

    
        
          America on the Brink: Military Readiness, Economic Rivalry, and Political Fragmentation

        

        
        
          F.L. Hinton Jr.

        

        
          Published by FRED HINTON, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      AMERICA ON THE BRINK: MILITARY READINESS, ECONOMIC RIVALRY, AND POLITICAL FRAGMENTATION

    

    
      First edition. February 8, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 F.L. Hinton Jr..

    

    
    
      Written by F.L. Hinton Jr..

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

America on the Brink: Military Readiness, Economic Rivalry, and Political Fragmentation

Foreword

Chapter 1: Cracks in the Empire

Chapter 2: The BRICS Challenge

Chapter 3: Economic Warfare

Chapter 4: The Military Gap

Chapter 5: Terror in the Shadows

Chapter 6: America Divided

Chapter 7: The Fragile Homeland

Chapter 8: A World Without America?

Chapter 9: Rebuilding the Core

Chapter 10: The Weaponization of the Dollar

Chapter 11: Generation Z and the Post-

Chapter 12: The Propaganda War

Chapter 13: The Urban-Rural Divide

Chapter 14: The Fragility of Allies

Chapter 15: Faith, Family, and the Forgotten Foundations of Power

About the Author


America on the Brink: Military Readiness, Economic Rivalry, and Political Fragmentation 




F.L. HINTON JR.



[image: ]


Copyright Notice

Copyright © 2025 F.L. Hinton Jr. All rights reserved.

The content within this book may not be reproduced, duplicated, or transmitted in any form, by any means, without prior written permission from the author or publisher.

Under no circumstances will the author or publisher be held responsible or liable for any damages, loss, or reparation arising from the use or misuse of the information contained within this book.

Legal Notice

This book is copyright-protected and intended for personal use only. No part of this book may be

copied, shared, sold, or otherwise distributed without the explicit consent of the author or publisher.

Disclaimer Notice

The information provided in this book is for educational and informational purposes only. The

author is not a licensed therapist, counselor, or medical professional. All efforts have been made to ensure the accuracy and reliability of the content, but it should not replace professional advice.

Readers are encouraged to seek guidance from qualified professionals for specific mental health,

legal, or medical concerns. No warranties are implied or expressed regarding the applicability of the information provided.

[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Foreword


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]



In times of peace, nations often grow complacent. In times of crisis, they scramble to react. But the United States now finds itself in a far more dangerous place—caught in a storm where both complacency and crisis coexist. The threats are no longer on the horizon; they are here, intertwined, and multiplying. From shifting global alliances that challenge our economic dominance, to persistent terror threats that test our resolve, to bitter political divisions that erode our unity from within—America stands in a precarious moment.




America on the Brink: Military Readiness, Economic Rivalry, and Political Fragmentation is not simply a book about policy, nor is it a detached academic treatise. It is a strategic call to arms for both leaders and citizens. F.L. Hinton Jr., an entrepreneur and author with a track record of confronting the hard truths, lays bare the interconnected vulnerabilities of our military readiness, economic stability, and political cohesion. His analysis is sharp, unflinching, and grounded in both lived experience and rigorous research.




Hinton understands that the United States does not have the luxury of treating its challenges in isolation. Weakening defense capabilities affects economic confidence; market instability fuels political extremism; partisan division undermines our ability to
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respond to external threats. These forces do not act independently—they reinforce one another in a dangerous feedback loop.

But this is also a book about solutions. Hinton offers a blueprint for how America can rebuild strength—through revitalizing military recruitment, forging smarter economic partnerships, renewing civic responsibility, and rekindling the sense of shared purpose that once defined us. He calls for an era where public and private sectors work hand in hand, where citizens demand more from their leaders and more from themselves, and where strategic foresight replaces reactive politics.

The value of America on the Brink lies not only in its urgency but in its clarity. Hinton makes it impossible to ignore the stakes, yet equally impossible to believe that decline is inevitable. This book is a wake-up call, but also a guidepost—pointing toward a future where America can regain its footing and stand once again as a united, secure, and confident nation.

The clock is ticking. The threats are real. But so is our capacity to overcome them—if we act now.
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​Chapter 1: Cracks in the Empire
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“Empires do not decline because of external enemies alone; they falter when the internal will to sustain greatness frays, when confidence turns to complacency, and unity splinters into discord.”

