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Preface 

			by Benjamin S. Carson Sr., MD

			 

			 

			People from around the globe are familiar with “the American Dream.” Have you ever considered the fact that there are no other countries with a well-known dream? Obviously, there’s a reason for that, and it is something that we should be proud of and anxious to perpetuate. Despite the horrible things that many on the progressive left say about America, it remains the desired destination for many immigrants, both legal and illegal. They are undaunted by the inaccurate charges of racism and general evil. If those charges were true, how long do you think it would take people to realize that and to warn their friends and relatives to stay away as well as try to escape themselves?

			America as we know it was established by people who cherished liberty. They wanted the right to express themselves without fear and the ability to worship according to their conscience as opposed to by government decree. They wanted to be able to use their own talents to benefit themselves, their families, and their communities without some overarching authority dictating how their earnings were to be distributed. They discovered that by doing the right thing and working hard, they could experience true freedom and contentment.

			These early Americans also embraced a system of values that included faith, liberty, community, and respect for life. Those foundational pillars provided the basis for civil interactions that quickly produced a unique and very strong nation. Our desire for liberty produced the Constitution, which is a rare and lasting document that supports “We the People” and constrains the natural tendency of government to dominate the people (see Appendix B). Our ability to work together, even though we came from diverse backgrounds, created a sense of community that provided the strength to overcome the Axis powers during World War II and become a world leader. Unfortunately, a lot of these foundational pillars are being severely challenged in modern-day America. But life is full of challenges, and as this book clearly points out, we are up to the challenge.

			Many have sacrificed in order to give us a free country endowed with a lot of economic opportunities for everyone. America is also a place where many parents have undergone enormous sacrifices in their lives in order to provide a better pathway for their children. My mother worked two and three jobs at a time as a single mom to provide my brother and me with the head start we needed to succeed. Even though we came from a poverty-stricken background, my brother became a rocket scientist, and I became a brain surgeon. Those kinds of achievements were made possible not only through my mother’s sacrifice but also by the legions of people from all backgrounds who worked tirelessly during the civil rights movement to break down barriers of injustice. We indeed have a lot to be thankful for and a lot to protect.

			David Sokol and many other members of the Horatio Alger Society of Distinguished Americans came from backgrounds that would have made success difficult in America and virtually impossible elsewhere. But through this book, he and his coauthor, Adam Brandon, provide a prescient guide to the challenges and opportunities that are available to all in our nation.

			By creating an environment that encourages entrepreneurship and innovation as well as equality of opportunity, we have succeeded in establishing a nation from which no one is trying to escape and to which many are attempting to immigrate. It is necessary for Americans to understand how this nation was created and how it can be lost. There are many things going on in today’s society that threaten the continuance of a nation that emphasizes life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Through its very fine historical analysis, this book provides that understanding.

			We have seen enormous social changes in America, some of which are extremely helpful, but we have also seen the agents of division become much more powerful in our nation. We have seen the attempt to change us from a “can do” nation to a “what can you do for me?” nation. In order to gain political power, there are those who want to change us from a meritocratic society to one focused on dependency. The bottom line is that “We the People” will be the final determinants regarding what kind of nation we have going forward. The things that provided our success in the past will also provide success in the future if we understand and use them. Those things include courage and willpower. We must remember that we cannot be the land of the free if we are not the home of the brave.

			 

			Benjamin S. Carson Sr., MD

			Founder and Chairman, American Cornerstone Institute

			17th Secretary of the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development Emeritus Professor of Neurosurgery, Oncology, Plastic Surgery and Pediatrics, Johns Hopkins Medicine





Introduction

			Why America’s Success Is No Accident

			“You cannot push anyone up a ladder unless he be willing to climb a little himself.” 

			—Andrew Carnegie

			 

			I. The Land of Long Shots and Ambition

			There are many reasons to celebrate and love America. When faced with challenges and conflict, our system of government allows us to self-correct and self-heal. Moreover, America is home to some of the freest and most prosperous citizens in the world, it boasts outstanding job opportunities that attract immigrants from all over the globe, and it is home to some of the most beautiful natural scenery imaginable. America’s best days are still ahead, but only if we continue to embrace the ideas and values that made that all possible.

