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For Owen and Rider




Nowadays people know the price of everything and the value of nothing.

—OSCAR WILDE, THE PICTURE OF DORIAN GRAY







INTRODUCTION



BLACK BEAR

Rider isn’t likely to play in the NHL. Don’t get me wrong— my fourteen-year-old son is a good, dedicated athlete, and he might be a little upset that the first line of his dad’s book sells short his professional hockey prospects. But despite competing in a serious, multistate league that requires me to occasionally miss votes in the Senate to travel up and down the East Coast every weekend over a grueling sixty-game, five-month season, he’s not interested in devoting his entire childhood to chasing a pro career as a hockey goalie. He still plays other sports—flag football, basketball, and golf—and he values the locker-room camaraderie just as much as the competition. That sounds about right for an eighth grader.

The problem is that the people who run the league he plays in see things differently. For the owners of the American Hockey Federation (AHF)—the youth hockey association that pulls together elite teams from Connecticut to Virginia—kids’ sports is a cutthroat business, a way to make a handful of people very, very rich. Black Bear Sports Group owns the AHF, several other youth hockey leagues, and many of the rinks in which the teams practice and play. Methodically and quietly, Black Bear—backed by private equity investment—is building a stranglehold over the youth hockey infrastructure in the eastern United States. While Rider sees hockey as character-building fun, Black Bear’s objective is far simpler: to make a grotesque amount of money off kids’ sports.

I first came face-to-face with this reality when I noticed a parent from our team sheepishly recording his son from a dark corner of the rink during one of our league games. Since our team travels so much, it’s often hard for both parents— or other relatives—to attend. Streaming games for grandparents or recording a child’s shifts on the ice seem like natural ways to share these moments.

I approached the parent and asked why he wasn’t standing in a better spot.

“Wish I could,” he said. “But the league banned recording. I heard we could be docked points in the standings if parents are caught filming their kids.”

I was stunned. Recording your child’s sports events to share with family is a rite of passage for parents. When my father recently uploaded all our old home movies to the cloud, the first videos I pulled up were of my grade school basketball games and tennis matches.

What I learned next shocked me further. Black Bear had installed cameras in each rink, feeding into a subscription service—Black Bear TV—that charges parents from $25 to $50 a month. Subscribers can watch games remotely, and for an extra fee they can share highlights, like their daughter’s game-winning goal, with relatives.

Of course, Black Bear could have allowed parents to film and still made money off their low-cost, AI-operated camera system. But greed consumed the executives, so they banned parents from streaming games for grandparents or the parent who didn’t drive two hours to the game, forcing families into their subscription service.

Investor money has warped youth sports in another way: it has individualized and professionalized the experience. Black Bear creates a youth hockey experience that feels like the NHL—the league website keeps meticulously updated standings and individual statistical leaders’ pages. The kids on our team always know exactly where they rank in the race for the points, goals, and assists title (and if I’m honest, I spend too much time on those pages, too). The winners of the league don’t receive plastic $10 trophies; rather, they get heavy embossed championship rings and “AHF Champions” hats to wear just like the Stanley Cup winners do.

The result is that youth league hockey ends up being about the players, not just the team. Rider never plays with the same kids from one season to the next. Each year, players are reshuffled so the best kids land on the most elite teams. If parents feel their child was unfairly cut, they’ll move to another program—sometimes far from home—just to secure the best placement. This high-pressure environment, driven by parents and profit-hungry owners alike, has produced a youth sports culture where profit and individual achievement matter more than teamwork or character building.

This was not always the case. For most of the last century, youth sports were primarily managed by local parks departments, parent-led leagues, or nonprofit groups like Pop Warner or the Catholic Youth Organization. Parents’ dues went to support their work, not to maximize outside investors’ returns. The extent of commercialization was limited to a handful of local businesses donating a couple hundred dollars to sponsor teams (my very first Little League team was sponsored by Dillon-Baxter Funeral Home, and our main rival was the team sponsored by their main rival, D’Esopo Funeral Home). Youth sports were largely treated as a public good.

Why? Because few rituals of community life are more formative and unifying than youth and high school sports. For children, they build teamwork, resilience, and work ethic. For parents, they provide bonding moments—long car rides, talks after tough games, camaraderie with fellow parents. For communities, youth sports offer collective pride, bringing together adults across political, racial, and economic divides to cheer for their kids.

But in recent years, youth sports has come to be seen as a profit opportunity—and in America no such opportunity goes unpursued. Black Bear isn’t an outlier. Billion-dollar private equity groups are rapidly buying up leagues and affiliated services. For instance, Varsity Brands, a company backed by the massive private equity firm Kohlberg Kravis Roberts, has an effective stranglehold on competitive youth cheerleading. Kids’ sports is now a commodity, not a common good.

When I learned that the only way my parents could watch Rider’s games was by paying $25 a month to a monopoly-seeking private company, I nearly gagged. A vital coming-of-age ritual for kids, and a bonding ritual for families, had been hollowed out and sold back to us. A grandparent shouldn’t have to help Black Bear’s private equity investors buy third vacation homes just to watch a highlight reel of their grandson’s game.

But the sell-off of youth sports is no surprise. In America, little remains of what used to be called the public commons—the essential parts of life organized for mutual benefit rather than profit extraction. Hospitals, nursing homes, and insurance companies were once largely nonprofit, run by local boards. No more. Education, from preschools to colleges, has been colonized by for-profit owners. Even utilities like electricity and water, once treated as public goods, have been taken over by profit-obsessed investment firms.

Everything in America not nailed down has become a commodity—even middle school hockey. Every minute of our lives is fodder for profit maximization. And when everything exists primarily for someone else’s gain—even your child’s Saturday-afternoon game—it breeds emptiness and resentment.

That discontent doesn’t stay contained. It spills, inevitably, into our politics.

Donald Trump is a symptom, not the cause, of America’s spiritual unraveling. Make no mistake: he is no ordinary symptom. He could prove fatal to our 250-year experiment in multicultural democracy. But our nation would make a grave error if we believed we could repair what is broken within us simply by defeating Trump—or his successor—at the ballot box. No, a deeper rot festers in the American soul: a callousness toward our neighbors, a me-first selfishness, a relentless focus on “getting mine” even if it leaves others behind. Today, we worship false cults—profit at any cost, consumerism instead of citizenship, a blind faith in technology, a winner-takes-all politics—that leave us feeling empty and devoid of purpose.

We see the signs of this disintegration everywhere: rising rates of addiction and self-harm, the retreat of young people into electronic devices, the collapse of once-powerful religious and civic institutions, rising political tribalism and violence. Our waning concern for the common good—for broad, shared prosperity that ensures every American a chance at a dignified, purposeful life—is the underlying crisis that has fueled Trump’s brand of empty, divisive, bombastic politics.

This book tells the story of how America’s concern for the common good came apart at the seams, giving rise to a new, deeply unsatisfying me-first era that has left so many Americans feeling empty and adrift. It is the story of how we came to worship a set of false idols, causing us to forget the bond between true happiness and a connected life full of shared purpose with people about whom you care deeply. It’s also a proposal for how we can recover those sources of fulfillment, through the work of government, civil society, and all of us as individuals. Even in a time of rising political danger and division, Americans across the right-left divide share similar worries about our false cults and similar hope that we can undo their hold over our nation.



CIVITAN

When I think about the sources of this American renewal, I start close to home.

I was a lesser athlete than Rider, but I did have one crowning achievement. In 1986, my Little League team in Wethersfield, Connecticut, made it to the town championship game. We had gone nearly undefeated all season, and I was slated to be the starting pitcher.

I didn’t throw hard as a twelve-year-old. Instead, I relied on accuracy. I rarely walked a batter; I forced hitters to put the ball in play. As a lobber, not a fireballer, I was often underconfident in my abilities. So there I was, shaking with nervous energy, on the mound in my hometown (and my parents’ and grandparents’ hometown).

I gave up an early run. The best athlete in sixth grade, Eric Hurrie, was on the other team, and I just couldn’t get him out. But I settled down, kept throwing strikes, and trusted my fielders. I surrendered only one more run over six innings. When the dust cleared, my teammates and I lined up near home plate, with our parents and relatives proudly watching, to collect our small but noble plastic championship trophies. In the stands were my parents, my uncle, and my grandfather.

Across my chest that day was the name of our sponsor: Civitan. Our opponents wore uniforms bearing theirs: Firemen. In the semifinals, we had each beaten teams named Elks and the Businessmen and Civic Association. In 1986, every Wethersfield Little League team was sponsored not by private companies but by local service clubs, civic associations, or public safety groups. The idea that some faraway private equity firm might one day run our league would have been laughable. In the mid-1980s, youth sports in Wethersfield were deliberately shielded from commercialization.

I remember that the names on those uniforms meant something, even if I only dimly grasped it then. I knew the Elks, the Rotary, and the Lions were made up of local citizens who came together to help others. To be sure, these organizations permitted leading citizens to network and shore up their social position—among other things, they were efforts to cement and defend the status quo, white male hierarchy. But they were also true service clubs. They built parks, funded scholarships, and organized polio vaccination drives. In Wethersfield, these clubs took real pride in the teams they sponsored. Weeks after our championship, Civitan’s leadership invited us to a celebration picnic, where we told the story of our triumph.

My grandfather Val was there, beaming with pride. He was a longtime Civitan member, once even serving as its president. Service defined his life. He ran a small local engineering firm, but when he had time with his grandchildren, this man of few words made sure we knew he was proudest not of the things he built for profit, but the things he helped build in his free time. After returning home from World War II—where he had designed bridges for Patton’s Third Army as it advanced across France and Germany—he used his technical skills to build places where townspeople could gather: a small swim and tennis club for young families, a new senior housing development, and a wing for Wethersfield’s iconic Congregational church, where he served as a deacon.

Civitan was filled with people like him. The club began in 1917, when local businessmen in Montgomery, Alabama, joined forces to serve their community. By 1960, there were one thousand Civitan clubs across America, with thirty-four thousand members dedicated to service projects and fellowship. One major focus was creating opportunities for children and adults with developmental disabilities.

Civitan’s rise reflected a broader trend. Between 1900 and 1960, Americans flocked to service and social clubs. Nearly every group that sponsored my Little League was founded in just a two-decade burst: VFW (1899), Rotary (1905), Kiwanis (1915), Civitan (1917), Lions (1917). By 1960, twenty million Americans—one in four adult men—belonged to a major service club.

These clubs had imperfections beyond their mixed motives. They usually excluded women and nonwhite Americans. Civitan, though among the more progressive, didn’t racially integrate until the 1940s and didn’t admit women until 1974. Its restrictiveness reflected both the prejudices of the era and the limits of its commitment to justice. But even with those flaws, its explosive growth was emblematic of a culture that prized selflessness and service to community as central to American identity.

These clubs’ sponsorship of youth sports made our experience richer. The clubs subsidized league costs, ensuring that kids from all income levels could play. There were no skill-based tiers; everyone played together, easing the pressure to stand out as an individual star. And there were no profit-maximizing gimmicks—no exclusive streaming services charging parents for the privilege of watching their child.

Even as a baseball-obsessed twelve-year-old, I felt the support of my community. I understood that making money was an important aspect of adult life, but I also knew there were higher values at work in my town—service, selflessness, connection. The names on those uniforms told me that there were legions of people who cared about me, who dedicated themselves to creating opportunities for the next generation.

But even then, times were changing across the country. And the center of that change was just a two-hour drive south of Wethersfield.




TRUMP TOWER

Rising out of the drizzle and fog that cloaked Manhattan on Valentine’s Day 1983 stood the city’s newest skyscraper: Trump Tower. By then, the Trump family was already notorious as unscrupulous but financially successful real estate developers. But this newly opened tower, the brainchild of Donald J. Trump, thirty-six, the fourth child of the real estate developer Fred Trump and his wife Mary Anne, was unlike anything the city had ever seen.

Its grandeur was deliberate, designed to shock. The massive atrium felt cinematic, with vast expanses of pink marble and gold accents, lush greenery, and a soaring five-story waterfall. Its first tenants included Steven Spielberg, Sophia Loren, and Johnny Carson—celebrities drawn to its unapologetic embrace of conspicuous luxury. Overnight, Trump became a cultural fixture, embodying a growing national ethos organized around a different value than the selflessness that had inspired millions to join service clubs: greed.