— Niall Ferguson, Civilization: The West and the Rest

––––––––
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In the sweltering summer of 1945, James “Jimmy” Sullivan, a fresh-faced Navy veteran barely out of his teens, stood steadfast on the weathered deck of a troop transport ship slicing through the vast Pacific Ocean, his gaze locked intently on the distant horizon where the shores of America beckoned like a promised land. The brutal war that had engulfed the world for years had finally drawn to a close, with the Axis powers—Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan, and Fascist Italy—crushed under the weight of Allied determination and firepower. The United States, emerging from the ashes of global conflict, stood tall as the unchallenged titan of the free world, a colossus straddling continents with its unparalleled economic might, military prowess, and ideological influence. Factories across the nation hummed with relentless activity, churning out goods that fueled both reconstruction and prosperity. Soldiers like Jimmy returned home to heroes'
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welcomes, complete with ticker-tape parades winding through bustling city streets, confetti raining down like celebratory snow. The American Dream, that enduring vision of opportunity, upward mobility, and personal success, seemed not just an aspiration but a tangible promise etched indelibly into the very stone of the nation's foundation. Jimmy, at the tender age of 22, harbored an unshakeable belief in his country's invincibility—a shining beacon of industrial innovation, unyielding military strength, and unwavering moral clarity that illuminated the path for the entire world.

Now, fast-forward eight decades to the year 2025, and we find Jimmy’s grandson, Michael Sullivan, another dedicated veteran shaped by the rigors of service, sitting quietly in a modest coffee shop nestled in the heart of Dayton, Ohio. The aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingles with the faint hum of conversations around him as he scrolls methodically through his smartphone, absorbing the latest headlines that paint a troubling picture: escalating trade wars that disrupt global supply chains, intractable political gridlock that paralyzes decision-making in Washington, and a once-formidable military now stretched perilously thin across multiple fronts. The boundless optimism that defined the post-war era of 1945 feels like a faded photograph from a bygone time, replaced by a pervasive sense of uncertainty, anxiety, and deep-seated division that permeates every layer of society. Michael, reflecting on his own experiences and the legacy passed down



[image: ]

through generations, finds himself pondering a profound and unsettling question: How on earth did we arrive at this precarious juncture? What forces, both visible and insidious, have eroded the foundations of American supremacy?

This chapter undertakes a detailed examination of America’s meteoric rise to unparalleled global dominance in the immediate aftermath of World War II, while meticulously identifying the early warning signs—the subtle yet insidious cracks in what was once an impenetrable empire. These vulnerabilities manifest in various forms: creeping economic stagnation that saps vitality from the nation's productive core, military overstretch that drains resources and morale, and intensifying domestic polarization that fractures the social fabric and undermines collective purpose. These fissures, which began as barely noticeable hairline cracks in the grand edifice of American power, have over time deepened and widened into profound structural weaknesses, posing existential challenges to the nation’s enduring ability to lead on the world stage. However, as we will argue throughout this narrative,

America’s decline is far from an inevitable fate sealed by history's inexorable march. By delving deeply into the origins and nature of these cracks, we can illuminate a viable path toward renewal, reinvigoration, and resurgence. This story holds particular resonance for veterans like Michael, who bear the personal weight of a nation in flux, for students eager to grasp the historical context that shapes contemporary realities, and for policymakers entrusted
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with the solemn duty of steering the ship of state away from the rocks and toward calmer waters.


The Post-War Pinnacle


The United States emerged from the cataclysmic crucible of World War II not merely as a victor but as the undisputed preeminent power on the global stage, a position of dominance that reshaped the international order for generations. By the pivotal year of 1945, the U.S. economy had ballooned to account for nearly 50% of the entire world's gross domestic product (GDP), a staggering figure that underscored its role as the engine of global recovery and growth. American factories, which had been repurposed during the war to produce everything from Sherman tanks and B-29 bombers to ammunition and supplies on an unprecedented scale, transitioned seamlessly into peacetime production, flooding markets with consumer goods that symbolized abundance and progress. The U.S. dollar, fortified by the innovative Bretton Woods system established in 1944, ascended to the status of the world’s reserve currency, providing a stable foundation for international trade and finance that bolstered American influence far beyond its borders. The U.S. Navy, with its formidable fleet of aircraft carriers and battleships, patrolled the seven seas with unchallenged authority, ensuring open sea lanes and projecting power across oceans. Military bases dotted the globe, from the tropical islands of the Pacific to the heart of Europe, serving as
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outposts of American resolve. Culturally, the U.S. exported its soft power through iconic symbols—Hollywood films that captivated audiences worldwide with tales of heroism and romance, the infectious rhythms of jazz music that echoed in cafes from Paris to Tokyo, and everyday products like Coca-Cola that became synonymous with modernity and freedom. This era epitomized American exceptionalism, a deeply held conviction that the nation's blend of economic vitality, military superiority, and democratic ideals rendered it not just superior but uniquely destined to lead humanity toward a brighter future.

