is in the pipeline and how much longer we can extend life.

This is a great problem to have, but there’s no solution to it under the Medicare model that was designed fifty years ago. Some of the problems of Medicare are similar to the problems of Obamacare—in both cases the government is far too involved in dictating terms and prices. This meddling inevitably deprives customers of choice, creates costly inefficiency, and discourages innovation. Even before the passage of Obamacare, more than half of the money spent on healthcare in America was paid for by either the federal or state governments.6 Under Obamacare, the federal government in particular calls the shots for reimbursements and covered procedures, as well as policies on privacy, billing, competition, and a whole host of other details. A true revolution in affordable, quality healthcare will not come from more government interference, as we have with Obamacare, but from letting the healthcare system benefit from competition, just as telecommunications and other high-tech industries do.

I have supported this approach for decades. In fact, when I was in the Senate I worked to make Medicare Part D, the drug benefit offered to seniors, adhere to market principles. Until President Obama tinkered with it in Obamacare, Part D was the first entitlement program in history to spend less money than the budget experts predicted. So far, Part D, which is privately run but partially funded by the government with some federal oversight, is coming in about $340 billion under its ten-year budget. Medicare, which is completely funded and administered by the government, is expected to double its spending to $1.1 trillion over the next decade.7 Let’s use the example of Part D and the popular Medicare Advantage option to create a dynamic public-private partnership that will improve the efficiency, quality, and affordability of the Medicare program.
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Social Security and Medicare face primarily demographic challenges, but the bad economy of the Obama years has caused another entitlement program to explode. Spending on food stamps doubled between 2006 and 2012. We have to put food stamps recipients on the path to success. That means work. The great success of the 1996 Welfare Reform Act was its work requirement. We never applied that requirement to food stamps, and that was a mistake. We should, in fact, make it a rule that all federal benefits programs that go to able-bodied Americans have a work requirement.

Of course, some Americans are seriously disabled and will never be entirely self-sufficient. I’m the father of a child with disabilities, and I know how difficult that can be. But unfortunately, we’ve also seen an explosion of fraudulent disability claims in order to tap benefits from the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) and Social Security Disability Income (SSDI) programs. The amount of money wasted because of this abuse is substantial. Between 2009 and 2012, more than 5.9 million people were added to the SSDI program. That’s more than twice the number of new jobs that were created in the same period. Unfortunately, when the economy is hurting, people become “creative” to secure resources for themselves and their families. Another word for creative is fraudulent.8

When I was in office, I was bombarded with stories of children’s being coached to lie by parents hoping to get money from SSI, or disaffected workers’ claiming SSDI as unemployment benefits were about to end. Such fraud not only steals from the taxpayers, it helps bankrupt a system that should be focused on serving the truly needy and disabled.

Thomas Jefferson articulated a principle that should guide a free society as it considers how to help its needy and vulnerable members: “What more is necessary to make us a happy and prosperous people? . . . [A] wise and frugal government . . . which shall leave [men] free to regulate their own pursuits of industry and improvement, and shall not take from the mouth of labor the bread it has earned.”9

We need to get back to the basic functions of government. And investing in our national infrastructure—our bridges, rails, highways, and dams—is something all conservatives can agree is one of the things government must do well. But we need dramatic reforms to reduce the cost of public infrastructure, starting with renegotiating many union contracts. And we need sufficient revenues at all levels of government, especially at the state and local levels, for this investment to bring an end to the massive infrastructure deficit we have. Government needs to get out of some of the areas it shouldn’t be in, like certain entitlements, and redirect resources to infrastructure. This investment will create jobs and strengthen the foundation of our national economy.