In his first book, The Art of the Deal, published four years later, Trump distilled his philosophy, where “playing the game” of greed—not fostering healthier communities or shared prosperity—marked the true purpose of life. For Trump, money—not friends made or lives changed—was the “way to keep score.”

This shift echoed throughout 1980s America. Gordon Gekko, the fictional antihero of the 1987 film Wall Street, uttered the decade’s unofficial motto: “Greed is good.” President Ronald Reagan’s fervent embrace of free-market fundamentalism told Americans that their worth lay not in contributions to the common good but in their role as economic actors. For Reagan and his allies, markets could solve social problems like poverty and homelessness better than government or charity—and if they didn’t, so be it. As this belief took hold, bonds of community frayed and individual material achievement replaced service as America’s guiding virtue. Greed was no longer a vice; it was a badge of honor. And Trump Tower was the modern-day temple of greed.

As a teenager in the 1980s, I could see both past and future. In Wethersfield, service clubs were still vibrant, but cracks were forming. My father remembers being aggressively recruited for Civitan membership at our post-championship picnic; by 1986, club membership was aging and declining. Our neighborhood still held block parties and church gatherings, and community remained abundant. But I also owned Trump: The Board Game, where the object was to buy properties as fast as possible and drive opponents into destitution. Unlike Monopoly, there was no Community Chest to soften the blows of capitalism. And I was immersed in a culture increasingly obsessed with wealth and material ambition. Films like Risky Business and The Secret of My Success celebrated bootstraps capitalism. TV shows like Dallas, Dynasty, and Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous glamorized wealth as the highest goal.

On that foggy Valentine’s Day in 1983, Trump was catering to a cultural and economic order already shifting away from the common good and toward me-first individualism. America’s pivot from we to me had been underway for decades; Trump Tower was simply a gleaming marker along the road. Trump was tapping into a zeitgeist that he would exploit again—thirty years later—when Americans began rebelling against the emptiness it created.




FALSE IDOLS

Embedded deep in the traditions of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam is a simple warning: Do not worship false idols. I grew up in a Protestant church, learning the story of Moses descending from the mountain to destroy the golden calf his brother had cast—a graven image that led his people astray.

America has constructed its own golden calves. Over the past fifty years, we have become a wealthier and more just country in many ways, but we have also retreated from shared prosperity, social contracts, and strong communities, building altars instead to profit, efficiency, consumer culture, technology, elite credentialism, and a winner-takes-all politics that consecrates corruption. Understanding how we came to worship these idols—and what we sacrificed in the process—helps explain why so many Americans now feel adrift, alone, and hopeless. So much so that millions were willing to hand power to a megalomaniacal con man peddling division and empty promises.

As this book argues, America is in the grip of six cults that we must escape.

The Cult of Profit

America has always been a fiercely entrepreneurial nation, filled with climbers and doers. Yet for most of the twentieth century, ambition for wealth coexisted with a social contract that demanded broad prosperity. That balance has broken down. Globalization allowed owners of capital to vastly increase their returns by shifting production from the United States to low-wage nations like China. When owners and workers no longer lived in the same communities—sometimes not even in the same countries—it became easier for owners to abandon any moral obligation to workers. Private equity and hedge funds accelerated the shift, reorienting the economy toward short-term extraction. Government stood aside as corporations consolidated and unions weakened. Technology channeled productivity gains upward. The result: stagnant wages, a dramatic transfer of power from workers to executives, and capitalism serving as a simple engine for maximizing profit and investor returns rather than sharing prosperity. American workers were left feeling powerless, the dignity having been stripped out of their work.

The Cult of Everywhere

The twenty-first century promised a golden age without borders. National prejudices and local rivalries would dissolve as technology and trade knit us into one integrated world. The integration came. The golden age did not. Americans’ sense of place—long essential to identity and meaning—gave way to a flattened, homogenized culture. In the mid-twentieth century, local pride had deep roots: industries that provided steady work, downtowns that buzzed with commerce and community, newspapers that held local power accountable, institutions run by people who lived in your midst. Globalization ripped those roots out. Factories moved to low-wage countries. Chain stores and e-commerce hollowed out Main Street. Distant corporations acquired local hospitals, newspapers, and banks, stripping the ability to make decisions from the communities that lived with the consequences. Americans were invited to see themselves as citizens of the world. But for millions, that vision felt abstract and cold—as if living in a community of eight billion was comparable to living in a well-defined, healthy local environment.

The Cult of Technology

The breakthrough technologies of the past thirty years—the smartphone, social media, and the still-unfolding artificial intelligence revolution—have fundamentally changed how we interact with one another. Between 2013 and 2019, the time American adults spent socializing with friends dropped by 18 percent. For teenagers, it plummeted by more than half. Television first began pulling people from shared experience into mediated voyeurism; the internet and social media accelerated that withdrawal. At the same time, Americans retreated from the institutions—churches, unions, civic clubs—that had once provided shared values and collective purpose.

We are living through the Great Withdrawal, a shift from personal connection to virtual simulation, and soon from human labor to machine function. The spiritual, economic, and political costs are immense. Our surrender to our smartphones has made us lonelier and less fulfilled. The coming replacement of human labor and interaction by artificial intelligence threatens to accelerate that spiral. Technology can improve life—no one disputes that. But never before has our nation so deliberately refused to regulate technologies with such power for both good and evil.

The Cult of Consumption

One month after the September 11 attacks, President George W. Bush told Americans how they could serve their nation: “Get down to Disney World in Florida.” It was a revealing moment. Over the past fifty years, civic sacrifice has been replaced by market participation. Consumerism has become citizenship. Having nice things is pleasant enough, but Americans have been left with a gnawing sense that they should be called to do more for their country than simply buy more stuff.

The way we buy changed, too. Americans turned from local merchants who reinvested in their communities to giant conglomerates like Amazon and Walmart. Commerce became depersonalized, consumers reduced to data points to be tracked and manipulated. Human experience itself became commercialized as tens of millions of Americans became “influencers.” And consumption became stratified: wealthier Americans bought their way into express lanes, airport lounges, skyboxes, and private schools, while everyone else waited in longer lines. The result is a deepening resentment—of the system, and of one another.

The Cult of Credentialism

There is perhaps no more consequential divide in America than that between those with a college degree and those without. We have built an economy and society that unjustly penalizes those who cannot afford to finish college—a penalty paid in lower wages, worse health, and diminished social standing. A degree has never been more necessary, and never more out of reach.

For much of the twentieth century, America made a binding promise: we would share the cost of educating young people well enough to give them a shot at a dignified life. That promise has been broken. Government disinvested from higher education. Our economy unfairly prejudged those without degrees. Colleges engaged in an arms race to acquire luxury amenities that sent tuition soaring. And universities made the gap worse through admissions practices that favored the children of donors and alumni over strivers from modest backgrounds. Economic elites, meanwhile, pretended that class mobility still flourished, scolding the poor for their poverty while monopolizing access to opportunity. The sense of betrayal this has bred is deep—and justified.

The Cult of Corruption

Finally, the way we govern has shifted. The role of money in politics has exploded, and the Supreme Court’s 2010 Citizens United decision cemented the transformation, equating political donations with free speech and unleashing a flood of corporate and billionaire cash into campaigns. Wealthy interests can now effectively buy elections and dominate the legislative process, leaving ordinary citizens feeling unrepresented and powerless.

What’s worse, corruption no longer provokes the outrage it once did. Americans have absorbed the winner-takes-all ethos of our economy and applied it to politics: winners deserve the spoils, rules are for suckers. And one winner in particular—Donald Trump—has exploited this ethos to an extraordinary degree. He gets away with it, in part, because Americans who have watched the winners rig the economy have come to expect nothing different from their politics.



In sum, the situation is severe. Our economy has become a values wasteland, blindly driven by the cult of profit, with its emphasis on extraction and greed. Strong, unique local communities have been swallowed by a bland, corporatized global culture. Technology has pulled us apart, pushing us into isolation. Citizenship has been reduced to consumerism, our schools no longer unify us, and governance has been captured by the very elites who benefit from this order.

These transitions—accelerating over the past half century—have reshaped our economy and culture. The economic effects of this cult worship are well documented: stagnant wages, concentrated wealth, corrupted governance. But the spiritual impact is often overlooked. Living in a society where you have little agency, power, and connection to your neighbors, where little is asked of you beyond being a compliant economic actor, breeds emptiness and despair.

Why? Because human beings are, by nature, solidaristic. We were not built with lethal fangs or claws; historically, our survival depended on cooperation. From our earliest days, we derived meaning and purpose from interdependence—no one survived without the help and sacrifice of others. The human race persevered at least in part because of a belief in the common good. According to many biologists, that need to live for others—not just for ourselves or our own offspring— is baked into our DNA.

It is no surprise, then, that the most exhaustive study of happiness in U.S. history—spanning eighty-five years and thousands of Americans—found little correlation between career success, material accumulation, or income and a fulfilling life. Instead, the Harvard Study of Adult Development found that happiness was predicted by strong relationships and service to a common mission. It was not a life filled with wealth, but a life filled with connection, that brought joy.

So no wonder it feels unnatural and unhealthy to live in today’s me-first society. The signs of America’s spiritual unraveling are everywhere. Fifty-eight percent of young American adults report lacking “meaning and purpose” in their lives. Self-reported happiness has been declining for years. “Deaths of despair”—suicides, drug overdoses, and alcohol-related liver poisoning—have doubled in just two decades. Incivility and cruelty have risen both in our culture and in politics. Our common bonds are coming apart, and everywhere you turn, America feels as though it is fraying at the seams.



EXPLOITING OUR EMPTINESS

Nearly two hundred years ago, America’s most prescient observer, Alexis de Tocqueville, warned of this moment. He marveled at the fierce individualism of early Americans—their ambition, their scrappiness. He saw this as a key to the nation’s greatness, but also as its Achilles’ heel.

In a society where citizens were forever at war for their own fortune and status, he feared, “each man is forever thrown back upon himself alone, and there is danger that he may be shut up in the solitude of his own heart.”

America would endure, he argued, only if it stitched these ambitious individuals into a common whole—through civic associations, churches, and government forums such as New England’s vaunted town meetings, where diversity of thought could be forged into consensus. Without such quilting, ambition would fragment society.

He foresaw a particular danger: a nation fraught with political divisions and a fractured culture succumbing to tyranny. A tyrannical leader could unite resentments, prey on prejudices, and curtail freedoms in exchange for promises of prosperity. A nation without shared purpose, Tocqueville warned, would be vulnerable to a despot who defined its identity in the vacuum left by a crumbling common good.

“When the great mass of citizens does not want to bother about anything but private business,” Tocqueville wrote, “even the smallest party need not give up hope of becoming master of public affairs,” and then one can be “left in astonishment at the small number of weak and unworthy hands into which a great people can fall.”

Perhaps it was inevitable that the man who most embodied America’s pivot from communitarianism to me-first individualism in the 1980s would later exploit the rot that pivot created. When Donald Trump launched his presidential campaign in 2015, many mainstream outlets dismissed it as a publicity stunt. But Trump saw what others missed: the spiritual disintegration he would later brand as “American carnage.” Cannily if diabolically, he crafted a platform that promised to address the very emptiness the forces he represented had brought about.

At the heart of his appeal was nostalgia—a yearning for a time when Americans felt more connected to community and neighbor. For Trump, that nostalgia was bound up with a white, male-dominated order. But there is no denying that he also tapped into memories of a time before globalized markets, profit fundamentalism, addictive technologies, and corporate-captured government.

Trump’s evolving message was tailored to Americans’ longing for that lost sense of rootedness. For those betrayed by globalization, he promised tariffs and punishments for companies that shipped jobs overseas. For those adrift in technology-induced isolation, he built a new “MAGA” community. For those weary of globalism, he denounced international institutions and promoted nationalism. For those excluded by elite universities, he turned resentment toward higher education into a weapon. For those angry at political corruption, he vowed to “drain the swamp” and styled himself as a breaker of elite norms.

And like every other demagogue exploiting a spiritual crisis, he offered scapegoats. For Americans bewildered by fifty years of change, Trump provided a simple story: outsiders took your community from you. Immigrants, Muslims, LGBTQ Americans, elites who hate their country—his targets shifted, but his message was consistent: a common-good America was incompatible with a diverse America.

