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Maria A. DeFeo

My Nana: She came here with nothing and gave us everything.




Introduction

How I Got It Wrong


November 1999: The heights of Manhattan finance.

I’m a thirty-five-year-old self-important Master of the Universe in a Wall Street–style trading room, personal stock rising fast, ego inflating faster.

Also November 1999: The Convention and Trade Center, Seattle, Washington.

The Ministerial Conference of the World Trade Organization (WTO) gets underway.



The issue I’m facing in Manhattan is allocating capital to maximize return on equity. The issue the WTO is facing in Seattle is admitting China to the community of nations—135 of them, in 1999—that negotiate agreements to enable the trade of goods around the world. The goal of those agreements is the mutual benefit of member nations, but China has never been part of the WTO process and never gotten the benefits. Cut off for many decades from the prosperous, post–World War II free world by a long period of communist rule, which opposed all forms of liberal capitalism, China now wants in, wants to export Chinese goods around the world. The United States, the world’s big buyer, is a target market1.

Though post-communist, China is still an authoritarian state. It doesn’t have free markets. In ’99, it’s only starting to move away, slowly, from setting prices more or less by decree. It has maybe 700 million workers.2 They don’t have unions; labor regulations supposedly made to protect workers are poorly enforced. Ten years earlier, Chinese leaders had crushed the pro-democracy protests at Tiananmen Square in Beijing with brutal force.

But President Bill Clinton, all-in on the trade and economic doctrine known as globalization, has already signed the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), changing our trade and manufacturing relationship with Mexico and others. Clinton is backing China’s play at the WTO Conference in Seattle.

The underlying idea—though the globalists don’t put it quite this way—is to give China special access to our markets. The overarching idea is that, with the fall of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, we’ve arrived at what the scholar Francis Fukuyama called the “end of history.”3 In this line of thought, the long struggle between authoritarianism and liberal democracy is finally over.

In other words: We won. Capitalism and liberal democracy are the future. An authoritarian state like China, wooed by the benefits of liberal markets, will want to become less authoritarian, less of a threat to us. More like us, in fact.

In 1999, US leadership has bought into this end-of-history idea. And so have I.

From my perch at the heights of New York finance, I watch with surprise—OK, with disdain—as, outside the Washington State Convention and Trade Center, something strange starts to happen. The WTO conference has drawn many thousands of Americans to Seattle. Massive protests are ramping up where the conference is being held. The protesters range from middle-aged, mainstream labor leaders to young, post-punk anarchists.

They want to shut down the conference. They believe passionately that the new trade policies being pushed there will flood our country with inexpensive Chinese goods and devastate American workers.

The protests get big. Loud. Tense. Disorderly. Finally, protesters and police clash violently in the streets. What I’m watching will be remembered as the Battle of Seattle.

So what am I thinking, sitting there in my office?

These protesters don’t get it.

They’re naive, I determine. Alarmist. I’m all about allocating capital to maximize return on equity because that’s what capitalists do. Why shouldn’t trade barriers come down? Why shouldn’t markets be freed up, with goods and investment money flowing across borders? Globalization is the obvious wave of the future.

As I said, it’s 1999. I’m operating in end-of-history mode. Western values and free trade are the only believable wave of the future. Dovetailing with that mode, I’m doing very well professionally.

In other words, I’m smug.

Arrogant.

And wrong.

Here’s what I see now—and why I had to write the book you’re reading.

We’re at a terrible crisis point in this country. The American republic is at risk of literally being torn apart.

We’ve lost our empathy for one another. It’s a big country, but we used to have a feeling of unity across very different geographical areas. We’ve lost that, and the anger caused by the breakup has made us vulnerable to actually losing our system of government.

I’m not being dramatic. This is a genuine emergency. The second Trump administration has dedicated itself to replacing the rule of law—stable, predictable, based on precedent, and serving ever since our founding as the bedrock of republican government (note the small r) in the United States—with their own kind of rule, rule by whim, personal gain, and negative emotions, what the founders called arbitrary government. Their means is to dismantle—blowtorch—all of the public systems that came into play almost a century ago, have deep roots in our earlier history, and allowed the country to win World War II and foster a postwar world that, while imperfect, allowed more and more ordinary Americans to have realistic aspirations and achieve genuine prosperity for themselves and their children. That aspiration was known as the American Dream. It helped lift not just the United States but the whole postwar Western world into a period of unprecedented stability and prosperity.