[image: ]

While we should be leery of grand government schemes like Obamacare, we must remember that government can be a force for good, and it is in our interest that it be healthy and functional. The mind-blowing waste of Obama’s “stimulus,” which lined the pockets of the administration’s cronies but did little for the economy, has left many citizens with an understandably dim view of their federal government. But Michael Gerson and Peter Wehner, presidential advisors in the George W. Bush administration, insist that excessive cynicism about the government is dangerous: “The reputation of government is an important national asset—and an irreplaceable source of national pride. Government overreach by the Left has degraded that asset. Today’s hemorrhaging of trust in public institutions, if left to run its course, will only further degrade it. Skepticism toward government is one thing; outright hostility is injurious to the health of American democracy itself. How can citizens be expected to love their country if they are encouraged to hold its government in utter contempt?”10

Conservatives understand this best when it comes to national defense. That is a part of the national government that seems “conservative,” especially for blue collar conservatives. Because it embodies the values of patriotism, honor, and sacrifice, the military is the part of the federal government we’re proud of. It reflects what is best in our country.

Military spending, moreover, is generally more productive than other government spending. Yes, the Pentagon can waste money with the best of them (Senator Tom Coburn of Oklahoma has called it the “Department of Everything” and identified nearly $70 billion that could be cut over ten years without affecting national security).11 But defense spending supports manufacturing jobs in shipbuilding and aerospace, drives high-tech research and development, and most important, of course, defends our country and our national interests.

President Obama’s hostility to military culture is no secret. Not only does he seek to undermine that culture by imposing a politically correct social agenda on our forces, but he is making the fiscal crisis for which he bears so much responsibility an excuse to eviscerate the military, proposing massive cuts to manpower and weapons systems.12 This is cutting meat, not fat. No one should be fooled by this opportunistic show of fiscal discipline.
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The primary way that the government takes bread from the mouth of labor is taxation, and the federal tax system is a disgrace. It is confusing, conflicting, and confounding, and lately the Obama White House has wielded it as a weapon against its political opponents. Thanks to the dramatic growth and complexity of our tax system, the Internal Revenue Service is a uniquely effective tool to strike terror into political opponents. Unlike a legal probe by the Justice Department or another federal agency, an IRS accusation imposes on its target the presumption of guilt. A system that encourages such abuse should be condemned and demolished. A complete overhaul would allow us to reassess what types of activities the federal government should tax and how to best do it.

Let’s look at the issue of what we should be taxing. Work is the key to success. It is so good for us that you might expect the government to encourage it. Well it doesn’t. If we want people to work, we should stop taxing their wages. Let’s develop a tax system where you get to keep everything you have worked for.

Rather than taxing working or giving, let’s tax spending. Most of the world does just that, raising government revenues primarily from a sales or value-added tax. The main argument against a consumption tax is that it is harder on lower-income people. For example, a man with a wife and two kids earning $35,000 last year is likely to have spent all of it to provide for his family, whereas a family of four whose income is a million dollars has plenty to spare. So the lower-income family is paying a higher percentage of its income in taxes than the rich. That would be a reversal of the current progressive system of income tax, and it’s a legitimate concern. One proposal for ameliorating the regressive nature of a consumption tax is called Fair Tax. I haven’t endorsed it, but there is much to commend it as a starting point for the discussion of incentivizing working, saving, and giving while discouraging overconsumption.13

Enacting this kind of fundamental change to our tax system will require a presidential campaign and a national debate. So let’s set the long-term overhaul aside and consider how we could mend some of the worst flaws in the current system.

A tax code can encourage certain behavior and punish other behavior. In addition to punishing work, ours punishes marriage. Since marriage is a critical factor in avoiding poverty, the tax code should encourage it. Removing the “marriage penalty” from the code is a good start, but we ought to go further and establish more tax benefits for married couples.

The most important act of stewardship for our country is raising the next generation of Americans. That next generation is, literally, the future of America. Low birthrates bespeak a lack of confidence and diminish our personal stake in the future. As we’ve seen in Europe, collapsing birthrates also make a welfare state unsustainable, as you inevitably end up with too few workers trying to support too many retirees. Karen and I are blessed with the responsibility of raising seven children. We have had no greater joy in our lives, but in the world today, it is also our greatest challenge. Let’s set aside the cultural factors that I spoke of earlier and what they do to undermine a parent’s ability to raise good, virtuous, faith-filled children. Let’s look at how families with children are treated by the tax code.