			When faced with challenges and conflict, our system of government allows us to self-correct and self-heal, and world history shows that this is uniquely American. Today, however, essential American values, such as the American Dream and our meritocratic spirit, are being discredited. The story of Sara Blakely, founder of Spanx, is a story that most clearly and convincingly illustrates how the American Dream is still a reality today.

			Sara Blakely was born into a middle-class family just outside Tampa, Florida. At the dinner table every night, her father would ask her and her brother about their failures.1 Her father did this not to scold them but to teach them that failures should be celebrated because there is always something to learn from them.2

			Nothing about Blakely’s early life or upbringing suggested anything about her trajectory in life. She was not born with superhuman athletic abilities like NFL star Patrick Mahomes or a genius-level IQ like Stephen Hawking. By all appearances, she was an ordinary woman.

			After graduating college, Blakely worked odd jobs as she tried to figure out her career. In a tryout to play Goofy at Disney World, she was told she was too small, so she started selling fax machines.3 She worked selling fax machines for seven years and moved up quickly. Part of Blakely’s job was meeting with people to build relationships, and the demands of a smart appearance in professional environments often meant she needed to wear pantyhose. On account of the Florida heat, Blakely struggled with the discomfort caused by the seamed foot at the bottom of her pantyhose. So, she decided to cut the feet off and see how they felt.

			The modification was not perfect, but it was an improvement. She now had all the benefits of normal pantyhose without some of the usual discomfort. Blakely thought her idea would resonate with other women, so she spent two years and $5,000 of her own money to revise and improve her product—and she did all this at night while she continued with her sales job during the day. She liked her product and met with scores of representatives from hosiery mills in North Carolina. Every representative passed on the idea. Maybe there was no market for her idea after all.

			But a few weeks later, she got a call from a man who was curious about her product. As it happened, his three daughters liked her idea and encouraged their father to explore it further. The next iteration of the prototype was developed the following year. Blakely hired an attorney to assist with the patent, purchased the “Spanx” trademark, and finalized her packaging.

			Blakely worked tirelessly to market her product, and after meeting with a representative of the Neiman Marcus Group, she managed to get Spanx in stores. The product caught on, and soon, other large chains began to carry it. Shortly thereafter, she sent a few pairs of Spanx to Oprah Winfrey with the dream that the product might make it onto her show.

			At this point, Spanx was entering the mainstream. What makes this so amazing is that Blakely was running the business entirely on her own. She was taking care of logistics, tracking finances, and even modeling her own products. In 2000, Oprah fulfilled Blakely’s dream by advertising Spanx on her show, causing sales to skyrocket. In roughly a decade, the brand was a global success. Blakely had become the youngest, self-made female billionaire in the world.4

			In the time since, Blakely has leveraged her business success to become an active philanthropist. She runs her own charity, the Sara Blakely Foundation, which helps women pursue their education and learn about entrepreneurship. During the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns, her foundation donated $5 million to protect women’s businesses.5 On top of that generosity, she has given money to organizations that help girls in Africa gain access to education.6 Blakely is a great role model for the next generation with her business acumen, hard work, and compassion.

			Blakely’s story is an inspiring one, and it showcases just how much is possible in America for people with drive and vision. It’s unlikely that many predicted she would become a billionaire so early in life. And yet, Blakely became a billionaire over a relatively short amount of time simply because she believed in her idea and persevered through struggles to see it through.

			This is not normal—at least outside of the United States. There is a reason why more great products and entrepreneurs originate in the United States than any other country in the world. We are a land of believers, achievers, and excellence. And since our beginnings, America and its people have consistently outperformed and overcome what is expected of them. In the early days of the Revolutionary War, most of the world thought that England would steamroll7 the ungrateful and arrogant colonists. Not only were the English wrong, but their professional army and generals were also beaten back by militias led by gentlemen and farmers such as George Washington.