In this book, I’ll dive into that world and bring to life how it worked, when it did work, and why it tragically deteriorated as a result of bipartisan policies carried out over three decades. And I’ll confront the mechanics that Trump and the people around him are using to tear that world all the way down, and to end the American republic as we’ve known it. To do that, I’m going to bring in a concept that’s all too unfamiliar: US history with an intense focus on money. Call it the Money Point of View of History. The concept may sound strange, but we just can’t understand what’s gone on throughout the whole history of the country—or any country, really—and especially what’s gone wrong here, without accepting the centrality of money and commerce to the aspirations and even the principles of the United States. Virtually every modern country has political and financial elites: groups wielding power. When the United States has done well, the political elite has been accountable to the broader public and, on behalf of the economic prosperity of the public, curtailed the power of the financial elite. The Trump administration’s hope is to create an arbitrary government with no effective restraint on the presidency—a kind of “soft” dictatorship, like their model Victor Orbán’s in Hungary, or Recep Erdoğan’s in Turkey. In countries like that, economic prosperity isn’t for ordinary people. It’s reserved for cronies in a tight circle gathered around the big figure at the top, usually some kind of huckster, though some have a subtler approach than Trump’s. Forget MAGA’s talk about ferreting out corruption. We’re all against corruption. The Trumpist agenda is to centralize corruption and consolidate money in an elite defined not by merit or principle, but only by loyalty to Trump. It takes the Money Point of View of History to see those goals in a realistic light.

Not that the people around Trump have any respect for him. They think he’s an imbecile. He’s their means of getting enough power to ignore the aspirations and demands of millions and millions of ordinary Americans. They’ve been doing a fine job, so far, of achieving those aims, thanks to a phenomenon that our founders, in their wildest dreams, could have never predicted: a total capitulation to the president, enabling Trump’s knowing coconspirators to use the president to change our world. People who think democracy and decentralized power are too messy, who want to centralize power and clean everything up, have Trump as their cudgel as long as they keep up their endless ass-kissing. This use of the presidency was pretty hard to predict.

If they’re not stopped, the country will soon be unrecognizable. That’s what I mean by an emergency.

But here’s the twist. The story I’m telling in this book is not really about slamming Trump and his many willing enablers. He and they didn’t come out of nowhere—not by a long shot.

The story I have to tell you is about what came before Trump to make Trumpism possible. What brought us to this terrible point? Answering that question also calls for the Money Point of View of History.

I know many liberal Democrats who assume that Trump came to power only because his voters are racist, sexist, and homophobic, etc. And sure, those qualities exist in this country, obviously. But they’re not what really brought us to this point.

If we’re going to move forward, pull our country out of this emergency and begin rebuilding the conditions that gave us the American Dream, we have to get a clear understanding of what’s really happened—throughout our history, but especially in the past thirty years, when bipartisan policies around international trade, the American worker, and democratic government created the conditions that enabled Trump and the Trumpist emergency. Both Democrats and Republicans have actively weakened the systems that our aspirations have always depended on. It’s not just Trump and his people who have to be stopped. A whole catastrophic tendency has to be reversed.

This book, in other words, is not about right and left. It’s about right and wrong.

In 1999, I was wrong. The Seattle protesters were right.

Not just correct—prophetic.

History hadn’t ended. It’s never going to end. If there’s anything to be learned from history, it’s that “We won!” is a totally conditional statement, contingent on an unknown number of temporary factors. In the ’90s and 2000s our leadership forgot something that one of our all-American philosophers, Yogi Berra, had told us: “It ain’t over till it’s over.”

And history is never over.

Unlike the bipartisan political leadership, the Seattle protesters saw what was going to emerge from the new free-trade policies, especially with China. They saw the damage those policies would inflict on American workers, the damage that’s become, in the end, damage to our entire political system.

And yet the globalization crowd wasn’t totally wrong. Some moderation is needed here.

I think the US tends to do better when it has internationalist policies. Isolationism always has and always will be de-growth, which is bad for the majority of our citizens. Even if we could operate in a totally self-sufficient way—which we can’t—we wouldn’t be fostering the dynamic and lively American economy and culture that have made us who we are.

So, yes: We need to be globalist. Globalization has lifted billions of people out of poverty, raised living standards, and improved health care around the world.

The problem is that the globalists made a huge, overarching error. It’s a very simple one. They stopped looking out for American workers.

That huge and simple error triggered a cascade of disasters, which led, over time, to our current national crisis. There’s a historical, cultural, and political drama to that process, which we’ll live through in this book, but the bottom line is that I don’t think you can understand anything about what’s going on now unless you understand this: After 1999, things went from bad to worse. The globalists’ grave error gave conservative media, and the likes of Donald Trump and Steve Bannon, a branding opportunity, and they’re better at branding than the globalists. Out of the globalists’ fatal error in turning away from the American worker, they created a nationalist, America-first movement.

But the WTO’s decision to admit China, on very favorable terms for China, became only the first of what I call the Three Catastrophic Decisions. They all have to do with money, and they became an increasingly crashing waterfall, which led to the immediate threat to our republic that we face today.


	Privileging China. Clinton supports the WTO in giving China special privileges in trade, hurting American workers deeply, quickly, and permanently.