There are a few provisions that lighten the tax burden on families with children, primarily the personal exemption—$3,900 in 2013 for you, your spouse, and all of your dependent children. That exemption reduces the amount of income subject to taxation. If this deduction had kept pace with inflation since 1969, it would be more than $6,000.

At the apex of the baby boom, the average American woman bore 3.5 children (and all those kids are now the ones retiring and receiving benefits). A typical family of four paid a total of 2 percent of its income to the federal government in taxes. Today the birthrate is less than 1.9 children per woman, and that same middle-income family of four (earning $51,100) pays 9 percent of its income to the federal government. Even the refund that a family of four can obtain because of deductions is not enough to offset taxes paid to Social Security and Medicare. If you consider all of the state and local taxes that didn’t exist in 1955, there is no question we are asking parents to do more with less in an environment in which it is much harder to raise children.

We should double the tax credits for children from $3,000 to $6,000 per child so that young couples can afford to raise a family.14 That would put middle-income families back on a par, in terms of federal taxes, with their grandparents when they were having all of those kids in the 1950s.15 Reducing taxes on families is the best investment government can make in our future. And to come full circle, it is the best investment we can make to ensure that programs like Social Security and Medicare live up to their promise to our nation’s elderly.
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The economic policies of the Left not only are harming the poor, the low-skilled worker, and the entrepreneur, but as we all know they are hitting our pocketbook every day through the insidious creep of rising prices. The administration tells us that inflation is under control, but try convincing the mom who has seen chicken prices rise 16 percent, ground beef 18 percent, and bacon (my favorite) 22 percent. In survey after survey, Americans say they feel like they are falling behind, as their wages have stagnated and prices continue to rise on everything from food and energy to medical care and education. The principle culprit here is our central bank, the Federal Reserve. The activities of the Fed determine the cost of borrowing money by establishing interest rates for things like mortgages and car loans. Over the past few years, the Fed has been aggressively purchasing government debt, and in doing so driving interest rates down to nothing.

This is what’s called “quantitative easing,” and it has driven stock prices to all-time highs, to the delight of Wall Street. But putting all this additional money into circulation is driving up prices for Main Street. Many of the Wall Street economists who criticized my ideas about leveling the playing field for manufacturers so that low-skilled workers could find quality, family-sustaining jobs are cheering the intervention of the Federal Reserve to keep the good times rolling in the financial markets at the expense of those very workers.

When the economy begins to pick up steam, inflation will be an even greater problem for working families. I have serious doubts that the Fed will be able to unwind the problem it has created. That means even more price inflation in the future eroding purchasing power and pushing more and more people into the red.
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The Harrisons are about fifteen years away from beginning to collect Social Security benefits—in about 2028, just about the time, if nothing is done, that the program will be able to pay only three-quarters of benefits due. No politician is talking about it, so the Harrisons are not aware of what is in store for them. They already feel as if they missed out on their town’s economic good ol’ days. Just wait till they find out what awaits them in retirement.

They are doing their part to fix the problem from the ground up, but they are relying on their leaders to attend to the top-down part.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

BELIEVING IN AMERICA’S FUTURE

James and Susan Harrison are optimistic people by nature. Though the last several years have been tough, they are grateful for the hand life has dealt them. They were born into strong, loving, supportive families in a safe town filled with decent, hardworking, community-minded people. While they are struggling financially, they still have their health, their faith, and two healthy, active sons. Not bad.

There are even signs that their financial situation is taking a turn for the better thanks to the Utica Shale they’re sitting on top of. James has an interview for a job with a business that just came to the area to supply parts to the energy companies drilling for oil in eastern Ohio and western Pennsylvania. It pays well and has benefits. Susan has been spending more time helping her niece, who is single with a baby. Her niece is doing well in the nursing program she enrolled in, but it’s a fragile situation and she needs lots of support. The boys are doing well, and it won’t be long before they will have to think hard about what will happen after high school.

Like most Americans, they haven’t paid a lot of attention to issues like the size of our national debt, rising food prices, or the problems with Medicare and Social Security. America has faced tougher challenges and has always come out fine. But the divisiveness in Washington is so unsettling that they no longer trust the president and Congress to do anything, much less the right thing.