In his first campaign speech, after descending the Trump Tower escalator, he stunned pundits by declaring of Mexicans coming into the United States, “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists.” It was a vile, racist appeal—but it was also framed as a promise of restored belonging: if America expelled the “outsiders,” it could once again be an interdependent community. To be sure, in his first term in office, and again in his return, Trump offered nothing to heal the spiritual wounds he exploited. He did not curb corporate power or profit-worship; he cut corporate taxes and gutted regulations. He did not rein in abusive technologies; he fought against oversight. He did not fix higher education; he used grievances against universities as excuses to stifle dissent.

And most inexcusably, he did not drain the swamp; he used the swamp to enrich himself. Trump used the presidency as a cash machine. He marketed a Trump cryptocurrency from the White House, offering top investors access. He courted Middle Eastern governments to invest in his businesses in exchange for U.S. technological secrets and favors. He pressed one oil-rich nation to gift him a plane for his post-presidency use. His family cashed in on government contracts and access.

Meanwhile, scapegoating kept his base distracted. Convinced that immigrants and minorities were the biggest threats to a restored America, many of his supporters paid little attention to the corruption playing out in plain sight. During his presidency—and continuing into his second term—the nation has drifted further from, not closer to, a restoration of the common good. And perhaps most consequentially, Trump’s tidal wave of grievances has threatened to drown out a serious national reckoning with his substance-free governance.



THE CULT OF THE COMMON GOOD

When I’m not driving from one hockey game to another, I represent Connecticut in the U.S. Senate. And since Trump first took office, I have been one of his most vocal political opponents. But in the first year of his second term, my role as a leader of the resistance grew even more prominent. I worked to expose his corruption and his assaults on democratic norms, using every tool available: social media campaigns, Senate floor speeches, and a national town hall tour through Republican districts. My goal was to sound the alarm about the danger of a president who monetized the White House for personal gain and wielded official power to punish enemies and reward loyalists.

I saw it as my duty—as one of a handful of Democratic senators with the power to frustrate or block his agenda—to fight, day and night, weekday and weekend, to mitigate the harm. The hand-to-hand combat of politics was, and remains, essential. But I also came to realize something deeper: defeating Trump in elections, or even slowing his agenda in Congress, was never going to be enough.

Our mission cannot be merely electoral. It must be spiritual.

It is not enough to win the midterm elections in 2026, or even to defeat Trump’s chosen successor—or Trump himself—in 2028. Democrats already ran that play in 2018 and 2020, and it did little to change the social conditions that make America so fertile for Trumpism. Unless we repair the underlying emptiness in American life and restore a belief in the common good, new demagogues will always find an opening.

America is still a great nation, full of millions of people who lead happy, fulfilled lives. I do not mean, in this book, to overstate the depths of our despair. But our spiritual core is damaged—and the work ahead is not simply to tear down the cults of profit, globalization, technology, consumption, credentialism, and an increasingly corrupt winner-takes-all politics. We need to build something beautiful in its place.

Americans want to feel powerful and connected—in their individual lives, their family lives, and their place in a community. They want work that feels meaningful, tethered to something more than the cold accumulation of profit. They want to live in unique, tight-knit communities whose fate is determined not by faraway forces but by the contributions and shared projects of neighbors. They want a capitalism that rewards ingenuity and hard work but doesn’t harden into caste, doesn’t leave people who played by the rules living lives of indignity. They want character to matter more than influence—and ethical and moral rules that bind everyone, with no exemptions for those with money or political power. If America is going to worship any idol, let it be the common good.

I’m only half joking. Blind devotion to any idea is dangerous. But we do need to replace our worship of false idols with genuine dedication to an economy and a society that create dignity and meaning for everyone. Politics alone won’t get us there. We need government reform, corporate accountability, stronger communities, and a shift in our understanding of what we owe one another.

This book charts that path forward—to pursue the common good with enough conviction to resist the false nostalgia and toxic opportunism of movements like MAGA and realize our true promise as a nation.








1
THE CULT OF PROFIT




IZZY FROM WILLIMANTIC

Every year, I spend a week walking from one end of Connecticut to the other. If I travel twenty miles over ten hours each day, it usually takes about five days to cover the state. I started this practice a decade ago, worried I might fall into the habit of believing the topics covered by cable news and clickbait journalism are the ones that matter to regular people in my state. The walk is my annual public-opinion bath—a chance to meet hundreds of people who don’t follow politics and would likely never write or call their senator, but who have experiences and ideas they’re eager to share with someone who has influence over the rules and laws that govern our lives. Over the years, a handful of people I’ve met have made a permanent impression on me. Izzy, whom I met while walking through Willimantic in 2024, is one of them.

I bumped into Izzy as he was exiting a liquor store on Main Street. Thin but regal in appearance, he was dressed smartly in jeans and a plaid button-down over a pressed white T-shirt. His face was weathered, framed by a close-cut salt-and-pepper beard and a square structured hat that sat high on his head. A backpack was slung over his shoulder to carry the six-pack he bought each day and brought back to his apartment. As is normally the case with strangers I approach during the walk, his initial reaction was cautious but curious. But there’s something about seeing your senator in a T-shirt and baseball cap that causes people to drop their guard. And frankly, he was walking the same direction I was, so he had little option to avoid me—and he decided to open up.

The walk to and from the liquor store was an important daily ritual for Izzy. It was “something to do,” he explained, in the middle of days that just seemed to run together—mostly meaningless and empty. Life had not turned out the way Izzy thought it would. He married the woman he loved and was building a life he was proud of with her in New York City. But she got sick, and Izzy ended up caring for her instead of building his career. Her death broke him. He had never considered a life without her; heartbroken, he struggled to find the strength to start again.

Eventually, he decided to move closer to family—if he couldn’t have a family of his own, he would at least have some companionship. That’s what brought him to eastern Connecticut. He landed a job at Walmart, and when he told me about it, his hard face lifted, just a little. The work gave him somewhere to be, something to belong to. It didn’t erase the pain of losing the life he once thought would always be his, but it dulled the sharpest edges. Izzy was loyal to Walmart. He’d spent the last seventeen years of his life there, clocking in, clocking out, and holding on.

But the job paid barely more than minimum wage, and every month during those seventeen years Izzy struggled to pay his rent and his bills. Like many billion-dollar corporations, Walmart offered no defined-benefit retirement plan, only a 401(k)-style company match available to a limited number of full-time employees. Saving for retirement on a near-minimum-wage salary was laughable to Izzy, and so when he stopped working, he had only his $900 monthly Social Security check and a meager food-stamp allowance on which to live.

Nine hundred dollars a month was nowhere near enough to allow him to afford a place of his own. So he found two strangers online, and they share an apartment. He pays $700 for his share, leaving him about $50 a week for everything else a person needs to survive. He has no car. Few hobbies. He can’t even afford to leave Willimantic to see friends back in New York City.

Izzy told me he was proud to work for an iconic American company like Walmart. He found pride in the work itself—helping his neighbors find what they needed, knowing the aisles by heart. But there was resentment, too, just beneath the surface. He had given seventeen years of his life to a company that had never once asked how he was doing. Izzy was loyal to Walmart, perhaps to a fault. But loyalty, he had learned, was almost never reciprocated in an economy based on a cult of profit, not a concern for people.

“It’s not the life I thought I would live—spending what should have been my best years in a tiny place with guys I don’t know and no money,” Izzy told me as we passed fast-food restaurants and auto shops along Willimantic’s main drag. He had played by the rules. But the rules, it turned out, had been written by someone else, for someone else’s benefit. “Sometimes my life doesn’t even feel … human,” he said as tears began to well up in his deep-set eyes.



APPALACHIAN ABANDONMENT

I spent my fiftieth birthday in the summer of 2023 in southern Appalachia. I was there with my friends Ian Marcus Corbin, a Harvard philosopher (and thought partner for this book), and Joe Waters, the CEO of the think tank Capita (who helped arrange our trip). That day, we met with a cross-section of community leaders in North Carolina’s Wilkes and Watauga Counties to understand how globalization and the modern cult of profit have battered low-income rural communities. Average household income in this part of North Carolina lags far behind state and national averages.

A sense of abandonment—by a society and a government that put the interests of economic elites over workers and communities—was everywhere. Locals told us how good, dignified jobs, especially in the once-robust furniture industry, were lost as the work shifted to cheaper labor abroad; how pharmaceutical companies deepened the suffering by flooding the region with addictive, life-wrecking opioids; and how hospitals and mom-and-pop stores withered. Small business owners said they live under constant threat from monopolistic corporate behemoths. And always in the background: a conviction that government failed to stop any of it.

Unsurprisingly, Walmart—the nation’s biggest employer—is also one of the biggest employers in the region. Its Wilkesboro superstore employs more than a hundred local residents. People there see two sides of Walmart. In a world of stagnant wages and part-time work, Walmart’s prices are a lifeline for families who can no longer easily afford the basics. In Boone, median annual household earnings hover near $28,000, pushing many families toward the cheapest retail option.

But Walmart is also an important part of the story of how powerful institutions abandoned communities in southern Appalachia. Its choices over the last several decades show what happens to the spiritual health of a place when the primary economic actors care only about profit and shareholder return—not community health or the social contract that once bound owners and workers.

In 1970, the economist Milton Friedman, a member of the neoclassical Chicago school of thought, published his now-famous New York Times Magazine essay “The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits.” It distilled his earlier arguments that markets know best into a simple creed that corporate leaders could easily adopt. He opened with a broadside—the original “Greed is good” argument—and dismissed talk of broader corporate responsibilities as creeping socialism. Citing the responsibilities of corporate managers to serve their shareholders, the piece supplied a pseudo-legal rationale for business trends of the subsequent decades: amputating “underperforming” divisions, loading balance sheets with debt, and offshoring workforces.

Walmart’s founders were, in practice, disciples of Friedman. The goal was profit, pure and simple. The model was straightforward: use massive scale to deliver the lowest prices possible, drive smaller competitors out of business, and ignore the consequences for the communities where the company operates. In the rural counties around Boone, the impact was impossible to miss.

The local leaders at my birthday meeting fondly recalled the heyday of the area’s furniture manufacturing industry and the legend of James Edgar Broyhill. In 1926, Broyhill borrowed $5,000 against his home to start a chair factory in Lenoir. By the mid-1970s, Broyhill Furniture was an industry leader, employing seventy-five hundred people in twenty plants, mostly in rural North Carolina. At its peak, Broyhill’s average wage was over $22 an hour—a mid-century company paying a near living wage. The Broyhills, influential in Republican politics, lived near their factories and supported local causes. Like other big American companies at the time, they kept a modicum of a social contract with their workers and their community. Furniture industry wages were still below national manufacturing averages, and most of the jobs were not unionized, but they were stable, full-time positions at companies rooted in place—the kind of work that could enable a family to buy a house, raise kids, and plan for the future.

But that era ended as more and more corporate leaders—Walmart included—followed Friedman’s advice. If profit is the singular goal and social contracts are for dilettantes, then retailers must source from the lowest-cost suppliers and persuade customers they aren’t sacrificing quality for price. For furniture, that meant going to Vietnam and China. As Walmart and other big-box retailers expanded overseas sourcing, local furniture merchants—who bought costlier but higher-quality pieces from Broyhill and other North Carolina manufacturers—closed their doors.

Sensing the tide, the Broyhills sold the company in 1980. Over the next two decades, Broyhill changed hands repeatedly, eventually landing in bankruptcy. Today the brand sits with investment firms that specialize in stripping distressed companies, leveraging a turnaround, and selling the asset for maximum profit. There’s talk of a relaunch in 2026, but it’s too late for southern Appalachia. All twenty Broyhill factories have closed, leaving communities that once proudly built American-made furniture with a deep sense of failure and abandonment.

At the community roundtable, I also met with nurses and doctors on the front lines of the heroin and fentanyl epidemic. They insisted I couldn’t grasp the region’s pain without understanding its toll in a place where overdose deaths run 52 percent higher than the national rate.

“This addiction ruins entire families, in one fell swoop,” one addiction worker told me. “It gets the parents and then the kids and then the grandkids. Just wipes them out.”

There are many villains in the story of prescription painkillers being aggressively marketed despite known risks. Walmart is undeniably part of that narrative. Not content to dominate food, electronics, and furniture, Walmart moved to displace local pharmacies as well. By 2020, it was the fifth-largest filler of prescriptions in America. But Walmart is in the business of maximizing profit, not keeping people healthy. Its pharmacies filled opioid prescriptions even when pharmacists suspected some prescribers were corrupt.