			What few appreciate is that the Founders gave up their lives as they knew them in pursuit of a dream that most doubted could even be accomplished. Indeed, they took on substantial risk when rational thinking told them to maintain the status quo. Life was pretty great for most of the Founders in the colonies: they were rich, and their property was mostly protected by the law. Still, the Founders wanted something more, and not just for themselves, but for others. They dreamed of a new political system, one with more civic involvement and greater limits on government. And for that dream, they risked everything they had.

			Even more amazing, just consider that after defeating the most powerful empire in the world, the nascent American nation transformed the country from a constellation of small, disjointed communities along the Atlantic to a world power and the standard against which all countries measure themselves today. And they did this in only a few generations.

			That is amazing, and that is to say nothing of the fact that the American system of constitutional government is a model8 for other countries, that our companies are among the most prosperous and innovative in the history of the world, and that our society comes closer than any other to providing equality of opportunity for all citizens, irrespective of how long they have lived in the United States.

			This fact of American life—that, no matter how long the proverbial odds are, they are never too long—is as true today as it was for the settlers who came to the New World in the early 1600s. There is always hope in America, and that is because the American system and the universal values that underpin it provide everyone with the chance to get ahead, no matter what they look like or where they come from. Opportunity and meritocracy for everyone are at the core of what makes America unique. Times in which we have failed to live up to this promise underlie some of the most shameful moments in American history, but it is America’s eternal aspiration to apply these values more fully that should define its future.

			Most Americans know the stories of great entrepreneurial Americans like Andrew Carnegie, George Washington Carver, and the Wright Brothers. These are incredible, entrepreneurial Americans whose impact on American life left the country and their fellow citizens better off. These people all realized the American Dream by achieving what they set out to do.

			What is unfortunate is that not enough Americans know that these kinds of stories are ongoing and common even today. In fact, there is a growing narrative that our best days are behind us. This is false. The American Dream is alive, but only if we embrace it.

			The American model of working hard, utilizing one’s talents, and getting ahead can and does work for all Americans. The American Dream and the promise of the American system of government provide a path to get ahead for all Americans—no matter what they look like or where they were born.

			To see the truth of this fact, it is necessary to compare America with another similar state, one with a related past, albeit without the unique culture and institutions. The history of Argentina provides a sharp contrast that reminds us of how special America really is and what could have easily been its fate.

			II. The Best of All Worlds

			If one had to identify or list the factors that contributed most to American success over the last century—especially its consistently robust economic growth and stable political situation—it is likely that some ordering of technological innovations, our heritage (or the practices and institutions we inherited), and our values would occupy the top spots.

			What makes this scenario interesting and important is that many other countries were influenced by similar factors over the last hundred years—some even share our values and demographics. And yet, even the most similar countries experienced vastly different economic and political situations.

			Consider the case of Argentina: its recent history was shaped by these same factors and trends, and like the United States, it was molded by the same European legacies, and it was just as isolated from the political vicissitudes and chaos of the Old World.9 Based on these factors, Argentina was positioned to succeed like the United States. And for a while, it did.

			If some of these forces alone were enough to produce American-style excellence, then one would expect to see Argentina in the Group of Seven (G7), a political forum of the world’s largest economies, and as a major force in the Western Hemisphere. After all, it compares nicely to the United States in so many ways.

			But strangely, Argentina falls far behind the United States in every metric. Indeed, its economy now tracks more closely with poorer European countries.10 Why is that? What is it that has held Argentina back? Or, put differently, why was Argentina unable to capitalize on the factors and trends that propelled the United States to new heights in the twentieth century? To answer these questions, it is necessary to look back on Argentina at the turn of the twentieth century.

			It is difficult to assess Argentina’s history in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and not see a multitude of parallels to the United States during that same time. Both were originally constituted as colonies of European imperial powers; each country was forged out of an uprising against a major European empire; and both countries overcame regional political divisions and civil wars to become unified modern states under the protection of constitutionally chartered federal governments.11

			One important difference during this era, which became relevant later on in the twentieth century, is that Argentina lacked a democratic tradition of the American variety. Specifically, Argentina was ruled for long periods of time by dictators and other nonconsensual regimes, while Americans, going back to their days as English subjects, enjoyed a more democratic government.