America will bounce back, but we have our work cut out for us. For too many people, the American Dream seems unattainable. They’ve lost faith in the promise of hard and honest work. Others are pursuing a cheap counterfeit of the American Dream—a materialistic fantasy of riches, fame, and sex—that they absorb from movies and television and a hundred other channels of popular culture. We need leaders who will remind us what the real American Dream is—family, faith, freedom, opportunity, and service—not incite us to be envious of those who have achieved it. Above all, it’s up to each American family to adhere to the old adage, “Work as if everything depended on you, and pray as if everything depended on God.”
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This is not the first time America has faced a great challenge. There were times when our country faced a foreign threat and internal division, and we were saved by sacrifice on the battlefield. There were times of economic transformation—which always means disruption—when American enterprise surged to global leadership. In the present crisis, however, we risk abandoning the principles at the root of American greatness, the ideals set forth in the Declaration of Independence.

How is that happening? Have most Americans abandoned those ideals? Every poll in the last thirty years shows that roughly twice as many people identify themselves as “conservative” as identify themselves as “liberal.” So why is our country moving to the left? For the same reason an undermanned, underfunded collection of colonists defeated the British Empire in the American Revolution—because they were willing to give their lives, their fortune, and their sacred honor for the cause. In short, the Left wants it more than we do. Barack Obama promised to “fundamentally transform” the United States, and his record in the White House leaves no room for doubt that he meant it. He and his party are determined to reshape the relationship between Washington and the American people.

The American people, however, have begun to understand what’s happening, and that is the beginning of a movement.
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Traveling around Iowa for most of the 2012 campaign with my friend and advisor Chuck Laudner in his pickup—the “Chuck truck,” we called it—rather than a bus and private plane, I had the opportunity to get to know personally so many of the tireless volunteers who make or break a campaign’s success. One of them was Wendy Jensen, who epitomized how someone so small and so invisible to national political observers could make a difference.

Wendy volunteered for our campaign in August 2011. She was in her mid-fifties, stood just under five feet tall, and lived in Story County, Iowa, about twenty-five miles north of our headquarters in Urbandale. Because of a medical condition, Wendy couldn’t drive, but she was such a devoted worker for our campaign that we would send a member of our staff most mornings to pick her up, and we’d drop her back home at the end of the day.

It was not uncommon for Wendy to make four hundred to five hundred phone calls on our behalf each day. As Christmas approached, she had talked to nearly five thousand voters. Wendy’s secret weapon was her sweetness. After talking with her, no one had the heart to say no to her. She probably was responsible for more converts to our campaign than any other member of our team—including me.

The last time I saw Wendy was at our campaign’s Christmas party in mid-December 2011. She was so excited about reaching the five-thousand-call plateau, but as in most of our encounters, all she wanted to talk with me about was my daughter Bella. Wendy had a special heart for others who, like her, struggled with a disabling condition. Over the next couple of days, we didn’t hear from Wendy, and we tried unsuccessfully to reach her. We soon learned that she had passed away at home, alone. I was not the only public official at her funeral. Dignitaries from across Iowa came to honor this little lady who selflessly made such a big difference for so many. A tribute to Wendy in the Iowa Republican put it best: “Clearly, God needed some extra help in heaven. He brought one of his angels home to help him reach as many hearts as possible. . . .”1

At the time of Wendy’s passing, the media were focused on pre-caucus polls. I had just received two major endorsements from Iowa officials, which made the front page of national papers and the scroll on the bottom of cable news. Wendy Jensen’s name never made the news, but she personified the commitment and devotion that makes a difference not just in politics but in life.

We too often underestimate the difference one person can make, but Wendy showed us what a serious mistake that is. She was not rich in worldly terms, but her gracious demeanor and her tireless commitment to a cause made all the difference in the world—not just for my campaign but for countless of other candidates and causes before me. People like Wendy are being left behind, but they’re not asking for help; they’re taking action instead.

I’m asked all the time, “I am only one person—what can I do?”

And my answer, with Wendy in mind, is always a single word: “Something.”