	Waging War Without Taxes. George W. Bush invades Iraq while simultaneously cutting taxes, thereby shifting the cost of a misguided, multitrillion-dollar effort to alter the entire Middle East to ordinary Americans, while removing any buffer between them and ruination.

	Bailing Out Wall Street. Obama bails out banks and Wall Street, which were failing largely thanks to Clinton’s and Bush’s finance policies, while ordinary Americans by the millions lose homes and livelihoods.



You can see that when I say the word bipartisan, I mean it. Three Catastrophic Decisions engineered by both major parties led directly—not inevitably, nothing in history is inevitable, but directly—to where we are now. In the fallout, we’ve had:


	The Trumpist takeover of the Republican Party in 2016

	The weakness and hypocrisy of the current Democratic Party

	Trump’s 2024 reelection

	The second Trump administration’s assault on the rule of law and the systems intended to foster ordinary Americans’ aspirations



The last item on that list means that the future of the country is at stake. That’s why I wrote this book.

We’ll find our way out of the emergency only by understanding how we got into it in the first place. Trump’s not as personally important as he wants to be. He’s the result of bad decisions made by others.

The American Dream is what I grew up on. It was my dream.

That means I’ve seen this country work—it helped make me who I am—and thanks to the freedom and mobility the postwar systems allowed me and many like me, I’ve gotten to see a lot of things I never expected to see. As a young guy, I worked as a laborer on the stone dock to pay for law school. Now I sit at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, with the world’s top economists and politicians. That’s a big swing, and I think it gives me a perspective you’re not going to hear every day.

I’ve learned that there are guys putting up drywall on Long Island who are smarter than some of the people running global finance and politics. I can tell you that some brilliant people in those fields have been completely ignored by both Democrats and Republicans. I can attest to the fact that very smart people can make very, very dumb decisions. I’ve been in the boardroom and the Situation Room. I’ve been in Trump’s inner circle. I’ve battled forces in both parties that are wrecking this country; I’ve made friends with people fighting to maintain their independence and integrity. I’ve studied finance, politics, government, and history, gotten a lot of things wrong, some things right, and seen firsthand and intellectually how we ended up in this crisis—and how we might get out of it.

The Three Catastrophic Decisions have combined to make people so fed up and angry that they’re willing to take down the whole system. We’ve skewed the tax code so it favors the rich in every way possible. The legislative agenda is socialist—for corporations, with energy subsidies, farming subsidies, pharma subsidies. Elected representatives don’t have to listen to the people, because the gerrymandering of election districts gets them reelected no matter what. Gigantic donors drive the whole system with their gigantic political contributions—and the Supreme Court says there’s nothing the people can do about it.

On the one hand, I’m a member of the bipartisan elite, a group that largely refuses to recognize the fallout from its own catastrophic decisions. On the other hand, I come from people who know they once had something good and know that now they’re getting screwed every day. So I wrote this book. It’s not just a story—it’s a call to action. To have any hope—and I do have hope—we’re going to have to upend the Bipartisan Duopoly: demolish the Republican Party, which no longer really exists as a party aside from Trump, and either turn the Democratic Party inside out or find a way to replace it.

The American Dream was my dream. It made me. We all have a right to that dream and the aspiration it kindles. As we’ll see, its promise ultimately was of a better world for everybody, not just Americans. Whatever your political opinions may be, I hope you’ll want to listen and maybe hear the call.




Part I



HOW THE COUNTRY WORKED—WHEN IT DID




1

Money: What the United States has Always Been About

This chapter’s title might sound crass—even cynical. It’s not.

The country is about money, and the quicker you are to accept this, the easier it is to understand the US and operate within it. It may, in fact, be possible to see all countries this way. In the US—and even before it became the US—money, commerce, and trade have always been linked to aspirations, principles, and ideas.

I’m talking about the highest principles—abstract nouns that matter to Americans. Liberty. Idealism. Betterment, independence, self-determination.

Many of our country’s earliest settlers would agree with my formulation connecting money to high principles. Rich founders and ordinary farmers and artisans wanted economic self-determination. So did waves of immigrants, like my grandparents and great-grandparents, who came here hoping to improve their lives economically. Looking at the rise of the United States from this point of view—what I’m calling the Money Point of View of History—clarifies why things worked, more or less, well for many ordinary Americans not so long ago. It also clarifies why and how those systems stopped working and why and how they’re being demolished by the current administration.

If you’re worried and want to know what’s gone wrong, and how we can move forward together, you need a clear view of our nation’s money history. In many ways, the money history and the nation’s history are the same.

American Founders = American Investors

In school, many of us learned some of the reasons Europeans took the staggering risk of crossing the Atlantic, under sail on treacherous seas, to settle the unmapped seaboard of a continent totally unknown to them and already peopled with inhabitants not always thrilled to have to deal with unexpected newcomers. People often died along the way. Some never saw their families again. And yet many were willing, even eager, to take that trip.