			For instance, the figure of the caudillo, or the strongman, in particular, became a recurring one in Argentina’s history. Typically, this person would emerge during times of protracted unrest to put an end to political divisions for a time, often violently.12 Unlike the United States, which had the political traditions and civic practices necessary to endure and overcome intense political trials, Argentina did not have those safeguards. There were attempts to adopt constitutions and other mediating institutions in Argentina, but they did not last because they lacked firm checks and balances.13 The basic American idea that big changes should be determined by consensus, not one vote or one election, did not factor into the equation in Argentina. Consequently, Argentina struggled to navigate political and social crises, and ultimately reverted to authoritarianism when compromise and dialogue proved difficult.

			Still, despite the periodic upheavals and chaos, Argentina pursued pro-growth policies from 1880 through the early 1900s.14 It became one of the largest exporters in the world. These trends led to substantial immigration from Europe and a nationwide movement towards industrialization. During this era, Argentina developed and modernized at an amazing pace. Most importantly, it mirrored America’s laissez-faire, pro-immigration policies and trajectory over the same period.15

			Consider a few statistics. First, Argentina became a top-ten economy over the course of only three decades.16 It surpassed numerous European countries and was on track to become a top-five economy in the world. Second, its population exploded over the same period, and like the United States, most of its immigrants came from Europe. Third, literacy, gross domestic production, and per capita income all rose to dizzying heights, thanks in part to Argentina’s emphasis on education.17 Again, it outpaced most European countries and appeared poised to soar even higher.

			By the 1910s, it looked as though Argentina would eclipse most of Europe in virtually every economic metric. It was a rapidly developing country with the resources, infrastructure, and capital necessary to transition to industrialization; its fortuitous and relatively secure geographic position meant it had little reason to fear involvement in destructive foreign conflicts.

			In short, Argentina possessed numerous advantages compared to European states. Yet, in only three decades, it would be on the same lethargic economic path as the countries of Europe—and this is despite the fact it was not devastated by involvement in the world wars.18

			What happened to Argentina was a mix of bad policy and social instability. On the one hand, its economic growth was hampered by the Great Depression, which seriously reduced foreign investment.19 To make matters worse, the government foolishly tried to move the economy toward communism.20 Thankfully, this did not translate into man-made famines or vicious political repressions. But the legacy of this shift was that it encouraged the state to interfere with and micromanage the economy. This strategy did more harm than good in Argentina.

			Argentina’s political situation also completely broke down. Military uprisings became more common and the elected officials more radical. Juan Peron, in particular, used his cult of personality to nationalize huge segments of Argentina’s economy and repress dissidents, all in the name of social justice and service to the Argentine nation. Civil society and the economy were irreparably damaged.

			Peron’s influence on politics radicalized society, which, in turn, weakened civic institutions and slowed economic growth. Argentina was no longer on track to be a leader in the region, let alone the world. It fell into a cyclical malaise in which the economy slowed down, Peron and other radicals took turns holding power, and the military asserted itself.21 Extremist ideologies vied for political supremacy, and terrorism became the preferred method for “solving” political disputes in Argentina from roughly the 1930s on.22 Inflation became endemic, which destroyed the stability of the country’s currency, and Argentina floundered.

			In every sense, Argentina failed when compared to where it ought to be today. America benefited from many of the same factors that Argentina did, and it suffered from many of the same problems that vexed the Latin American country, from economic decline to political radicalism and challenges from a non-homogenous culture.

			Like Argentina, America had low points that created intense conflict, sometimes incredibly violent conflict, across the country. From slavery to the Civil War, the issues during Reconstruction, the Depression, and many others—the challenges were numerous. But unlike Argentina, America has always faced these challenges head-on, and, in the spirit of self-healing, America has become better because of those failures. When problems confront Americans, they work together to fix them.

			America can overcome its problems, and we believe world history has shown that this is only possible because of a unique blend of values, institutions, and norms that constitute the American system. In short, our Founders were self-reflective and self-critical, and the regime they built works because it operates on those principles. And it is for this very reason—that our system works and improves our lives—that we believe America needs to be preserved and defended.