The empirical data from this period paints a vivid and compelling picture of this ascendancy. In 1945, the nominal U.S. GDP stood at an impressive $228 billion, towering over the Soviet Union’s comparatively modest $90 billion and utterly dwarfing China’s economy, which had been ravaged by years of invasion and civil strife, amounting to a mere $20 billion. The U.S. military, having swelled to a peak strength of over 12 million personnel during the height of the conflict, remained unmatched in size, training, and technological sophistication, while its exclusive possession of nuclear weapons—demonstrated dramatically in Hiroshima and Nagasaki—ensured absolute strategic superiority that deterred potential adversaries. On the diplomatic front, the United States took the helm in forging key institutions that would define the

post-war world: the United Nations, established to promote peace and cooperation among nations; NATO, a military alliance that
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bound Western Europe in collective defense against Soviet expansionism; and the Marshall Plan, a visionary aid program that funneled billions of dollars into rebuilding war-torn Europe, not only fostering economic recovery but also securing long-term allies and markets for American goods. For veterans like Jimmy Sullivan, who had witnessed the horrors of combat firsthand—from the island-hopping campaigns in the Pacific to the liberation of concentration camps in Europe—this was an era infused with profound pride. America was no longer just a sovereign nation; it had evolved into a global mission, a force for good committed to spreading liberty, prosperity, and stability across a weary world.

Yet, even amidst this golden age of triumph and exuberance, the seeds of future challenges were quietly sown, taking root in the fertile soil of victory. The United States voluntarily assumed the mantle of global policeman, pledging to defend allies scattered across the map—from the bustling ports of Japan in East Asia to the industrial heartlands of West Germany in Europe. This expansive commitment, while noble in intent, inevitably stretched finite resources thin and established lofty expectations that would prove increasingly difficult to sustain as the decades unfolded.

Domestically, the euphoric post-war economic boom, characterized by suburban expansion, the baby boom, and rising consumerism, masked underlying inequalities that simmered beneath the surface. Racial segregation persisted in the South and beyond, denying African Americans and other minorities full
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participation in the American Dream; gender disparities confined women largely to domestic roles despite their wartime contributions in factories and offices; and labor tensions, fueled by strikes and union demands, hinted at class divides that could erupt into broader social unrest. The intoxicating confidence of 1945, born from hard-won victories and apparent invincibility, inadvertently bred a dangerous complacency—a widespread assumption that American dominance was not a fragile achievement to be nurtured, but an eternal state of affairs ordained by destiny. This mindset, while uplifting in the short term, would later contribute to a reluctance to adapt to emerging threats and internal shifts, allowing those initial seeds of vulnerability to germinate into more formidable problems.

Economic Stagnation: The Slow Erosion

By the dawn of the 21st century, the once-robust economic foundations that underpinned American power had begun to exhibit signs of wobbling instability, a gradual erosion that threatened the very pillars of national strength. The United States' commanding share of global GDP, which had peaked at nearly half the world's total output in the immediate post-war years, had steadily diminished to approximately 24% by 2025, as reported by the authoritative projections of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Meanwhile, China, emerging from decades of isolation and reform, had surged forward with remarkable speed, boasting a

[image: ]


GDP of $18.3 trillion in purchasing power parity (PPP)-adjusted terms by the same year. This ascent enabled China not only to close the gap but also to surpass the U.S. in critical areas, such as manufacturing output and overall export volume, reshaping the global economic landscape in profound ways. To illustrate this dramatic shift in fortunes, consider the following detailed table, which tracks the evolution of GDP shares over key historical milestones:



	





Year

	


U.S. GDP Share (% of Global)




	


China GDP Share (% of Global)





	





1945

	





49.8%

	





1.5%


	





1970

	





36.1%

	





4.1%


	





2000

	





30.7%

	





7.2%


	





2025

	





24.3%

	





18.9%




Source: IMF World Economic Outlook, 2025 (projected).
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This decline is not merely a statistical anomaly but a reflection of deep-seated structural issues that have plagued the American economy for decades. The process of deindustrialization, which accelerated in the 1970s amid globalization and technological change, systematically hollowed out once-thriving manufacturing hubs such as Detroit, Michigan—famed for its automotive industry—and Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the steel capital of the world. Factories shuttered, jobs migrated overseas to lower-cost labor markets, and entire communities were left grappling with unemployment, urban decay, and social dislocation. By 2025, 

the U.S. manufacturing sector had shrunk dramatically, employing just 8% of the national workforce, a sharp drop from the 24% it represented in 1960, according to comprehensive data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Concurrently, trade deficits exploded to unsustainable levels, with the United States importing a staggering