The eagerness was for freedom. For some that meant religious freedom. In the 1630s, the Puritans founded the Massachusetts Bay Colony and Catholics behind Lord Baltimore founded Maryland; Quakers behind William Penn founded Pennsylvania in the 1680s. Some of the colonies objected pretty violently, at times, to the beliefs expressed in other colonies. Massachusetts, at first, persecuted Quakers. Some of the Dutch Reform types in New Amsterdam hated Quakers and Lutherans as much as they hated Jews1. A major theme of this book is that history doesn’t progress smoothly. History is bumpy.

Another theme: America is a mess—and that’s part of our strength.

The interesting thing about mutual religious persecutions by the colonies is that it settled down, over time, to the point where, much later, the First Amendment to the Constitution prohibited Congress from establishing a government church or interfering with anyone’s “free exercise” of religion. The most important fact is that the religion-oriented colonies as well as those founded for other reasons were straight-up business ventures.

Some were founded by companies. Two of the most famous were the Massachusetts Bay Company and the Plymouth Company, which settled the Puritans and Pilgrims in Massachusetts. Others included the Dutch West India Company (New York and New Jersey), the New Sweden Company (Delaware), and the London Company (Virginia).

The only reason to invest in those ventures was to make money.

Which doesn’t mean it always worked out. When the London Company sent the settlers ultimately led by Captain John Smith to establish Jamestown in 1607, investors hoped to discover huge lodes of gold and silver and quick and easy pathways to the Far East for acquiring Asian silk and spices. Some of the settlers truly believed that in the wilds of Virginia they’d find precious stones literally growing on trees.3

There was no gold or silver anywhere on the Atlantic seaboard, and nobody had any idea where the Far East was. Investing in Virginia was a high-risk, even foolhardy thing to do with your money. Look at maps from that period—so long ago that Shakespeare was still alive—and you’ll see that the New World, as it was called, was just a total fantasy.

What If?

But entrepreneurship can be like that. Entrepreneurs say, “What if?” Then they find out.

Those early investors and adventurers—the European monarchs, patrons, and wealthy merchants; the leaders such as John Smith; and the settlers themselves—were fired up with possibility, and sometimes with impossibility. If they hadn’t fantasized about it, this country wouldn’t be here. Later generations of Americans have inherited that spirit and developed it. It’s the spirit of creativity, freedom, and hope for the future.

And in large part, that’s always been about money.

This idea did not extend, of course, to the enslaved Africans who were imported here beginning in 1619. It remains a terrible fact that European people seeking, above all, freedom and commerce engaged in slave owning for about 250 years, and that it took the Civil War to end it. And while early American colonists engaged heavily in trade with Native populations, most had little respect for Native economic practices, and, as time went on, Americans would focus more and more intently on seizing Native resources. What should be clear, though, is that everybody with any freedom—including free Black people and indentured laborers who survived their servitude—was always looking to improve their lot economically. Commerce and freedom actively went together. If at first it was more idea than reality, it was a good idea.

In the view of many thinkers and doers at the time, the most liberating form of commerce was the form we still call trade. That’s the kind of commerce that the protests outside the WTO in 1999, which I mentioned in the Introduction, were all about. We’ve been fighting about trade since day one2.

The American Revolution: A War over Trade

The colonies were created by powerful monopolies—businesses that operate without competition. Without monopolies, the colonies would never have been created, but that fact caused growing tension between the American colonials’ two intertwined pursuits: freedom and economic gain.

All of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century imperial trade was monopolistic. The British Empire5 ran its highest-end commerce on what were known as royal charters. Big companies were issued documents stating that the Crown allowed the company to do business and also prohibited anybody else from being in that business. The British West Indies Company was the only company allowed to ship sugar from the Caribbean. A Liverpool consortium was the only British company shipping enslaved African people through the infamous Middle Passage, from Africa to the Americas. The Bank of England had a monopoly on banking, the Penn family had a monopoly on Pennsylvania, the London Company had a monopoly on Virginia.

For a while, American colonial businesspeople were more or less fine with this. In the beginning of its life cycle, a monopoly can actually be beneficial. You need the scale. The British couldn’t have allowed dozens of small companies to make war on people in India and try to control tea: that process had to be consolidated. In the industrial age, AT&T was allowed to provide telephone service to the US; as part of that monopoly, the company laid a massive copper wire network. In the Internet age, AT&T’s infrastructure partly enabled the growth of Facebook, Amazon, and others to also scale to monopoly.

When the monopoly becomes too powerful, though, you get pricing controls, crowding out of competitors, and lack of innovation. As early as the eighteenth century, American colonials were objecting to monopolistic business practices and—crucially—to their relationship to the power of government. Britain placed a lot of restrictions on commerce. American shippers were supposed to export raw materials, for the most part, only to Britain, not to the nearby French or Spanish colonies or to other European countries. They were supposed to import only British products and not other colonies’. Parliament laid taxes on imports into the colonies from non-British sources to balance trade throughout the empire and protect British industries at home. That’s what tariffs are—taxes on imports. The whole system was what economists and historians call mercantilism, which sought to enhance and stabilize an empire’s wealth by using government power to create and regulate markets for that empire’s goods, maximizing exports and minimizing imports.