			III. Why We Wrote This Book

			In the world today, too many people do not understand how unique the American story truly is or how it got to its position today. Right now, more people and institutions than at any point in our lifetimes are defaming this country and talking about it in the meanest, most uncharitable, and most misleading ways imaginable. From accusations that the country was founded to preserve slavery23 to insisting that every single difference between different groups of people is attributable to racial malice within the law and society writ large, America is being abused nonstop.

			This raises the question: Is America awful? Is everything so rotten here that we deserve every bit of criticism we receive and more? Absolutely not. We wrote this book because we want to remind everyone that this country is special and worth defending.

			We also want to give a voice to those who still believe in this country, to those who think that while there are problems with America that need to be solved, we can solve them together, and that this perspective deserves more serious attention. After all, we are a country made up of only a fraction of the world’s population, and yet, we have built a disproportionate amount of wealth, founded the most successful and innovative companies in the history of the world, and improved the lives of millions both domestically and globally by lifting them from poverty. We want the larger American story to be known because it is overall an extremely positive one that everyone should be proud of, even if we’re not proud of every moment.

			We are a self-healing country, and that is not the norm. As the case of Argentina should make clear, it is easy for political disputes to ruin countries, and it is hard to bridge partisan divides. This must be kept in perspective because what we have accomplished is amazing. Multiracial empires are not the norm; their record is pretty bad historically, i.e., the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires. America is not perfect, but it does have a workable solution to these problems that has succeeded time and time again: our constitutional process of electing representatives to work on the behalf of citizens to make and enforce laws. Importantly, our institutions do not make radical changes unless there is consensus across the country. It is only through these institutions that we have remedied past failures, and we should be mindful of these achievements and those who made them possible. This means that the history of America should not be judged by uncharitable and unrelated modern standards.

			The Founders were smart, but we are not here to argue they were all-knowing and perfect. They had a mixed record on slavery, and some had other moral failings that are well documented. In part, this book is about how our Founders set up a transformational system of government that has changed the lives of millions of people for the better despite their other failings. Part of our unique American story is about self-healing, and while the Founders left behind a series of serious problems, future generations have worked tirelessly to fix them by building consensus and working together.

			Our constitutional government works well for the most part, and that is because, when it was designed, the Founders knew clearly what they did not want it to be. Specifically, they did not want a European model of concentrated24 power or a model from antiquity where either a mob or an elite clique ruled.25 They gave us a limited government with the power to fulfill essential functions without the tendencies to trample individual rights. They also gave us the power to amend the Constitution when future generations wanted to put issues beyond the reach of democratic majorities. Importantly, amending the Constitution requires a consensus of Americans, which ensures major changes occur not just when a simple majority agrees but when most Americans do as well.

			What this means is that the American style of government is a mix of the best elements taken from various types of government. For instance, the Founders incorporated democratic26 elements without creating a direct democracy and did the same with other models, including mixing autocratic27 aspects into the office of the executive to provide for decisive independence in times of crisis, among other things. Our system is a unique attempt to blend the best features of governing models that history has to offer, and it was designed with the combined historical knowledge of some of the greatest political theorists in history.28

			Seeing the American system as a hodgepodge of good ideas from the brightest thinkers at the time is a nice starting point. We think it is also helpful to understand that in comparison to other countries, our system works well and is still the best of many bad options. To appreciate this unique blend of political systems, just consider that in America, we do not need coups to select new leaders, we do not need to overhaul our system from scratch to solve problems, and we do not rely on repression to show why certain ideas are bad. The American government allows us to correct our past errors and charter a path into the future. People ought to understand this fact. The challenges we currently face should not be an indictment of our capacity to address them within our current framework.

			This point cannot be overstated: America has previously corrected itself without bloodshed, repressions, and other radical, extralegal means, and it will continue to do so in the future. In world history, events like the French Revolution, the Bolshevik Uprising, and a number of other armed coups have been the standard response to political problems. What was originally seen as a crazy and radical idea given to us by our Founders in a constitutional system of government has actually solved the worst problems that have confronted America. And as a result, our system not only still exists but has also been replicated by a whole host of other countries.