In 2020, the Trump administration’s Department of Justice sued Walmart. The complaint cited a corrupt North Carolina doctor, noting that “that physician expressly directed patients to Walmart to have their opioid prescriptions filled. Walmart’s own pharmacists reported concerns about the doctor up the corporate chain, but for years, Walmart did nothing—except continue to dispense thousands of opioid pills.” Walmart denied wrongdoing but later settled with the DOJ and multiple states for more than $3 billion. No settlement can undo the spiritual damage to communities that watched profits smother virtue—and saw human beings treated as expendable so that corporate owners could make billions.



THE DETROIT SOCIAL CONTRACT

What did it look like when business leaders saw themselves not just as profit maximizers but as corporate citizens with obligations to their workers and communities? The experience of Detroit in the 1970s gives us a view—albeit a flawed, overly nostalgic one—of what it might look like if we built an economy based on the health of workers and families instead of quarterly corporate balance sheets. In 1950, the major auto companies and the United Auto Workers ended a wave of labor strife following World War II by agreeing to the Treaty of Detroit. It stipulated that employees would get regular wage increases, a share of the return from productivity gains, a pension, and robust health-care benefits. In exchange, the auto companies would get relief from the threat of strikes and the freedom to make investment and production decisions. At the heart of the treaty was a fundamental idea: the purpose of labor should not simply be to make a product; it should also be to create dignified lives for workers and strong communities for both labor and management to live in.

Walter Reuther, the enigmatic firebrand who became president of the UAW in 1946, was clear that the goal of an economy was not just to make products and regulate commerce but also to facilitate the emotional well-being of its participants. “We believe that free men, free labor, free management, working together within free government, in a free economic system,” he said in a 1958 interview, “have the glorious opportunity of cooperating in the creating and the sharing of economic abundance … And we can facilitate the growth of every human being, as a social being, as a cultural being, as a spiritual being.”

Like the rest of the country, mid-century Detroit was deeply patriarchal and plagued by racism and racial tension. Those who benefited from the Treaty of Detroit were mostly white males. Women were almost totally excluded from the shop floor, making up only 5 percent of GM’s workforce (today that number has jumped to 25 percent). Black workers, for their part, did not have much access to management positions but made up nearly one-fourth of major auto companies’ payrolls, a figure that has now fallen to one-sixth, underscoring the differing trajectories for Black workers and women in the industrial workforce over the last fifty years.

But for all its inadequacies and unfairnesses, Detroit in the 1970s was a place where many workers knew what it was like to feel empowered and connected to one another. One GM income was, in most instances, enough to support a family. That allowed families to choose for one parent to stay home and do the job of raising children. Many families still chose to have two incomes (40 percent of married women were in the workforce in 1970, rising to 50 percent by 1980), but the simple fact that most families could make this choice—instead of having the economy make it for them—was a powerful draw for young families in 1970.

There was also real economic mobility in 1970s Detroit. The ladder of advancement created by strong union rights gave workers the chance to consistently better their economic position over their careers. The children who were born into auto-industry families in Detroit had a two-thirds chance to earn more than their parents as adults. Today, it’s a coin flip—my kids have only a 50 percent chance of a better standard of living than I do. And it didn’t break the bank back then to give your kid a shot at a better life. A college education cost about 15 percent of annual income in 1970; today a family will spend about 35 percent of annual income for a year’s college expenses.

At the heart of a spiritually healthy life is a sense that you have command over your own future—that you are more than a marionette controlled by hands you cannot see. An important aspect of that life—the feeling that you could improve your position through hard work, and that your children had a better-than-average chance to live a more prosperous life—was enabled by America’s mid-century social contract between management and labor.

Detroit was also a very connected place in the 1970s, with a strong sense of community and a unique local identity. One in three Detroit residents belonged to a union. And those unions weren’t just about the exercise of workplace power; they formed a community of workers that instilled a common, shared purpose. Union halls hosted weddings, community meetings, and strike-fund fundraisers, and they created a thick network of solidarity for autoworkers and their families. Strong churches—though racially segregated—also formed a backbone of social life in the 1970s and provided a vision of a life guided by selflessness and modesty instead of material achievement and individual success. Membership swelled in large Black congregations like New Bethel, Second Baptist, and Hartford Memorial, as well as in Catholic parishes throughout the region.

Block clubs were a unique Detroit phenomenon that joined together families in distinct neighborhoods for social events and community projects. The still-running Harding Friendship Block Club is one of the city’s oldest; over the years it has hosted skating parties and volunteer efforts to repaint dilapidated houses while also fixing up broken fencing, improving neighborhood lighting, and making other upgrades to increase safety in the neighborhood.

Detroiters also had a sense that they lived in a distinctive, special place. It gave them an identity that obviated the need to define themselves in more divisive ways, like political affiliation. The auto industry itself—especially in the days when most cars driven in America were produced in the Detroit metro area—gave a clear sense of meaning to those who lived there. My state has no cities as big as Detroit, but our small industrial communities also took pride during that time in the things they made for the American economy. The congressional district I represented for six years included Waterbury, the Brass City; Danbury, the Hat City; and New Britain, the Hardware City.

Detroit’s music also gave residents a sense that they came from an incomparable place. Motown—the Black-owned company that produced the Temptations, Diana Ross and the Supremes, the Jackson 5, Stevie Wonder, and Marvin Gaye—stood alongside the auto industry in defining Detroit’s culture. Detroit didn’t get its culture from an online algorithm or a sanitized national feed—it was found locally, on the streets and in the clubs and music venues. Suzanne E. Smith’s book Dancing in the Street explains how the music and union cultures blended to create a unique sense of empowerment for families in Detroit. “Motown’s music,” Smith writes, “symbolized the possibility of amicable racial integration through popular culture,” while, “as a company, Motown represented the possibilities of black economic independence.”

Detroit was still a deeply wounded place in the 1970s. The conflict between mostly Black residents and law enforcement in the summer of 1967—caused by a pattern of police brutality and sanctioned government discrimination—killed forty-three and wounded more than a thousand. But the economy of Detroit during that time felt and looked very different from America’s economy today. The wealth generated by the highly profitable American auto industry was shared relatively equitably between owners and workers. The leadership of the major companies sought to turn a profit, but not at the expense of the health of the communities where they lived. To a considerable extent, workers had power and agency over their economic lives: the more they worked, the better their quality of life became. General Motors’ balance sheet mattered, but so did values like community, neighborliness, and personal character.



THE ABANDONMENT OF THE SOCIAL CONTRACT

In 1970, no company employed more Americans than General Motors. The average wage for a GM employee was $34 an hour (in today’s dollars). Every GM employee was assured a pension when they retired—benefits that could rise to $4,200 per month for lifetime employees in 2025 dollars. Virtually every GM employee in 1970 was full-time, and all were covered by the company’s generous health-care plan.

In the early 1970s, General Motors’ CEO was a man named Jim Roche, whose salary was one of the highest in corporate America—around $4 million in today’s dollars. That meant the ratio of CEO to average worker pay at GM around that time was about 60 to 1.

Today, no company employs more Americans than the one to which Izzy gave seventeen years, and its business practices are broadly representative of modern American corporate norms. The average wage for a Walmart worker is just over $15 an hour, which would still leave a family of four living in stark poverty. There is no guaranteed pension plan for Walmart’s workers. And because nearly half of its employees are not given full-time hours, tens of thousands of them get their health care not from their employer but from Medicaid. If employees at any Walmart store try to unionize, the company closes the store. As a result, not a single one of Walmart’s forty-seven hundred stores is unionized, and not a single Walmart retail worker is able to collectively bargain for better wages or working conditions.

The three scions of the Walton family—the owners of Walmart—are collectively worth around $270 billion, a sum larger than the total annual economic output of the Philippines. Walmart’s former CEO, Doug McMillon, who retired in 2026, made $27 million in a recent year, roughly 976 times the pay of the average Walmart employee.

From $34 an hour to $15 an hour. From a CEO-to-worker pay ratio of 60:1 to 976:1. What happened between 1970 and 2025 that allowed a cult of profit and executive compensation to take hold? When did American business leaders stop seeing themselves as citizens with obligations and start seeing themselves as maximizers of shareholder return and their own pay?

Milton Friedman’s article was a spark, but it spread amid a widening conservative consensus that a businessperson’s obligation was simply to maximize investor returns. Starting in the 1970s, as the postwar economic boom sputtered, business schools began teaching future executives that any concern for workers or communities was a sentimental distraction, and maybe an abdication of their professional responsibility. This wasn’t presented as ideology; it was presented as the rational method to create an economy that worked for everyone: profit maximization and the cold, calculating efficiency it required would ultimately benefit workers as well. By the 1990s, the doctrine of shareholder primacy had migrated from academic theory to boardroom consensus to legal expectation.

I remember how shocked I was in 2022 when Elon Musk proposed to buy Twitter (with the explicit promise to tilt the site’s editorial dial to his personal preferences) and the legal drama that played out regarding the sale included no discussion at all about the broad societal impact of the nation’s richest human getting control of such a powerful news and information platform. In fact, when Musk tried to back out of the deal, Twitter’s board of directors took him to court to force the sale to go through, knowing that, by 2022, business law in America considered only one factor in evaluating the wisdom of a transaction: shareholder return.

The watershed moment had come in 1986, when the Delaware Supreme Court decided Revlon, Inc. v. MacAndrews & Forbes Holdings. The case established what became known as “Revlon duties”: once a company is for sale, directors must seek the highest price for shareholders—period. They cannot prioritize employees, communities, or the public interest. Before Revlon, a board could reject a buyer it believed was wrong for the company, even if the price was right. After Revlon, that discretion largely vanished. American law had officially abandoned any consideration of the common good in corporate transactions and made shareholder return the sole priority. Executives who might have felt some pull toward older notions of corporate citizenship learned to suppress it. The cult had its catechism.

It also had its rewards. According to the new doctrine, the best way to “align” an executive’s compensation with the mission to maximize shareholder value was for the CEO’s compensation to be made up of mostly stock instead of salary. This created a clear incentive for executives to boost the short-term stock price, instead of the company’s long-term health or the health of the workforce or community. Ultimately, executives could profit handsomely from the arrangement.

Bigger now was always better. Friedman and other economists of the Chicago school argued that corporate concentration made the economy more efficient, and that antitrust enforcement was an unnecessary drag on growth. These ideas found eager sponsors in corporations seeking freedom from regulatory constraint, and those corporations funded think tanks, endowed professorships, and cultivated judges who would remake the law. All that mattered now was market efficiency; questions about corporate power over workers, suppliers, and communities dropped out of the analysis entirely. And with the full weight of corporate America pushing to renovate the nation’s business laws, Washington soon complied. Financial deregulation, passed by bipartisan majorities in Congress, unleashed Wall Street to remake American business in its image. Private equity firms bought companies with borrowed money, stripped out costs—often meaning workers—and sold the remains for profit. Activist investors demanded stock buybacks and dividend payouts rather than investment in wages or capacity.

The capstone was the gutting of worker power. The big trade agreements of the 1990s and 2000s—the North American Free Trade Agreement and China’s entry into the World Trade Organization—transformed the balance of power between capital and labor. Corporations, seeking to enforce the new cult of profit, now possessed new bargaining chips to use against labor: Accept lower wages, or we move the factory to China. Form a union, and production goes to Mexico.

The impact was felt by the workers who kept their jobs as well as by those who didn’t. With the bargaining dynamic tectonically changed by globalization, American workers were forced to live with stagnant pay and hollowed-out industrial towns. Capital became mobile; abandoned communities were stuck in place.

And unions—the one institution that might have resisted all this—were systematically weakened. While Washington had first curtailed their power with the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947, the real assault came in the 1980s, when Ronald Reagan’s firing of striking air traffic controllers signaled to corporate America that union busting was not just permitted but celebrated. Over time, employers developed novel tactics to defeat organizing drives and to bust unions, and Washington’s approach alternated between Republican administrations that facilitated the playing field’s tilt to union busting and Democratic administrations that refused to prioritize changing the laws to help unions keep up with the employers’ new anti-union enthusiasm. Over time, the infrastructure of solidarity—the union halls, the organizers, the iconic battle-tested labor leaders with national platforms—largely disappeared.