For a while the system was pretty stable. For one thing, the British government didn’t care that much about its Atlantic colonies. As I’ve said, no gold and silver were found there. American exports to England included fur, timber, rice, and tobacco—especially tobacco—but the Crown had bigger things going on in the Far East, so for a long time its America policy was what historians call benign neglect.4 Shippers, like the famous Hancock family of Boston, smuggled stuff in and out, ignoring the tariffs, more or less without penalty.

After 1763, all that changed. Expenses incurred during the Seven Years War, especially in defending its Atlantic possessions from Indigenous nations and the French, inspired the British Parliament to start instituting new tariffs, rules, and other revenue-generating restrictions on American business ventures. Many of us learned in school about those acts of Parliament, which caused almost fifteen years of rising tension between Britain and the Atlantic colonies. The infamous Stamp Act of 1765 forced American colonists to buy a stamp for all legal documents, newspapers, and other paper goods, with proceeds going to the British government to help pay for troops stationed in the colonies. The act instigated the forming of the Sons of Liberty and widespread, sometimes violent protests.

The infamous Tea Act of 1773 gave the royally chartered East India Company a tax break in England and a monopoly on shipping tea—a staple, then—to the Americans, underselling smugglers. That forced the colonists to pay an additional tea tax, which they thought was tyrannical and illegitimate. The response was the Boston Tea Party, when a mix of upscale and ordinary colonials threw hundreds of crates of tea from a British merchant ship into Boston Habor. It was something like the Seattle protests of 1999, which I mentioned in the Introduction: an attack on unfair practices in international trade. And as we’ll see in later chapters, the Tea Party imagery was durable.

The Quebec Act of 1774 is lesser known but it’s important, because it pissed off wealthy and important people like George Washington. This act expanded Quebec’s southern boundaries to include the territory between the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. The act bolstered the Royal Proclamation of 1763, in which the British promised to reserve land west of the Appalachians for Indigenous people, making American land speculating illegal. That too was trade, and many Americans, including a young Thomas Jefferson, saw migrating and developing new land as a natural right6, going back to the Saxon migrations to England. The freedom to get and sell new land was part of what he meant, in 1776, when he put “the pursuit of happiness” in the Declaration of Independence. The British were restricting it.

American Independence—from the Money Point of View

That last comment about Jefferson probably wasn’t a huge spoiler. In 1776, America declared independence8.

And isn’t declaring independence the ultimate illustration of how the pursuit of money and commerce connected with the pursuit of freedom and high principles and worked together to create our country? Ultimately, it was conflict over trade—over money, that is—that brought the American colonies to the point of fighting a war to achieve their liberty.

The famous flash point was a money-and-trade issue: taxation without representation. One of the oldest British institutions for ensuring legitimacy in government, representation had roots as deep as the Magna Carta, which King John signed in 1215. When taking property from subjects—including money, of course—the Crown had to have the consent of subjects whose property was being taken. Subjects voted for members of Parliament to represent their interests, and the members decided whether to agree to a tax or not.

Americans objected to the new trade laws on that old principle. British officials called them hypocrites—colonials just wanted to keep smuggling, they said. And anyway, the tax wasn’t high. But John Dickinson, a Revolutionary leader from Delaware and Pennsylvania, spelled out the principle, in his famous series Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania. It doesn’t matter how high or how low the tax is, Dickinson said. There’s a high principle involved. The trade rules are illegitimate because without representative consent, monarchy becomes unaccountable to the people, tyrannical, and arbitrary.

In the 1770s, the British went ahead and proved the Americans right. They sent troops to occupy Boston. They cracked down on protest. Hence the Declaration of ’76. The rest is history.

The Law of Unintended Consequences

I’ve been talking about famous revolutionary leaders like Jefferson, Washington, and Dickinson. But one of the great benefits of the Revolution for the United States is that it mixed rich, entrepreneurial Americans, who operated on both principle and self-interest, with ordinary Americans who also hoped to improve their economic status—and had democratic principles about their own role in government. Despite natural tensions between those groups, the Revolution ultimately depended on both. In the process of gaining independence, all parts of American society underwent socially revolutionary changes that were still unknown in Europe.

Based on the old Magna Carta tradition—representation protects property from the sovereign—the rich American founders believed rights were connected to property, so Americans without sufficient property couldn’t vote in elections. The colonies, and then the states, had laws that prohibited the majority of people from voting or holding office. John Adams, in his 1776 pamphlet Thoughts on Government, spelled out the theory. It was about skin in the game. Representative politics, Adams said, depends on the independent judgment of the voter. Women, children, and people without property are dependent: wives on husbands, children on parents, poor people on landlords. If they get the vote, they’ll vote how they’re told to vote. That kind of democracy, to Adams, could only foster corrupt political machines.