			There are many other reasons why our constitutional structure endures, and they all relate in some way to our meritocratic ethos. In America, a person can and should get ahead with talent and hard work. In our view, this defines our country and separates it from other regimes and states. The American Dream is the realization of this promise by citizens, which we define as the unrestrained use of individual talents to pursue a particular goal. This idea of meritocracy, or “the best will succeed,” also characterizes our politics. Not only was our system built around that idea, but that ethos also continues today as bad laws are publicly debated and then rejected by voters, good ideas are replicated, and society progresses. The same holds true for politicians (at least most of the time).

			Risk-taking, trial and error, and failure are important aspects of our system. And ultimately, America enjoys its favorable position in the world today because we give ideas and individuals an equal chance to prove their worth. Returning to the story of Spanx, Blakely’s achievements are not simply due to where she was born, her degree, or who she knew. Instead, she became the success story she is today by using her natural talents and persevering after a few failures to create a product that is enjoyed by millions. Put simply, she is a billionaire icon because of what she can do. Blakely was not interfered with or held back by law, and she did something incredible with her life.	

			Crucially, Blakely’s success is not a one-off story. People all around the United States, of all different backgrounds, get ahead by using their talents, believing in themselves, and enduring through struggles. For instance, the same is true of Peyton Manning, who used his natural strengths and hard work to become one of the most beloved and successful athletes in American history. Countless other Americans have done the same and made our country special.

			As a reminder, this is not how other countries work. In China, a mix of a specific kind of raw intelligence, one’s ethnic background, moral ambiguity, and party loyalty determine a person’s fate and if they will move up in the world or remain in place.29 Meritocracy is uncommon, and America is amazing because it understands that fact and rewards individual ability accordingly. Our Founders recognized that we are different, unique people. Our skills, interests, desires, and energy levels vary widely.

			America is a land of opportunity because it gives people the chance to experiment, to take risks, and to bet on their gifts. That is an amazing thing, and it is a big reason why the United States has the greatest, most successful, and impactful entrepreneurs on the planet.

			Equal opportunity, or the ability for everyone to give their dreams a shot, is in America’s DNA, and it is inseparably tied to the idea of meritocracy. America needs to give everyone an equal shot—both because it is the right thing to do from a moral perspective and because the alternative approach of elites picking winners and losers has always failed.

			To be clear, everything that we have said is uniquely part of the American experience. Meritocracy, equal opportunity, personal freedom, and the chance to capitalize on one’s gifts—these are virtues that everyone can hopefully get behind. Unfortunately, these institutions, values, and practices are at risk today because the spectrum that for so long defined and constrained our politics has moved sharply over the last few years.

			The recent fixations with “equity,”30 unending “social engineering,” and large-scale “redistributionism” are incompatible with our system. For some, these terms may sound nice, but when they are applied to the real world, as they were in China and Eastern Europe last century, they look very ugly in practice. If programs based on these ideas are implemented, we would stand to lose our Constitution, America’s free speech culture would wither, and civil society would suffer.31 This would be nothing short of a revolution,32 and it would permanently change how we elect our representatives or select our Supreme Court justices and thus engage in politics.

			These views, which amount to uncompromising partisan cronyism, are incompatible with our constitutional, meritocratic system. To solve our problems, we must embrace our founding principles and universal values, not abandon them. We must strengthen and retain our government’s checks and balances because they are the tools that prevent America from becoming an authoritarian state. We want all Americans to understand the roots of American success because it is those fundamentals that make our personal American Dream possible.

			If America should succumb to these forces and abandon its tradition, it is unclear whether the current system of government, which has survived for many generations, can ever be restored. And to those who propose to abandon or dismantle our current system of government simply to expedite their own ideological worldview, we implore them to take on the difficult task of persuading their fellow Americans to build a new consensus among them, regardless of where those beliefs may lie on the political spectrum.

			After all, our history has shown, regardless of what struggles we face, if this process is embraced, we will endure and progress into the future.





Chapter 1

			Our Personal American Dreams

			“My parents shared not only an improbable love, they shared an abiding faith in the possibilities of this nation.” 