TAPPING INTO THE SPIRITUAL ROT

Chris Lunsford grew up in southern Appalachia, not far from Wilkes County. He dropped out of high school, earned a GED, and worked a series of jobs in the few remaining factories in western North Carolina. His last job—on the overnight shift at a dirty, unsafe paper factory for $14.50 an hour, six days a week—was, he said, “a living hell.” After a devastating injury and recovery, he filled his days roaming Appalachia selling aluminum siding. By 2019, he had scraped together just enough for a mortgage on a plot of land in Virginia. In the summer of 2023, he was depressed, drinking more than he wanted, and living on his land in a leaky twenty-seven-foot camper.

He was tired of seeing working people “neglected, divided, and manipulated.” He’d always had musical talent, so he wrote a song about the powerful people doing the manipulating of workers like him. He called it “Rich Men North of Richmond,” used his grandfather’s name, Oliver Anthony, as a pseudonym, and uploaded it to YouTube. He could not have dreamed what happened next.

The song exploded. Within days, it had nine million views and was climbing the streaming charts. Within weeks, it was number one on the Billboard Hot 100—the first time an artist with no prior recording history debuted at number one. Overnight, Chris Lunsford—surviving night to night in a drafty single-wide—had become a household name.

I was one of those millions of Americans who became captivated by the catchy and heartfelt song. The lyrics include a few right-wing tropes and nods to fringe conspiracies, but mostly the song is a lament about the soullessness of the modern economy—the collapse of the social contract and the common good:


I’ve been sellin’ my soul, workin’ all day

Overtime hours for bullshit pay

So I can sit out here and waste my life away

Drag back home and drown my troubles away

It’s a damn shame what the world’s gotten to

For people like me and people like you

Wish I could just wake up and it not be true



In a few simple verses, Lunsford manages to describe—and indict—America’s bloodless, exploitative capitalism. Without a social contract, work feels devoid of meaning. You can do everything right—forty hours a week, like Izzy—and still come up short. When a company insists it owes nothing to society beyond short-term profits, it’s hard to find purpose in the job. When hard work no longer buys mobility for you or your kids, powerlessness festers. And the song’s refrain made it clear who was to blame—the political class in Washington: “Those rich old men north of Richmond / Lord knows they all just want to have total control.”

Donald Trump—perhaps more than any other American political figure—recognized the spiritual emptiness Chris Lunsford described, as our economy stripped dignity from work. Trump also saw an opening: channel Americans’ frustration with the cult of profit to serve his own ends. His goal was never to upend the economic order; it was to seize the levers of government to exercise power, command attention, and enrich himself, his friends, and his political allies. He understood that if he could tap into the anger and anxiety seeping into every corner of American life, he could harness and direct it.

Anger works best when it has a target. Lunsford’s narrative was one of workers being abandoned by captured, heartless politicians. Trump offered two alternative good-versus-evil stories in his attempt to channel public rage at an exploitative economy—both politically effective, but one flatly false and the other conveniently misleading.

His first target was immigrants. He recycled a tired trope that Spanish-speaking immigrants were “stealing” American jobs and depressing wages. He cast immigrants as a security threat despite clear data that immigrants commit crimes at lower rates than the native-born. He proposed a thirty-five-foot-high wall to repel what he called “invaders.” The message was simple: if you feel you’ve lost control of your economic life or that work has lost its meaning, it’s because an immigrant took the opportunity that should have been yours.

His second target was China—and other countries to which corporations, including North Carolina’s furniture industry, outsourced jobs. “We can’t continue to allow China to rape our country—and that’s what they’re doing,” he said at a May 2016 campaign rally. “It’s the greatest theft in the history of the world.” The proposals were vague, but he promised sweeping tariffs to make Chinese imports uneconomic and tax preferences for firms that kept or returned jobs to the United States.

His attack on immigrants as the source of Americans’ economic powerlessness was—and remains—wrong on the facts and deeply racist, dishonorable, and un-American. Immigrant baiting has always had an audience in American politics. As I noted in the introduction, humans are solidaristic by nature, but solidarities usually come with boundaries: we are drawn to our own tribe and predisposed to mistrust those we perceive as outside it. We survive through connection, but we also carry an ancient impulse to see “others” as competitors for scarce resources. When a leader blames social ills on people at the cultural margins—like newcomers—he activates that unfortunate reflex.

But the facts present a story that differs from the one Trump tells. America’s core economic problem is not that our scarce resources are being parceled out to “undeserving” competitors. The top 1 percent controls wealth on a scale unmatched in our history, roughly equal to the bottom 90 percent. There is plenty to go around—especially as worker productivity has risen—but owners have hoarded the gains: since 1979, workers have become about 86 percent more productive, while wages have risen by only about 32 percent. Workers are right to feel that resources are scarce and wages stagnant, but that scarcity is artificial—engineered by CEOs, investors, and trust fund heirs who have rigged the rules to capture the lion’s share of wealth. It is the billionaire class, not immigrants, that is impoverishing millions of working-class Americans.

On outsourcing, Trump’s critique was (and is) half right—and somewhat less racist. In the late twentieth century, economic and political leaders sold Americans a lie: jobs shipped to low-wage countries would be replaced by equally meaningful work at home. In truth, the practice served the cult of profit, contributing to decades of wage stagnation, hollowed-out industrial cities, and a yawning owner-worker divide. But Trump didn’t attack the rules that enabled outsourcing, nor did he blame the right actors—private equity firms, high-priced consultants, and compliant corporate boards that replaced the social contract with shareholder primacy. Instead, he blamed China and every other country that received those jobs. He claimed that brute-force tariffs would fix the problem.

But when he tried them out in his first term and on a large scale in 2025, they decidedly did not. For instance, in 2017 Trump imposed steep tariffs on imported washing machines, hoping to stimulate production of domestic units. It was a disaster. Because tariffs don’t usually work without being paired with domestic production incentives, all that happened was that prices dramatically increased on all laundry equipment. Manufacturers passed along the cost of the tariffs and even padded the increase (just because they could, knowing Trump’s ire was focused on China, not the greedy American companies), and prices went up by 33 percent. Virtually no jobs were created in the United States—fewer than two thousand in total—making the effort a giant cost increase for consumers with little corresponding benefit.

Trump’s attacks on immigrants and China were less about raising living standards than about selling two powerful ideas: reasserting control, and challenging the cult of profit. For Americans bewildered that a nation as powerful as ours could not decide who enters our labor market, Trump’s wall promised a reassertion of sovereignty. For those who felt helpless as global markets erased their economic power, his tariffs reasserted control over which goods crossed into our borders and which jobs left. And both policies doubled as attacks on corporate greed: after all, it was the big corporations that had backed loose immigration to exploit cheap labor and championed the trade deals that let them make billions from job outsourcing. Trump’s broadsides against immigrants and outsourcing looked to many Americans like an attack on the cult of profit—a declaration that some things, like controlling borders and domestic manufacturing, mattered more than the corporate bottom line.

Undoubtedly, Trump’s attack on the cult of profit is a key part of his recipe for political success. Unsurprisingly, however, neither the racist scapegoating nor the almost comically blunt trade policies actually gave Americans more control over their economic lives or did anything meaningful to dent the cult of profit. Wealth inequality did not improve in 2025, and manufacturing jobs did not return. By July of that year, U.S. manufacturing employment was at a five-year low. Workers’ optimism about their economic future remained weak and slipping. No matter how forcefully Trump signaled an intent to empower workers or challenge market fundamentalism, his policies never matched the bluster—and the results show it.

In fact, Trump’s most consequential economic achievement has been padding his own pocket and the pockets of loyal industries. The scope of his effort to use public office to enrich himself is a long, sordid story I cover in chapter 6.

It’s now plain to see that Trump’s professed concern for the plight of American workers in a globalized, profit-obsessed world was a lie. Still, it’s worth asking why his message was so alluring—and how it spoke to the spiritual emptiness of the modern economy.



THE ECONOMIC REALIGNMENT

In the days after the overnight success of “Rich Men North of Richmond,” listeners predictably sorted themselves along partisan lines. Lunsford’s profile (white, male, rural, bearded) coded MAGA, and his lyrics included lines that sounded lifted from right-wing messaging (“if you’re five foot three and you’re three hundred pounds, / taxes ought not to pay for your bags of Fudge Rounds”). The right embraced him as proof that lower-income Americans had found a home in Trump’s GOP. The left, seeing that embrace, assumed he must be a stereotypical racist, misogynist southern Trump supporter.

Not unintentionally, I waded into the stale left-right food fight. What I heard wasn’t a Trump sycophant parroting MAGA talking points but a preview of a possible new consensus between the fractured right and left on economics. “I think progressives should listen to this,” I posted on social media. “In part, [because] it’s just a good tune … But also [because] it shows the path of realignment. Anthony sings about the soullessness of work, shit wages, and the power of elites. All problems the left has better solutions to than the right.”

I followed that post with a longer essay:


Should Anthony’s misplaced blame be a reason to ridicule and dismiss him and his song’s enthusiasts outright, a route eagerly taken by many of his critics? Why not instead view the reaction to his song as an opportunity to engage with his followers on the song’s critique of modern life and force a real conversation about whether it is the politics of the right or the left that are the best antidote to the social ills that Anthony laments…? Why not see the reaction to his song as a chance not to simply deepen the trenches between right and left, but instead engage in a conversion exercise in order to grow our coalition?



I don’t believe Americans want our public debate to be forever trapped in policy fights—immigration, health care, abortion—that are undoubtedly important but suspended in political gelatin. With the possible exception of the outrage industry—the web of media, technology, advocacy, and entertainment companies that profit from pitting Americans against one another—no one feels well served by our stale, predictable politics.

The “realignment” I reference is the potential for progressives’ traditional populist economic policies to connect with a growing frustration on the right with the GOP’s market fundamentalism—and a new willingness among conservatives to consider government intervention to rebalance power between owners and workers.

Even as Trump cut taxes for corporations and enriched himself, you could see the tide rising across the right. New conservative organizations like American Compass argued for a more pro-union, more protectionist, more pro-regulation GOP. High-profile Republicans—my colleague Senator Josh Hawley and even JD Vance (before he folded completely into the Trump cult)—floated once-heretical policies like raising the minimum wage and tightening rules on banks and tech companies. Public opinion polling showed large majorities of Republican voters ready to question market fundamentalism and the cult of profit. From 2019 to 2024, the share of Republicans who viewed the societal impact of American corporations as positive fell from 54 percent to 32 percent, and large majorities of Republicans supported regulating prescription drug prices, banning abusive bank fees, and pursuing a more activist industrial policy to further domestic manufacturing.

The shift also showed up at the ballot box. Statewide referendums in Republican-leaning states advanced a pro-worker agenda: Florida, Arkansas, and Nebraska backed big minimum-wage hikes; Missouri voters overturned their legislature’s anti-union law and approved guaranteed paid sick leave; and bright red states like Idaho and Oklahoma expanded Medicaid to cover more low-income workers.

Americans have been conditioned to believe our politics are hopelessly divided. But Lunsford’s song hints at a powerful realignment: Trump and Harris voters ready to join a movement that sees the central divide in American life as corporate power versus worker power—not Democrat versus Republican, not left versus right. Yes, issues like abortion, guns, and climate will still splinter along traditional lines. But a new coalition can emerge if social progressives and social conservatives are willing to coexist inside a movement centered on workers achieving greater control of their economic lives.

The first reform is both simple and radical: one job should be enough to support a family of four. Today that sounds utopian because a family living wage is at least $30 an hour. But mid-century America came close. In the 1960s, the average wage covered about 90 percent of the “City Worker’s Family Budget,” developed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Collective bargaining helped close the rest of the gap as workers moved up the job ladder. Today the average wage covers only about 70 percent of typical living expenses, and mobility is weaker.

What changed is straightforward: productivity rose; owners kept the gains. If the minimum wage had tracked productivity since the late 1960s, it would be around $26 an hour—a meaningful step toward a true family living wage.

A higher wage floor isn’t just about money; it’s about agency. The long-running Harvard study on the elements of a happy life reminds us that income alone doesn’t guarantee contentment but does enable choices that families care about—especially the choice of who cares for young children. Thirty-four percent of parents (56 percent of mothers, 26 percent of fathers) say that if money weren’t a factor, they’d prefer to stay home with young kids for a time. Low wages also suppress family formation. Nearly half of couples cite low wages and high childcare costs as major reasons to delay or forgo having children. Few choices are more defining than whether and when to have kids; when the economy vetoes that decision, people lose a core element of control over their lives.