(Abigail Adams famously asked her husband to “remember the ladies”7 when forming an independent United States. His response, basically, was no.)

The upscale revolutionaries did believe, with Adams, in a republican (note the small r) form of government. That’s what they created in the Constitution. One of their models, ancient Rome, was a republic—“a thing of the people”—with a representative government for a certain class of that public.

And yet, over time, we ended up with a government looking out for ordinary working Americans.

How did that happen?

Another big theme of this book: unintended consequences.

History, by nature, is bumpy. And America by nature is a mess. An inspired mess, sometimes. A beautiful mess, even, and here’s a case in point. The fact that the famous founders were not democrats (note the small d) was not necessarily the most decisive fact about the founding of the United States. Seeds were planted, very early on—new ideas about ordinary people’s autonomy and equality—that the founders might not have liked. Those seeds grew into democracy.

Meritocracy vs. Aristocracy

They were against democracy—and yet the founders were for meritocracy. They wanted their colonies, and then their state and federal governments, to be operated by people with abilities and commitments, and not, as was often the case in Britain, by people occupying inherited positions of power along with inherited wealth.

This meritocratic ideal, too, was in many ways about money. The founding leadership was entrepreneurial. They saw the pursuit of wealth as noble, financial success a sign of commitment and energy. The premium they placed on personal independence made them leery of top-down systems favoring the dynastic hierarchies they’d rebelled against.

As president, George Washington chose not to start a monarchy and gave up the office after his second term. The Constitution ruled out hereditary government and separated and checked government’s powers. The country’s institutions took a decentralized form.

And yet we were unified—by money. The Constitution outlawed states’ paper currencies, and Alexander Hamilton got Congress to create a national bank, whose notes were well backed by gold and silver and could serve as a single, stable currency.

And trade is free among the states. After independence and before the Constitution, states had levied tariffs against one another. The brilliant move was to allow no tariffs for moving products across state lines. I think that freedom is underrated as a central factor in the amazingly rapid growth of the country.

In September 1987, the day before my first constitutional law class, Laurence Tribe, the famous scholar, assigned us the Constitution as reading homework. The next day, he called on us to say what we considered the most important thing in the Constitution.

“What stood out to you?” he asks.

People are saying “the First Amendment,” “the Second Amendment,” and so on. Then he says, “Mr. Scaramucci?”

I say, “The Commerce Clause.”

He says, “The Commerce Clause.”

I say, “Yeah, the Commerce Clause. It’s by far the most important,” and I explain why. The Commerce Clause creates a free-trading block among the thirteen states. No state can protect its own markets, so by the time the US takes over a lot of the continent, expanding all the way to the Pacific and the Gulf, we have what Europe had been trying to get for a thousand years: a giant free-trading block with a single currency, long before the introduction of the euro.

But it runs deeper than that, because one reason this country is fundamentally about money has to do with freedom—with civil liberties. We tend to kid ourselves about this. I don’t think we have our freedoms thanks to the magic of human rights. I think we have our freedoms thanks to prosperity.

As Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor in The Brothers Karamazov tells Christ: When people are hungry, they’re not going to choose you. They’re going to choose me.

Nearly 6 billion people now live under autocracy9: China, Russia, lots of South America, and lots of Africa. There was a transcendent moment, when parts of the world were moving toward representative governments where people are self-governing—as in the thinking of Abraham Lincoln, John Locke, John Stuart Mill, Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and so on—but it can go away. Once you start telling people “Let them eat cake,” like Marie Antoinette allegedly said, people are going to set fire to the palace. One of the origins of democracy occurs in ancient Athens, when Solon tells his fellow aristocrats, We’re taking too much of the economic rent for ourselves. If you don’t allow some demos, some degree of representation of the people, they’re going to revolt and topple the whole system. And through the Interstate Commerce Clause in the Constitution, the US founders set up a highly expansible system dedicated to creating a free-trading block where no state could protect or withhold its economic dynamics. That fostered whole new levels of the kind of prosperity that representation and freedom depend on.

Tribe didn’t agree with me, by the way. He said the most important thing in the Constitution is the Fourth Amendment.

But my point then was the point I’m making to you now. I think the constitutional free-trading block fostered a new and idiosyncratic national culture, sometimes rowdy and rebellious, sometimes straitlaced and responsible, which developed throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in ways never envisioned by the founders but encouraged by the conditions they established for fast economic growth. Whole new dimensions of opportunity opened up, with major ramifications for US economic growth and rising power.

So it was that, in the good old American way, in which money and principle go together, we got the rise of the American worker in the nineteenth century, and the emergence of the American Dream in the twentieth.
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The Rise of the American Worker

I’ve mentioned that I think history is bumpy.