Do something good for your family, your church, your neighbor, your country, your school, your business, your coworker, the homeless person you pass on the street, or the neighborhood kid who went bad and ended up in prison. And just as important, don’t be afraid to stand up for what’s right—even if it’s uncomfortable, even if you have to pay a price.

One place to start is the public schools. They’re supposed to belong to us, the people, but we’ve let activist courts, liberal politicians, and bureaucrats turn them into hostile territory. What book is at the heart of Western civilization and at the heart of the American project? The Bible, of course. Yet it is forbidden to teach from it in most public schools in the land. The most frequently assigned history textbook in American public schools, on the other hand, was written by an anti-American Marxist named Howard Zinn. Do you know if that text is used in your school? The liberal activists, the teachers’ unions, and the media do. If you don’t, you now have an idea of why they are transforming America right under our noses. I know getting involved is just one more thing that you don’t have time for. Got it, but America didn’t become unique in human history because our ancestors took the easy path. Self-government isn’t easy, and it’s not the default setting for human societies. That’s why dictators and tyrants have been running most countries for centuries. Real freedom, opportunity, justice, virtue, and security require that we make sacrifices every day to keep them.

Our opponents are revolutionaries. They will always push their agenda. We conservatives are inclined to leave things alone. But every now and then, a generation is asked to step up and fight tyranny. The greatest generation fought the secular statists (Nazis and fascists) across the oceans. Our fight is here at home against a foe whose threat is cleverly disguised and so, in many ways, more dangerous.

We won’t win every battle, but fighting for what’s right can be its own reward. I have lost many a skirmish only to find out later that the effort was necessary to win a more important battle later. Sometimes my losses were actually victories, but I couldn’t see it at the time. Mother Teresa of Calcutta always said, “God has not called me to be successful. He called me to be faithful.”

Blue collar conservatives across this country are faithful to a vision that has always defined America but that has been obscured in recent years. We Americans believe in liberty and equal opportunity for all. We believe our leaders should represent 100 percent of Americans. They should not make targets of the wealthy or victims of the poor. We don’t believe in economic classes, we believe in economic opportunity, which creates social mobility. We believe that a limited government can help create an environment for all people to prosper morally and economically, thanks to the security provided by the rule of law and balance of powers.

We believe that virtue and civil society are the pillars of freedom. We believe that respecting and honoring faith and family is foundational to freedom. We believe that we are our brother’s keeper. We believe in a safety net for people who are struggling, but we don’t define compassion by government largesse. We believe compassion is helping another in need. We believe caring should be local, not federal, whenever possible, and temporary, not permanent, or it becomes something that holds people down instead of lifting them up. We believe in upward mobility, not dependency.

We believe that all human beings are created in the image of God and that all life has dignity. We believe that life begins at conception. We believe in justice and fairness. We oppose corruption, cronyism, oppression, and injustice. We believe that work and the ability to provide for one’s family through a job is a source of human dignity. We don’t look down on any job. America was built by immigrants, and we are for legal immigration. America is a beacon to the world for a reason. We look at every job as a rung on the opportunity ladder.

We believe that we can be self-sufficient in energy. We believe that we can regain our global leadership as a manufacturer. We believe that creativity is key, and that Americans are the most ingenious, resourceful people on earth.

We also believe that elections matter. We believe that people matter and that policies matter. Some policies make it harder to prosper in America, and some policies promote freedom and opportunity and give people a better shot at fulfilling the American Dream. We need to raise our voices and work together so that our policies work for America.

We believe that a healthy family is necessary for a flourishing society. Family is the foundation, the first economy, not something to be tinkered with or redefined by government. Parents, not government, know what’s best for children. Faith communities know the best way to practice their faith, and the government should not interfere. Our foundational freedom is religious freedom, freedom of conscience. Entrepreneurs, not government, know how to start businesses and create jobs. Doctors, not government, know what’s best for patients. Hardworking taxpayers, not government, know the value of money and how to invest in their future. Parents and teachers, not government or teachers’ unions, know the unique learning needs of children.

We believe that America has a future, and we believe it is in our and God’s hands.
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