Framing higher wages as family empowerment builds a cross-partisan coalition. The argument isn’t just about fairness; it’s about freedom—the freedom to make intimate life choices without economic desperation making them for you. Some progressives get nervous when we talk about enabling a parent to stay home, fearing this reinforces patriarchal assumptions. (“We know which parent you have in mind,” they rightly caution.) But our focus should be on building an economy of choice. Making one income enough for a family doesn’t push anyone out of the workforce—it simply means that staying home to raise children becomes a real option rather than an impossible luxury.

And we should also root out corporate practices that artificially suppress wages. Noncompete clauses now cover nearly thirty million American workers—many of them in low-wage jobs where no trade secret could possibly be at stake. A janitor, a home care worker, a sandwich maker—none of them should be legally barred from taking a better-paying job at a competitor. Pair noncompetes with no-poach agreements, whereby competing franchises secretly agree not to recruit one another’s employees (which also has a downward pressure on wages), and you have a labor market rigged against the people who do the work. I’ve introduced bipartisan bills to ban noncompete clauses, and support grows every year—among both progressives and conservatives—as Americans recognize that if we believe in free markets, workers should be free to seek the best opportunity they can find.

The second crucial reform is to restore workers’ collective power. Bargaining as an individual only gets you so far; solidarity gets you further. Higher wages matter, but so does having a voice—and a sense that you’re not in it alone.

The sociologist Émile Durkheim called the uplift of group purpose “collective effervescence” and noted: “The very act of congregating is an exceptionally powerful stimulant. Once the individuals are gathered together, a sort of electricity is generated … and quickly launches them to an extraordinary height of exaltation.” The psychologist Jonathan Haidt makes a similar point: “We are selfish primates who long to be part of something larger and nobler than ourselves.”

Work doesn’t have to be lonely or extractive. It can have dignity—a word my former Senate colleague Sherrod Brown often uses to describe an economy in which workers have real power and agency. When people feel that they have a stake in the enterprise and that effort will tangibly improve their family’s life, the workplace becomes a source of community and meaning.

The most direct route to that feeling is a revived labor movement. Unions don’t just deliver better material terms; they create confidence, pride, and hope as well as dignity. That’s why union members report higher job satisfaction alongside higher pay and better conditions. Unions also teach selflessness. A strike is meaningless alone; only collective action works. Solidarity builds relationships—the union halls of social contract–era America buzzed with connection and camaraderie. And unions typically secure more reasonable hours, freeing nights and weekends for family, faith, hobbies, and civic life—the other places where meaning grows.

Yet union membership has collapsed since the social-contract era—from roughly one in three workers to about one in ten today, a two-thirds decline. As I explained earlier, that didn’t happen by accident. Corporate lobbies and allied politicians attacked organizing rights, agencies were hamstrung, and employers learned to stall and intimidate.

The left, for as long as I’ve been in politics, has suffered from a meek, overly incrementalist view of the future of organizing. Largely, our request is for the return of a level playing field between management and labor. But if unions are a net good—vital to the restoration of work with meaning and purpose—then we shouldn’t settle for a level playing field. We should favor collective bargaining in the law; in other words, we should tilt the playing field toward more workers having access to a union.

The fixes are practical. When workers try to organize, employers get weeks to campaign against the union before an election—time routinely used for intimidation and threats. But the law could be changed to make it easier for workers to form a union. For instance, if a majority of workers sign cards saying they want a union, that should settle it.

Once a union is won, it shouldn’t be so easy for the employer to ignore the result. Even after workers vote to unionize, companies can drag out negotiations for years, betting that workers will eventually give up. Requiring mediation and binding arbitration within a set time after a union is formed forces employers to actually reach an agreement.

Companies increasingly classify workers as “independent contractors” to deny them the right to organize—even when those workers have set schedules, follow company rules, and wear company uniforms. Real employees deserve real labor rights, regardless of what their employer chooses to call them, and the law could easily be changed to make it harder for employers to game employee designations.

Public policy could also push other, complementary models for how to restore meaning and agency. Spain’s Mondragon Corporation is a worker-owned industrial group of about seventy thousand people who are employed in banking, insurance, retail, and education. Workers are owners; they vote on profit distribution and cap executive pay at roughly six times that of the lowest-paid worker. The result: a successful company (about $11 billion in revenue) and reportedly higher-than-average wages for workers.

In the United States, companies offering an employee stock ownership plan (ESOP) give workers equity that grows with the firm and typically pays out at retirement. ESOP employees, like union members, report higher job satisfaction. CEO pay can still be generous, but the pay ratio is usually far saner than in the broader U.S. market. The supermarket chain Publix offers an ESOP, with employees owning 80 percent of the company. Its CEO made a generous salary, but one that was 90 times that of the median Publix employee, compared to the 451-to-1 ratio at competitor chain Kroger. And Publix employees value their work: turnover is only 5 percent per year, compared to 65 percent across the retail industry. Not shockingly, Publix is a wildly successful company, with its stock price growing annually well above the Dow Jones average.

Public appetite for worker power is rising across parties. (Notice the trend!) In 2024, Gallup found that 70 percent of Americans viewed unions favorably (including a majority of Republicans)—a sixty-year high. In my own polling before the 2024 election, 82 percent agreed that a handful of corporations and economic elites have too much power and government does too little about it—with only modest partisan differences. Whether through stronger unions or broader employee ownership, Americans are asking for a clear path to workplace power, purpose, and connection.

There are also ways to ensure corporations take into account worker and community health, even without collective bargaining or employee ownership. The Revlon duties are one example of how statutory and case law have been skewed to crowd out any interest other than profit and shareholder return. But that’s a policy choice, not an immutable feature of capitalism; we could rewrite corporate law to require a broader set of considerations in the boardroom and C-suite.

Senator Elizabeth Warren’s Accountable Capitalism Act offers a useful guide. The bill would require large corporations to obtain a federal charter instructing directors to pursue the “general public benefit” of all stakeholders—employees, customers, communities, and the environment—not just shareholders. It would mandate that those large corporate boards include a portion of members chosen by workers, following the German codetermination model that has coexisted easily with a thriving economy. And it would prohibit executives from immediately cashing in on stock compensation, requiring instead that corporate leaders hold stock for at least five years—a simple reform that would align executive incentives with the company’s long-term health instead of just the pressure of the next earnings call. None of these ideas are exotic; they essentially outline how American corporations operated before the 1980s.

In addition to the family wage, worker power, and corporate governance reform, there is a fourth cause that left and right are well prepared to advance together: a practical economic nationalism. America is the greatest consumer economy in the world—we should use that power to favor American-made products. Doing so would rebuild the kind of domestic industries that once gave cities like Detroit, Pittsburgh, and New Britain not just jobs but also identity. And it would tilt the balance back toward workers by making it harder for corporations to exploit cheap labor overseas.

Adam Smith, the father of market economics, would have viewed seamless global labor markets as naive. As Oren Cass, the founder of the right-leaning but protectionist think tank American Compass, notes, Smith believed that his “invisible hand” works when capital is reinvested domestically or when trade is goods for goods. When the exchange becomes capital for goods—modern labor arbitrage—ruin can follow for nations that export capital and import goods. Why? Because Smith (and the political economist David Ricardo) assumed that societies must produce to survive; owners and workers need a codependent relationship. How can workers have real power if their jobs can be moved overnight to countries with a fraction of their labor costs?

But as Trump has discovered, tariffs alone aren’t enough to restart dormant industries. In fact, they work only when paired with industrial policy—targeted government actions to support domestic manufacturing. The Biden administration showed the path to effectively mix these two policies. In his effort to rebuild U.S. battery manufacturing, Biden levied punitive tariffs on Chinese imports while offering generous domestic incentives through the Inflation Reduction Act. The IRA provided production tax credits for domestically manufactured battery cells and modules, while its EV consumer credits required battery components of electric cars to be sourced from North America. Neither policy would have succeeded alone: tariffs without incentives would have simply increased consumer prices, while incentives without tariffs would have had a hard time overcoming the massive cost advantages of subsidized Chinese products. But together, the carrot-and-stick strategy triggered billions in private investment and helped create a Battery Belt of new factories across the Southeast, with companies like Ford, Toyota, Hyundai, and BMW building or expanding facilities in Georgia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and the Carolinas.

In Chris Lunsford’s North Carolina, that approach—and its impact on worker health—is visible on the ground. In 2023, one of the last furniture makers, Klaussner, shut down operations in Asheboro. One Klaussner employee, Cassandra Hall, fifty-seven, faced the prospect of starting over. “That was devastating,” she said. “I mean, I had been there for twenty-plus years, ran the same machine almost the entire time I was there.” But almost immediately, she found work at Toyota’s new battery plant—opening nearby because tariffs and incentives helped make domestic production viable. Toyota plans to offer salaries above $60,000, far better than most furniture jobs. And being part of a national resurgence in a leading-edge industry brought pride to new hires. Devante Cuthbertson, training for Toyota, put it simply: “You become part of something bigger than a job. It’s a career.”

And once again, there is bipartisan frustration with offshoring. Roughly 80 percent of Americans say outsourcing has hurt U.S. workers, and about 67 percent say imports should be restricted to protect U.S. jobs—with Republicans somewhat more supportive but Democrats not far behind. This isn’t mere polling noise; it represents a genuine political realignment. In national politics, Republicans and Democrats are engaged in constant flanking maneuvers, with each party trying to outdo the other on industrial policy bona fides. The stale bipartisan free-trade consensus is being replaced by a new understanding that markets serve nations, not the other way around.

And this new consensus is being driven by workers who watched their communities become hollowed out while economists dismissed their suffering as the price of progress. For them, the old left-right divide matters much less than a simpler question: Whose side are you on—corporations that can move anywhere, or the workers and left-behind communities that can’t?

For decades, the cult of profit has conned Americans into believing that the market’s judgment was all that mattered—that economic morality was defined by whatever increases shareholder return. That doctrine has pushed us to the brink of spiritual collapse—hollowing out communities, stripping dignity from work, and leaving people like Izzy from Willimantic with decades of loyalty and nothing to show for it.

But something is shifting. We see it emerging in red-state ballot initiatives, bipartisan polling, and the growing consensus that the central divide in American life is not left versus right but corporate power versus everyone else. Trump saw this shift and exploited it, offering scapegoats instead of solutions. But whether we choose to admit it or not, he has tapped into an underlying reality: Americans are ready for an economy that serves workers and communities, not just owners and investors.
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THE CULT OF EVERYWHERE




WETHERSFIELD, CONNECTICUT

My grandfather Val’s first wife, whom I called Nana, died from cancer when I was six years old. I still remember walking into our family room late one evening to find my mother sobbing on our tan velour loveseat, having just gotten off the phone with my father at the hospital. Nana was a descendant of one of the founding families of my hometown of Wethersfield—the Griswolds. She loved her town and her family’s long history helping to build it. And she shared that love with her grandchildren.

I have only a few distinct memories of my time with her, but the clearest is a repeating event: our trips to the Wethersfield Supermarket on the main commercial street in town, Silas Deane Highway. Nana made frequent visits to her favorite grocery store—just a few blocks from the house where my father grew up—and she would let me tag along on weekends. I remember those trips for one reason: John the deli counter attendant. Every time we came into the store, our first stop would be to see John, with whom Nana had built a friendship over years of patronizing the market. John would chat with us for a few minutes, unwrap his block of Land O’Lakes American cheese, cut me a thin slice, and hand it over the counter. Every visit, I felt like I was getting away with robbery. A free slice of cheese! Because my grandmother was tight with the deli guy!

What I was really feeling, though, was a connection to a place—and to the people who made that place feel special. Nana didn’t order her groceries online or shop at a national chain. She shopped locally, at a store run by a local family, staffed by people who saw her and me not as pawns for profit extraction but as neighbors. You could feel that bond between store and community and patron when you walked through the doors.

When I later went online to learn more about the Wethersfield Supermarket, I discovered I wasn’t getting preferential treatment at all. Every kid got the same kindness from John. “I got a slice of Land O’Lakes cheese every time,” said one commenter. “Remember getting a slice of cheese every time I went there,” said another. I got that slice not just because it was smart business or because of some influence my Nana had but because it was the neighborly thing to do.