And that America is a mess.

An inspired, even a beautiful mess, but no matter what, it’s our mess. If we’re going to save this country, we’d better love the mess. We should be realistic, of course. I think this book is realistic. We can be critical. But that’s proof of love.

How the American Dream Was Made

Given all the bumpiness and the mess, it shouldn’t be surprising that the rise of the American worker didn’t go smoothly, neatly, and in an orderly fashion. This is America—it’s never going to be Denmark. The important thing is that the rise of the American worker happened, and it made the country rich, powerful, and even stable.

In that process, our national prosperity and happiness came to rely on systems that have been eroded in the past thirty years, by both Democrats and Republicans, and led to our current national emergency. Before we look at how those systems eroded, with such disastrous consequences that include the rise of Trump, we need to see how American labor and American capital came to a mutually beneficial accommodation, which prevented outright revolution in this country.

The America I grew up in was a product of that accommodation. It wasn’t perfect—not at all. I grew up in tight circumstances in a working-class household beset by money anxiety. Still, my family is a good example of the hope for success that this country made possible, the hope we’ve now lost. My father was a crane operator in a strong union. He was a tough, hardworking, old-school man, keeping a lot of things to himself.

And yet he was aspirational. That same guy now—doing a hard laboring job for low wages, or maybe two or three jobs, with no security, or maybe he’s out of work—isn’t aspirational. He’s desperational.

So how did we get to this place where so many hardworking people are desperate and losing hope for success? To take in the reality of the American Dream is to know that it’s just that: a reality, not some nostalgic Leave It to Beaver 1950s TV fluff. We have to look at how such a dream came to exist in the first place. As always, the process is … bumpy. A lot of things happen by accident.

Abraham Lincoln and American Capitalism

In 1809, in Kentucky, Abraham Lincoln is born.

That’s amazing, because it’s only five years after Aaron Burr killed Alexander Hamilton in a duel in New Jersey, and Lincoln’s experience will be totally unlike anyone’s in the founding generation. Kentucky—a barely accessible possession of Virginia when the Revolution broke out—is a booming, rowdy slavery state when Lincoln is born there. Illinois is admitted to the union in 1819 as a free state, and when Lincoln’s practicing law and politics there, it’s booming too.

The North is rapidly industrializing. Much of the region is still agricultural, of course, but mills once driven by dams and waterwheels are now powered by coal and steam, employing more and more people, enriching owners in the process of turning out lots of products. The US is no longer so dependent on imports. Factory conditions and hours are hard and dangerous. Pay is low. Women and young children make up a lot of the workforce. No laws protect any of the workers.

What’s critical to the factory boom in the North is that it doesn’t depend on slavery. It thrives on the efficiency and labor of free people.

Also on variety. Woolen and cotton textiles are the biggest thing at first, but domestically produced shoes, carriages, and iron start coming on strong by the mid-nineteenth century. “Made in the USA” is already happening.

The agrarian, slave-owning South, meanwhile, is industrializing into a gigantic, simplistic, terrible monoculture—really, a duo-culture of cotton and slavery. The cotton gin, invented in 1793 by a Yankee, Eli Whitney, and which separates cotton fibers from their seeds, has put plantation production into industrial overdrive, and that boom has triggered a boom in chattel slavery. With the Atlantic slave trade now ended, per the Constitution, the domestic trade involves selling and moving people in mass numbers into even worse conditions. This is “King Cotton,” a commercial powerhouse ruling Southern enterprise and producing on a mass scale under inhuman conditions.

This regional schism between North and South points, yet again, to the close association in America between money and economics on the one hand and matters of high principle on the other. Realism forces us to acknowledge that Northern political establishments are not dead set on ending slavery. Abolitionists1 like John Brown and William Garrison are seen as dangerous extremists even by other opponents of slavery. What the North hates is the South’s unfair political advantage, based on the fact that enslaved people, who are obviously not represented in the House of Representatives, are counted (at three-fifths of a person) for the purposes of apportioning seats. Thanks to a crime against humanity, the South has way more seats than it should.

Southerners, meanwhile, hate the tariff on imported goods. It hits them harder than it hits Northerners because, given their lack of manufacturing, they have to import a lot of goods.

The law of unintended consequences, and the American connection between money and principle, might be perfectly encapsulated in the following fact. While it’s impossible to deny that the South goes to war at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, in 1861, to defend and expand the institution of slavery, the North doesn’t go to war to end slavery. Northern opposition is to slavery’s expansion; the North isn’t advocating abolition or threatening emancipation. And yet the victory of the United States over the Confederacy ends slavery anyway, with huge moral and economic effects.

Instructions for Putting a Country Back Together

Lincoln rose politically from the demolition of his party, the Whigs, which couldn’t sustain itself amid the North-South schism. It’s hard to believe nowadays that parties can die. They have—and will. I’ll get further into that later in the book.