$3.1 trillion more in goods and services than it exported in 2024 alone, a significant portion of that imbalance attributable to trade with China, which flooded markets with affordable electronics, textiles, and machinery. Adding to these woes, the national debt ballooned to an astronomical $34 trillion by 2025, equivalent to 120% of GDP, severely constraining the government's fiscal flexibility and limiting investments in infrastructure, education, and research that could spur long-term growth.

For individuals like Michael Sullivan, these abstract economic figures translate into tangible, everyday struggles that erode
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quality of life and hope for the future. As the owner of a small machining business in Ohio's Rust Belt, Michael constantly battles competition from cheaper Chinese imports that undercut his prices and squeeze profit margins. His employees, many of whom are fellow veterans or blue-collar workers, contend with stagnant wages that fail to keep pace with inflation—real median household income has inched up at a meager annual rate of just 0.8% since the turn of the millennium. The post-war promise of widespread prosperity, where hard work guaranteed a comfortable middle-class existence complete with home ownership, college education for children, and secure retirement, now feels like a relic of a distant past. Automation, driven by advances in robotics and artificial intelligence, further exacerbates job losses, displacing workers in sectors from assembly lines to logistics. Globalization, while benefiting consumers with lower prices, has widened income inequality, with the top 1% capturing a disproportionate share of economic gains. Rising costs for essentials—housing, healthcare, and education—outstrip income growth, forcing families to make difficult choices and fostering a sense of economic insecurity.

Policymakers are confronted with a complex dilemma: aggressive reinvestment in domestic industry through subsidies, tariffs, or infrastructure projects risks igniting inflationary pressures that could destabilize the economy, while neglecting these issues altogether cedes even more ground to rising rivals like China, potentially accelerating America's relative decline. This economic
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stagnation, therefore, is not just a matter of numbers on a spreadsheet but a profound challenge to the social contract that has long defined the American way of life.

Military Overstretch: The Cost of Empire

The U.S. military, historically the unyielding backbone of global order and a symbol of American resolve, now confronts its own array of deepening cracks that compromise its effectiveness and sustainability. Following World War II, the United States constructed and maintained an expansive global network of over 700 military bases, strategically positioned from the humid jungles of Okinawa in Japan to the sprawling airfields of Ramstein in Germany. This vast infrastructure, designed to deter aggression and project power instantaneously, comes at an enormous annual cost—estimated at $150 billion in 2025—placing immense strain on national budgets at a time when domestic priorities such as healthcare, education, and infrastructure demand urgent attention. The concept of military overstretch, a term popularized by the eminent historian Paul Kennedy in his seminal work "The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers," aptly describes the burdensome toll of sustaining such far-flung commitments, where resources are diluted across too many theaters, leading to fatigue, inefficiency, and vulnerability. The protracted wars in Iraq and Afghanistan serve as stark case studies of these limits; initiated in the early 2000s with ostensibly clear objectives of regime change and
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counterterrorism, these conflicts devolved into protracted quagmires characterized by insurgencies, nation-building failures, and shifting alliances. The human and financial costs were staggering: over $6 trillion expended, more than 7,000 American lives lost, and countless more wounded physically or psychologically, all of which eroded public support and sowed seeds of war-weariness among the populace.

Recruitment challenges represent another alarming red flag signaling deeper systemic issues within the armed forces. In 2024, the U.S. Army fell short of its enlistment targets by a significant margin, securing only 55,000 new recruits against a goal of 70,000—a shortfall of 15,000 that highlights recruitment difficulties across branches. The underlying reasons are multifaceted and intertwined with broader societal trends: a robust civilian economy offers attractive job opportunities that diminish the appeal of military service; demographic shifts mean fewer eligible young people due to obesity, criminal records, or educational deficiencies; and perhaps most critically, Generation Z's growing skepticism toward traditional institutions has dampened enthusiasm for enlistment. According to a 2024 Gallup poll, only 43% of young Americans express trust in the military, a notable decline from previous generations influenced by factors like perceived endless wars, scandals, and cultural shifts. Michael Sullivan, drawing from his own experiences as a former Army sergeant who deployed multiple times to the Middle East, fondly
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recalls the unbreakable camaraderie and sense of purpose that bonded his unit through adversity. However, he observes with concern that today's recruits often face outdated equipment, inadequate training budgets, and missions clouded by ambiguity, which further erode morale and retention rates.