I often joke that I’m a bit of a Connecticut itinerant—as an adult I’ve lived in three different towns: Southington, Cheshire, and Hartford. In each place I have friends I’m still close to, stores that hold meaning for me, and parks where I spent formative time with our children. But my most special connection is still to Wethersfield. Wethersfield is and will always be a foundational part of who I am.

Admittedly, my family had deeper roots in Wethersfield than most. My parents met during their senior year at Wethersfield High School in 1965. Our Griswold legacy was part of my family’s lore. And as I described in the introduction, my grandfather helped design some of the most important buildings in town.

But most of my friends in 1984 were not like me. They were from first-generation Wethersfield families; the native language in their homes was Italian or Portuguese or Spanish. Yet they felt no less connected to the town than I did.

Wethersfield was a unique place, with an identity that made us feel special. Much of that identity was tied to our town’s history. George Washington slept there as he marched his troops across New England. The children’s historical novel The Witch of Blackbird Pond was set in colonial Wethersfield. The historic district of Old Wethersfield has one of the largest collections of pre-1800 houses of any town in New England. Wethersfield’s history gave it a clear, unique identity, and it became part of our identity, too.

Civitan, Rotary, and Lions weren’t the only healthy, community-focused institutions. Wethersfield’s churches were also bursting at the seams. My family attended church semi-regularly, and First Church (the same church for which my grandfather designed the new wing) taught me selflessness and care for others. Everywhere I turned there were clothing and food drives and fundraisers for local and global campaigns. Every Sunday morning, our minister listed the members with ailing spouses or children so that we all knew whom to seek out with a kind word. For members of First Church, it was impossible not to internalize the congregation’s commitment to treating people kindly and putting the health of the community over personal gain.

Wethersfield Supermarket wasn’t the only strong, iconic local business. My town was peppered with unique, independent shops that made our commerce feel different from that of other places. Each spring we made a pilgrimage to Hart’s Seeds—not Home Depot or Lowe’s—to ready our family garden. I took special pride in Hart’s Seeds—the nation’s oldest family-run seed company—being owned by the family of one of my close childhood friends, Ted Hart.

We picked up our Sunday-night pizza from Vito’s, not Papa Gino’s or Domino’s. The owners of Vito’s knew my father and his order (I remember thinking it both disgusting and unbelievable that my parents ate spinach on their pizza), and I knew that pizza pickup would take a few extra minutes as we caught up with Vito, Ann, and the various other Maffucci family members who worked the Sunday-night counter.

We filled prescriptions at Silas Deane Drug, not CVS or Walgreens. My parents recently reminded me of a Sunday night when my cousin Todd, then a toddler, mistook Nana’s pills for candy and swallowed an uncertain number of them. A panicky call was made—not to an 800 number, but to the home of Cy Levine, the store’s owner, because of course we had our druggist’s home number. Cy put on his coat, drove to the pharmacy, and checked the records so we’d know how many pills were in the bottle. “Today,” my father laments in retelling the story, “I’m not sure I could even get through to a human being before it was too late.”

Even the big companies where my parents and my friends’ parents worked felt connected to us. The CEOs of the big insurance, aerospace, and banking firms that propped up the greater Hartford economy weren’t strangers; they were neighbors—if not in Wethersfield, then in nearby towns.

Every Friday after school, I’d rush to the mailbox for the Wethersfield Post, our local weekly paper. I’d scan the slim edition for news of people I knew. I always read the sports section to see how the teams at Wethersfield High School were doing; I recognized the names of the older brothers and sisters of my friends. It felt good to have this weekly connection to the notable events in my town and to keep tabs on what people I knew were doing.

I didn’t know it then, but I was growing up at the end of something. The Wethersfield Supermarket is gone now—replaced, of course, by a chain. Silas Deane Drug is gone, too. Vito’s is still there, hanging on. The Wethersfield Post stopped printing a few years ago. One by one, the places that made Wethersfield feel like Wethersfield have disappeared, replaced by the same stores you’d find in any town in America—or nowhere at all, if you’re ordering from your couch.

This is the story of nearly every American community—maybe except for the big metropolises—over the past half century. We have slowly surrendered our local economies and local identities to the cult of everywhere—a belief that efficiency and scale should trump rootedness and place, that it doesn’t really matter where you live so long as you can order the same products, watch the same streaming shows, and follow the same influencers online. The cult of everywhere—made possible by the global integration of national economies—promises convenience and low prices, and it delivers on both. But it steals something from us: a sense that our life is rooted in a special place, a place that gives us identity and connection and common purpose.



THE COMFORT OF PLACE

Yi-Fu Tuan spent his childhood hopscotching the world with his Chinese diplomat parents, moving as a postgraduate student to the United States. As an itinerant youth and an adult torn between his ancestral home in Chongqing, China, and his adopted American hometown of Madison, Wisconsin, Tuan had a keen sense of his lack of a clear local identity. As a geography professor at the University of Wisconsin, this sentiment led him to study how what he called “place attachment” creates meaning and purpose for humans. He eventually developed the idea of topophilia: the love of place or space. Just as toddlers form emotional attachments to parents, Tuan argued that humans create spiritual attachments to places. “The ‘feel’ of a place … is made up of experiences, mostly fleeting and undramatic, repeated day after day and over the span of years,” he wrote. “It is a unique blend of sights, sounds and smells, a unique harmony of natural and artificial rhythms such as times of sunrise and sunset, of work and play … It is a subconscious kind of knowing.”

Over time, practice and memory imbue a place with special value and meaning. We become attached to places as we associate those locations with the most meaningful events and rituals of our daily lives, and as the people and institutions in those places become deeply integrated into our lives. It’s why we feel attached not just to our family but also to our family home. It’s why the elementary school playground where we forged early connections evokes such a strong feeling when we revisit it. The towns and cities, neighborhoods and blocks where we live become intertwined with our identity and sense of self.

Place-based identity is, for the most part, very healthy. By definition, it is solidaristic: you share that sense of local identity with others in the same place. It is binding and connective, and it involves a shared mission—keeping the place we all live in good form. My early “placeness” caused me to care more about my community and dive deeper into efforts to improve it. I organized my teenage friends to clean up debris along the Connecticut River inlet where many families gathered. I went to board of education meetings to push along the lethargically paced renovation project at our high school. And it was my love of place that factored into my decision, at age sixteen, to call local political figures I admired and ask how I could help with their campaigns.

There’s nothing inherently political about that feeling of local pride. Progressive New Yorkers feel it just as strongly as residents of right-leaning small Texas towns. Both country music and hip-hop lionize talismanic places. Protecting local identity—and the preconditions that allow it to flourish—unites people across political and cultural camps instead of dividing them. It’s another opportunity to effectuate a political realignment.

Of course, local identity can go off the rails and become hateful and exclusionary. Pride in place can transform into bias and prejudice against those from other places or those who don’t fit the majority’s characteristics. In 1954, two weeks after the Supreme Court’s landmark Brown v. Board of Education decision, the first White Citizens’ Council was founded in Indianola, Mississippi. Within a few years, there were hundreds of these clubs, with tens of thousands of members throughout the South. Attracting middle-class white citizens—many leading local business figures—White Citizens’ Councils were designed as a more mainstream alternative to the Ku Klux Klan. Claiming to protect community standards and traditions, their real purpose was to create a local identity based on hierarchy and domination rather than inclusion and shared dignity. The councils’ message was that the benefit of place-based identity was available only to white citizens, not Black ones.

Like local identity, national identity can be a source of sharing dignity—or denying it. Tuan notes that nationalism is a relatively modern invention, and that because a nation is too big a place to know personally—like you know your neighborhood—it has to be held together by symbols rather than by experience. There are healthy versions of nationalism so long as the symbols and ideals that undergird it are virtuous and unifying. I consider myself a nationalist in this sense: fiercely patriotic and deeply proud of my connection not only to my hometown and state but also to my country. My identity is tied to a belief in an America that values a diversity of people and views, entrepreneurship balanced with concern for our neighbors and the common good, and self-governance.

But because the symbols of national identity and their underlying meaning are more malleable than one’s memories of a street corner or a schoolyard, they are especially prone to being manipulated by political leaders to breed resentment and prejudice. Once again, Trump has shown us this dangerous path of perverted nationalism. He defines American identity as exclusionary, not inclusive. It’s no accident that for many of his supporters, America is a white Christian nation, and first-generation immigrants are deemed unworthy of inheriting our collective national identity. One way Trump and his MAGA movement operationalize local identity for divisive purposes is to designate places with high concentrations of white Christians as the “real America,” and to relentlessly attack more diverse places as undesirable, as when he blamed the Somali immigrant community for turning Minnesota into what he inaccurately described in December 2025 as a “hellhole right now,” adding, “The Somalians should be out of here. They’ve destroyed our country. And all they do is complain, complain, complain.” For Trump, place is first and foremost about barriers, not about belonging.



DISAPPEARING DOWNTOWNS

A precondition for the success of a movement based on exclusionary, divisive nationalism is a society in which more localized feelings of “placeness” are not easily available. Place attachment is natural. Humans are born with a desire to structure their identity around connection to a physical location. If one cannot create a connection to a town, city, or neighborhood, then the pull of virulent nationalism can fill the vacuum.

Trump’s nationalism is potent in part because the conditions necessary for strong and healthy local places weakened badly after the mid-twentieth century, as the cult of everywhere took hold. And much of this atrophy is due to choices made by political leaders and economic elites. Trump has exploited this destruction of localism, just as he exploited the loss of control many people felt in their economic lives.

I don’t remember exactly when the Wethersfield Supermarket closed, but the McCue family, who owned it, couldn’t compete with the massive chain grocers that began opening in and near Wethersfield in the 1970s. This played out nationwide as local retailers selling books, food, clothing, and hardware succumbed to the big-box and online commerce revolution.

When my mother took us on her grocery trips, we went to the enormous Stop & Shop on Jordan Lane. There was no John at Stop & Shop—no free slice of American cheese, no friendly check-in with the deli workers. Stop & Shop is actually one of the more community-minded big-box retailers (they allow their workers to unionize, unlike Walmart), but shopping there is still impersonal. Wethersfield Supermarket existed only in Wethersfield; it was a unique community institution. Every Stop & Shop looks and feels the same.

The geographer Edward Relph explains that as commerce becomes more uniform, it causes “a weakening of the identity of places to the point where they not only look alike but feel alike and offer the same bland possibilities for experience.” The homogenization of commerce dulls the distinct identity of one community versus another. The anthropologist Marc Augé calls these sterilized, utilitarian commercial spaces “non-places.” They treat humans as users, not citizens, valuing flow and efficiency over connection and experience. In these non-places, says Augé, “neither identity, nor relations, nor history really make any sense.”

It’s not just the disappearance of independent retail that has undermined local identity. Scattered throughout Connecticut are cities that long identified themselves with the manufacture of one particular good. As I’ve noted, New Britain is the Hardware City just as Danbury, in western Connecticut, is the Hat City, Waterbury is the Brass City, and Meriden is the Silver City. Those identities—like the “steel cities” of Pittsburgh and Allentown—were anchored in the pride that comes with making goods no other place could make as well. Waterbury’s residents crowed over the fact that every soldier in World War II wore some piece of brass that originated from their city. When those industries left, the sense of belonging and pride left with them.

Something else happens when in-person retail and vibrant business districts evaporate: space for in-person communion dries up, too. My mother, who grew up in the Hardware City, recalls how on weekend nights every family would descend into downtown for shopping and entertainment—and for socializing with friends and neighbors. John Henninger, who worked in the Stanley Tools factory, now long dormant, remembered it the same way: “New Britain had a downtown that was amazing. On a Thursday night you could walk through downtown and you had a hard time getting around, there were so many people. Cars were bumper-to-bumper all night long.”

Today, many local downtowns are, at best, struggling and, more likely, desolate. New Britain has no vibrant downtown commerce any longer, and neither does the state’s capital: downtown Hartford has no grocery store, no bookstore, and no pharmacy. Not even the big-box stores have outlets there. A few feisty niche businesses still manage to thrive, but the days of packed downtowns in America’s non-metropolises are largely past. The result is fewer opportunities for socialization and local interactions. The districts where people used to both shop and socialize are disappearing, along with the experience of connection that came with bumper-to-bumper traffic in New Britain on Thursday nights.