In 1854, the Republican Party was formed in unified opposition to slavery. And yet when Lincoln was elected president, barely, in 1860 on the Republican ticket, his whole goal was to hold the country together. But the law of unintended consequences was in play. During the Civil War, Lincoln broke with the founders’ Constitution in a number of ways that would be crucially—and unpredictably—important to the rise of the free American worker and the creation of the American Dream.

One of Lincoln’s most controversial wartime moves was to suspend habeas corpus: the long-standing rule that people can’t be detained at whim but are entitled to a hearing. The Constitution permits suspending habeas corpus only in times of invasion and insurrection. Lincoln pushed definitions of terms,2 ignored an attempted court override, convinced Congress to go along, and empowered army and law enforcement to crack down on protesters and others who presented what he considered a danger to the country. That move represented a new centralization of power in the presidency.

Wartime conditions justified that increase in centralization. Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FDR) too would increase the power of the executive branch during two emergencies: the Great Depression and World War II. These days we’ve taken centralization too far—a situation Trump is exploiting for malevolent purposes—but it’s worth noting that neither FDR nor Lincoln subscribed to the Trumpist notion that the presidency is “unitary,” with all executive power invested, without restraint, in one person.

In 1863, Lincoln made another huge move. He proclaimed the emancipation of enslaved people in the Confederate states. Some argue that it was constitutionally legitimate in wartime to overrule laws made by the states: Slavery posed a military threat to the United States. But the idea that the president has such a power would have shocked Thomas Jefferson,3 for one. One of the bases for Lincoln’s big move was that the Confederacy had broken the Constitution, by seceding—an idea that also would have shocked Jefferson.

Such is the importance of generational memory. A little-remembered Supreme Court case, Texas v. White, decided in 1869 that there is, in fact, no right of a state to secede. The Court stated: “When Texas became one of the United States, she entered into an indissoluble relation.”5 In a sense, that made Lincoln correct—retroactively—but the indissoluble nature of the relation hadn’t been confirmed by the courts when he decided, as president, on his own hook, that a state couldn’t secede.

It’s also Jefferson who warned against unfairly binding future generations to current ideas. The fact that many delegates to the Constitutional Convention would never have signed the document if they thought they were giving up a right to secede doesn’t mean their ideals had to prevail forever. Such is our American life.

And Jefferson was the founder Lincoln appealed to, also in 1863, in the famous Gettysburg Address. In those 272 words, Lincoln changed the status of both free and enslaved labor in America, laid out his vision of the country’s history and meaning, and set a course for the national future based on the preamble to the Declaration of Independence, which Jefferson drafted. That was his masterstroke4: building the country’s moral purpose not on the Constitution but on the Declaration. He said that the national government was founded “four score and seven years ago” (in 1776, not 1789), and that the Declaration’s signers, who, in fact, saw themselves as creating a loose confederation of sovereign states, “brought forth on this continent a new nation,” which, he said, was “dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” That language appears nowhere in the Constitution. There’s no mention, in the law of the land, of people’s equality, or the nature of individual rights, or the consent of the governed. It was Abraham Lincoln, when putting the country back together, who made not just American independence from Britain but the whole nature of the national government of the United States about equality.

In All Things, Moderation

As revolutionary as all that is, Lincoln remained a moderate. In fact, moderation may be the crucial thing about his legacy.

He rejected hanging Confederate generals. He was against a radical Reconstruction of the South. His goal in breaking the founders’ Constitution wasn’t to break the country itself, but to save it, to bring the South back, to “bind up the nation’s wounds,”6 as he put it, and heal divisions on an enduring, new basis. On April 14, 1865, he went to Ford’s Theatre to see a comedy called Our American Cousin and was assassinated.

Lincoln’s ideas about equality, worked into the Constitution by the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, were violated in the South for more than a century. The white North acquiesced in the white South’s racist segregation, which included denial of the voting rights supposedly secured by those amendments.

In the North too, racist discrimination took many forms. It will require a powerful moral force, the Civil Rights Movement, to finally overcome those violations in the 1950s and ’60s.

So Lincoln’s moderate revolution was just a beginning. And it was largely accidental. We like to think of our history in Hollywood-scriptwriting terms. We want what were, in fact, unpredictable outcomes to become norms, so we can rely on them. We got a Lincoln—but we didn’t necessarily have to get a Lincoln. We had a terrible president, James Buchanan, before Lincoln and a terrible president, Andrew Johnson, afterward.

History doesn’t culminate. It just keeps going.

An Axiom

Less famous than the Gettysburg Address was Lincoln’s 1861 message to Congress. In that first annual address he said this: “Labor is the superior of capital, and deserves much the higher consideration.”7

That’s an axiom for the story I’m telling in this book.

Lincoln meant that labor precedes capital and doesn’t
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