			—Barack Obama

			 

			I. American Dreams

			The American Dream is a shared, aspirational belief that people can come from anywhere to America, no matter who they are, what they believe, or what family they were born into, and if they work hard, believe in themselves, and persevere through challenges, they can achieve a higher level of success and prosperity than what they were born into. This is a uniquely American idea, and our system of meritocracy further underscores it. This system is under attack today, but it must be maintained at all costs for the American Dream to endure as well.

			But the American Dream is achieved with, in most cases, a substantial increase of freedom that only financial security can provide. For most of human history, as political philosopher Thomas Hobbes described in his classic book Leviathan, life was “nasty, brutish, and short.” Basic needs such as food and shelter consumed much of the daily activities for most of the world’s population. Only a few well-connected elites, such as kings and queens, could live a prosperous and comfortable life. The American Dream is the hope that any person can live the life that they want to live, rather than one of just basic needs. It comes with the freedom to raise a family, to start a business, to develop new skills, to speak your mind without fear, or to find fulfillment through one of the millions of other life paths that Americans are free to pursue.

			Some believe that instead of a system of free enterprise and meritocracy, the government should step in to help Americans realize their own individual versions of the American Dream. The uniqueness of our American system recognizes that there is a role for government. It exists to defend life, liberty, and property, among other rights. It does not exist, however, to pick winners and losers in our economy, favoring the well-connected few over the aspiring many.

			The American Dream, while often lamented in recent times as useless or even dangerous, is still a powerful and widely shared value among Americans. Its definition, though, is evolving. In fact, we were surprised to find in recent polling that, for many Americans, better financial prospects are not necessarily essential aspects of the American Dream.33 We also learned that Americans are still mostly optimistic about their prospects for realizing the American ideal—at least at the individual level.34

			Much like the definition we believe in, for millions of Americans, though, the American Dream still hinges on one’s ability to pursue their dreams and follow their goals, no matter where they are born or what they look like.

			While these new understandings show an evolution, the core principle is the same: to be an American and to realize one’s abilities and to pursue their goals, which, in turn, requires the ability to do what one wishes with their life, to choose their own path. And that ability rests on a person’s individual freedom to live their life as they please. But that system can only work in a country that values and appreciates meritocracy. Without meritocracy, there is no reason to believe, to work hard, or to persevere.

			The freedom that the American Dream provides hinges on financial autonomy and access to opportunity. We believe personal freedom, which most Americans define as the core basis of the American Dream, is inextricable from economic freedom.

			No government, however well-intentioned, has succeeded in achieving this in the past, nor will it likely ever in the future. In fact, one of the explicit goals of some of the worst governments in recent history, such as Nazi Germany and militarist Japan, was to build communities that were explicitly monocultural (in opposition to multicultural societies like America) and exclusionary. While some might fault America for previously embracing these ideas, in the spirit of self-healing, the majority of Americans have largely grown to believe that these ideas were fervently wrong and have fought tirelessly to ensure they were abolished. Americans, contrary to many current depictions, are largely tolerant of each other so long as they don’t encroach upon each other’s freedom, and those who actively engage in bigotry are widely excluded from civil society.

			The reader must understand that we’ve chosen to examine America because, for all her imperfections, her aspirational nature is exceptional and unique. America did what extremists a century ago thought to be impossible: created a mostly harmonious and successful community for all people, regardless of their race or religion, contributed to the betterment of the country, and supported the ongoing process of self-healing. Therefore, we’ve chosen to share our own stories, which underscore what has led us to defend the American Dream. 

			II. Unassuming Beginnings: David’s Story

			In some parts of America, there is a belief that someone’s success is owed to something or someone else, that their individual efforts did not get them to where they are today. This idea was captured in President Obama’s remark years ago that “you didn’t build that,” but it is hardly a novel view these days.35

			What surprises many who know me and my beliefs is that I actually agree with this view: I think that we succeed in life because of others, specifically those who teach us and shape our moral and personal character. But, unlike President Obama, I do not see the impact of those influences as perverse or problematic. This is because, in my own life, I owe so much of my success to my family, upbringing, and work experiences.

			I grew up in a big family as one of five children in Omaha, Nebraska. My ancestors came to the United States in the early 1900s from Europe with the hope of establishing a new life, something they believed to be impossible in Europe at that
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