The Pentagon's fiscal allocations underscore these challenges. The 2025 defense budget, totaling a colossal $850 billion, remains the largest in the world by far, yet its distribution reveals inefficiencies: approximately 60% is allocated to personnel costs, including salaries, benefits, and pensions, alongside routine maintenance of aging hardware, leaving scant resources for critical modernization efforts. In contrast, emerging rivals such as China have adopted a more focused approach to military spending, with an estimated $300 billion budget in 2025 directed disproportionately toward cutting-edge technologies like hypersonic missiles capable of evading traditional defenses, artificial intelligence-integrated command systems, unmanned drones for surveillance and combat, and advanced cyber warfare capabilities that threaten digital infrastructure. The U.S. Navy, once the undisputed master of the seas with fleets that dominated every ocean, now fields a fleet of 290 deployable ships in 2025, lagging behind China's rapidly expanding navy, which boasts over 340 vessels, including aircraft carriers and submarines optimized for regional dominance in the South China Sea. For veterans like Michael, these disparities signal a military apparatus stretched to
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its breaking point, struggling to maintain readiness amid competing demands. For policymakers, this reality demands urgent and comprehensive reform: streamlining bureaucracy, prioritizing innovation, enhancing alliances to share burdens, and redefining strategic priorities to avoid overcommitment. Without such adaptations, the cost of empire risks becoming an unsustainable weight that accelerates decline rather than bolsters security.


Domestic Division: The Enemy Within


Perhaps the most profound and insidious crack afflicting America's empire is the rampant domestic polarization that has transformed a once-unified nation into a patchwork of ideological battlegrounds. The sense of national unity that characterized 1945, forged in the fires of shared sacrifice during World War II—where Americans from all walks of life rallied behind a common cause, from factory workers producing war materiel to families enduring rationing—has fractured irreparably into opposing camps defined by partisanship, cultural clashes, and mutual distrust. A comprehensive 2024 survey conducted by the Pew Research Center revealed a startling statistic: 80% of Americans now perceive the opposing political party not merely as a rival with differing views, but as an existential “threat to the nation’s well-

being,” a dramatic increase from the 60% reported in 2000. This escalation is amplified exponentially by the pervasive influence of social media platforms, where sophisticated algorithms curate
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content to reinforce existing beliefs, creating insulated echo chambers that deepen divisions and stifle dialogue. In Michael Sullivan's own family, this national rift manifests on a personal level: his sister, a committed progressive living in the tech-savvy environs of Seattle, Washington, advocates for social justice reforms and environmental policies, while his uncle, a staunch conservative rooted in the rural farmlands of Ohio, clings to traditional values and economic protectionism. Their once-close relationship has deteriorated to the point where they haven't spoken meaningfully since the contentious 2024 presidential election, a microcosm of the broader societal fragmentation.

This entrenched polarization extends beyond personal relationships to paralyze the machinery of governance, rendering effective policymaking an increasingly rare occurrence. In 2024, the U.S. Congress managed to pass only 27 pieces of significant legislation, a paltry output compared to the 70 bills enacted in 1994 during a period of relative bipartisanship. Initiatives that could enjoy broad support—such as comprehensive infrastructure upgrades to modernize roads, bridges, and broadband access, or targeted military reforms to address recruitment shortfalls and technological lags—frequently stall in the quagmire of partisan rancor, with each side prioritizing political point-scoring over pragmatic solutions. Public trust in core institutions has plummeted to historic lows: a 2024 Gallup poll indicated that only 16% of Americans express confidence in the federal government
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to act in their best interests, while trust in the media stands at a dismal 31%, eroded by accusations of bias and sensationalism from all sides. For students studying American history and politics, this dynamic provides a critical framework for understanding the roots of contemporary gridlock, tracing it back to evolving cultural norms, economic disparities, and the rise of identity politics. For policymakers navigating this treacherous terrain, it represents a full-blown governance crisis that hampers responses to pressing challenges, from climate change to economic inequality.

The cultural ramifications of this division are equally stark and far-reaching, undermining the shared narratives that once bound Americans together in a common identity. In the post-war era, unifying figures like the trusted news anchor Walter Cronkite delivered impartial reporting that fostered a collective understanding of events, while landmark achievements such as the Apollo 11 Moon landing in 1969 inspired national pride and a sense of limitless possibility. By
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