THE ERA OF UNJOINING

Of course, the believers in the cult of everywhere will insist that our world of frictionless global communication and commerce makes us more connected, not less, since we can now, in effect, reach friends and strangers everywhere (and anytime). I can barely keep up with the dizzying pace of texts on my college-friends thread. My Senate staff wince at how easy it is for me to reach them—from the moment their eyes open to the moment they shut them at night. Like many Americans, I am in constant communication with my closest personal and work acquaintances. In addition, as Brown University’s Marc Dunkelman stresses, Americans can now seamlessly link to others with similar interests regardless of geography. “When I watch a Cincinnati Bengals game, I’m on a group text with beat reporters to whom I can ask questions, and they’ll respond,” he said. “I can follow the live thoughts of football analysts on X.com, so that I’m practically watching the game over their shoulder.”

What Dunkelman justly fears, though, is that as we more easily virtually connect to family, close friends, and essential work colleagues—and as we find value in connecting to national or global affinity groups—we abandon the “middle ring.” He describes this group as those who are “familiar but not intimate, friendly but not close.” Think of your children’s teachers, your neighbors, or the workers at the stores you frequent.

The sociologist Mark Granovetter, way back in my birth year of 1973, described these people slightly differently in his influential paper “The Strength of Weak Ties.” His central insight was counterintuitive: our casual relations are often more valuable than our relations with very close friends or immediate family for certain purposes—particularly getting information, challenging our presumptions, finding jobs, and making the most of new opportunities.

As the cult of everywhere advances, the consequences of losing contact with the middle ring are stark. When you interact only with your closest friends and relatives, or strangers who share your particular interests and beliefs, you are ill prepared to understand or defend members of your community with whom you have few ties.

In his thoughtful essay “The Anti-Social Century,” the author Derek Thompson explains the consequences this way:


The village teaches us tolerance. Imagine that a local parent disagrees with you about affirmative action at a PTA meeting. Online, you might write him off as a political opponent who deserves your scorn. But in a school gym full of neighbors, you bite your tongue. As the year rolls on, you discover that your daughters are in the same dance class. At pickup, you swap stories about caring for aging relatives. Although your differences don’t disappear, they’re folded into a peaceful coexistence. And when the two of you sign up for a committee to draft a diversity statement for the school, you find that you can accommodate each other’s opposing views.



Why are we losing the institutions, like unions and churches, that form the middle ring and sustain our local identities? There’s no doubt that many of those organizations have been damaged—or have damaged themselves—over the past half century. Corporations, the cult-of-profit lobby, and their political allies have undermined legal protections for collective bargaining so badly that it’s never been harder to form a union (recall Walmart’s decision to close stores where a union was formed). The decline of organized religion has probably had the most significant impact on Americans’ ability to keep connection to the middle ring. What I remember clearly from church as a child was the exercise of turning and greeting everyone in the pews at the beginning of each service, and the post-service coffee hour my parents dragged me to each Sunday. These moments when my family came into contact with people who might have different values or belong to a different political party were what might be called “village-making” moments—when attachments to neighbors became strong enough to resist the pull of a divisive us-versus-them message from a demagogue. Since those days, participation in religious institutions has declined markedly. The scandals of the Catholic Church pushed legions for the exits even as the increased politicization of the pulpit has been a turnoff for others, as has many churches’ growing social and cultural intolerance for young people.

But the crisis of organizational life isn’t just about problems with the supply—it’s also about a fall in demand. The hard fact is that Americans have become less able—and sometimes less willing—to be part of groups that build community. The cult of everywhere has taught us that places are interchangeable, that roots are unnecessary, and that we can interact with the world and get the same satisfaction as interacting with our neighbors. The last several decades have become an era of “unjoining”—and it is no coincidence that it has occurred alongside the slow erasure of local distinctiveness.

The simplest explanation for the demand crisis is the squeeze on time available for extracurricular activity outside work and family. While there’s no firm evidence that Americans have less leisure time today than in the 1970s, a number of modern factors pull people away from community engagement. The need for childcare often requires parents—especially low-income parents—to spend extra hours each week commuting between home, childcare, and work. The growing pressure for kids to succeed athletically and academically also means that many parents spend long hours ferrying children to an ever-denser web of after-school and weekend events.

But perhaps the biggest pulls away from institutional involvement are television and the smartphone. The next chapter explores the damage done to our collective spiritual health by these technologies, but for now it’s worth noting that while television was the first technology to pull Americans away from engagement in their community and into their living rooms, smartphones have supersized this social withdrawal, with daily screen time rising by nearly 30 percent since the smartphone’s introduction. Online engagement—like posting about politics—often gives the illusion of community involvement without the reality of in-person contact with the middle ring of your city or town.

Time is not the only factor. A lack of trust—in both neighbors and institutions—is also driving Americans away from participation in the groups that knit communities together. The annual General Social Survey asks respondents a simple question: “Generally, do you think most people can be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?” In 1984, nearly half of Americans answered that most people can be trusted; by 2024, only 34 percent did.

There is a direct correlation between this decline in trust and the withdrawal of Americans from local life. As Robert Putnam, the preeminent thinker on the loss of concern for the common good, notes, “Trustworthiness lubricates social life.” A person will have little interest in joining a community project unless he trusts that his collaborators are motivated by the right reasons and committed to the goal. And no one will join an institution they perceive to be untrustworthy. Growing skepticism about others’ motives becomes an excuse to keep neighbors at arm’s length.

It’s important to stress that when people behave this way, they are not being irrational. Market fundamentalism and the cult of profit teach us that our primary role is to scratch and claw for the resources necessary to survive, consequences be damned. And when the institutions designed to protect a broader, more collaborative vision of success fail us, people have little choice but to adapt—to play by the Darwinian rules they’ve been handed. This isn’t selfishness; it’s sensible behavior in an environment where ruthlessness is rewarded. Why join a union, a civic club, a church, a neighborhood association—why sacrifice for any collective effort—when you’ve been told that looking out for yourself is the only strategy that makes sense? The concentration of so much wealth in so few hands only intensifies this sentiment, as the portion available to everyone other than the richest and most powerful keeps shrinking.

In their illuminating book Scarcity: Why Having Too Little Means So Much, Sendhil Mullainathan and Eldar Shafir show how scarcity is more than a material condition—it’s a mindset. When scarcity captures our attention, it changes how we think, what we notice, and how we behave. The daily fight for the resources necessary to survive consumes emotional energy that might otherwise be spent on family, neighbors, and community. And with nearly 40 percent of Americans possessing so little savings that they can’t fund a $400 emergency medical bill or car repair, the scarcity mindset is an epidemic.

Our government, rather than easing this burden, often compounds it. The journalist Annie Lowrey has documented what she calls a “time tax”—the hours of paperwork, phone trees, and bureaucratic navigation required to access programs ostensibly designed to help. Both parties are culpable: “Democrats with their love of too-complicated-by-half, means-tested policy solutions, [and] Republicans, with their love of paperwork-as-punishment.” The result is a system that extracts precious time and energy from the people who have little of both. In a society where the problem is not an overall shortage of resources but a purposeful scarcity imposed on low- and middle-income Americans, we end up with not just exhaustion but also resentment—and alienation from the very community that public policy should be strengthening.

The political scientist Eric Uslaner’s research shows how, “both over time in the United States and cross-nationally, the level of economic inequality is the strongest predictor of trust.” In an economy in which workers feel like they are playing by a different set of rules than owners, there is a natural disincentive to join together to improve the community. If the rules are rigged, what’s the point of collective action? The political philosopher Michael Sandel puts it differently: designed inequality “diminishes our capacity to see ourselves as sharing a common fate … [and] leaves little room for … solidarity,” producing “hubris among the winners and humiliation among the losers.”

Capitalism will never produce equality. Inequality is a necessary outcome of a free-market economy in which hard work and ingenuity are incentivized by the promise of material (and social) reward. But in the social-contract economy of the mid-twentieth century, the inequality was not so stark or shameless as it is today. When owners made 40 times the wage of an hourly worker (not 976 times) and the bosses and employees lived in the same community, it was easier to believe everyone shared a common fate. In a factory town like New Britain, if a natural disaster hit, it affected both the lowest-wage earners and the company executives. They all lived on the same landscape; the high-salary executives were not so wildly wealthy—and so diversified in their holdings—that they were insulated from conditions on the ground.

But in the cult of everywhere—where the elites belong to the world rather than to a single community—no private equity fund manager bemoans the closure of a single factory. The rules allow billionaires to go bankrupt and emerge as multimillionaires, without having to feel the full impact of their failures. Lower-income workers experience the economy in a totally different way. When the factory closes, they cannot pick up and start a new life somewhere else. They cannot retreat to their second or third house.

Putnam puts it simply: “We’re increasingly becoming separate societies living in the same country.” The fantastically rich send their children to private schools, watch sporting events from exclusive suites, and move through the fast lane at the airport. Members of the working class use the public school system, sit in the bleachers, and wait in long general-boarding lines at the airport. Michael Sandel calls it the “skyboxification of American life.” The “secession of the successful”— a term coined by former Secretary of Labor Robert Reich—undermines any sense that we belong to a unitary community with a shared fate. How can you trust affluent neighbors who don’t even want to sit next to you at a baseball game? Why would you work to better a community that doesn’t really exist?



THE WHALE

My hometown of Wethersfield is a suburb and border town of Hartford, where my father went to work every day, so my identity was as much tied to the city and the greater Hartford region as it was to Wethersfield. In the 1980s, a big part of Hartford’s identity was its lone professional sports team: the National Hockey League’s Hartford Whalers. It was a big deal for a small city of 100,000 to have an NHL team to call our own. Nestled between the global cities of Boston and New York, Hartford has always suffered from a maddening inferiority complex, and having a pro team made us feel like we had a seat at the adult table. Yes, the small size of our city made it hard to fill the arena every night, but the fan base was so steady and fierce that the team and its boosters together had their own collective name: the Whale.

During my childhood, the Whalers were owned by local business leaders with roots and a clear personal interest in the health of the city. Richard Gordon, now retired, was a Hartford real estate developer who owned multiple properties in the city. His minority partner was Donald Conrad, the chief financial officer of Hartford’s most visible company, Aetna. They lived in the Hartford area and knew personally how much the team meant to its residents. But by the 1990s, the cult of profit had infected even Gordon’s motivations, and he began to look for a buyer to maximize his investment.

He soon found one, but with no Connecticut roots: Detroit tech entrepreneur Peter Karmanos Jr. From the jump, Karmanos signaled he wanted to take the Whalers out of Hartford. The team was profitable, but in Karmanos’s thinking—reflecting the “Greed is good” ethos of the time—not profitable enough. So he started looking for bigger cities with more revenue-producing opportunities in which to locate the team.

Faced with the ignominy of losing its crown jewel, Whalers fans and city and state leaders turned to the Bishops to ride to the rescue. The Bishops was the shorthand for the CEOs of the biggest insurance companies—Aetna, The Hartford, and Travelers, among others—in the Insurance City. Over the twentieth century, the Bishops had joined together as a sort of shadow government for Hartford. They established the Hartford Community Chest to fund charitable organizations. They led projects to rebuild a section of downtown into a large pedestrian promenade. They worked hand in hand to promote the city and build incentives for large employers to stay, as they did in 1961 when Phoenix Mutual, contemplating relocation, was instead convinced by the Bishops to remain in Hartford and build a new, iconic modern headquarters.

Their leadership was not without controversy. As a group of older white males, they often had little insight into the priorities of the city’s growing immigrant and nonwhite population. The city’s new pedestrian promenade, for instance—built in conjunction with Phoenix Mutual’s new skyscraper—was heralded as a triumph of contemporary design, with few noting that an entire neighborhood of low-income housing was cleared to build the massive concrete platform. For many years, however, the Bishops did their best to sustain Hartford’s vitality as they understood it.

By the 1990s, those days were over. When Karmanos made clear he would move the Whalers out of Hartford unless a lucrative local buyer emerged, no local bid materialized. Why? As the cult of profit seeped into every corner of the economy, the leaders of Connecticut’s big insurance companies convinced themselves they could not divert money from shareholders to shore up the community’s civic health. Neither the spiritual well-being of Hartford nor the defense of their hometown’s identity appeared on any balance sheet. And so on April 13, 1997, team captain Kevin Dineen scored the last goal in Hartford Whalers history. The next season, the team—renamed the Hurricanes—relocated to Raleigh, North Carolina.

Over time, the lack of a big-time sports draw for the downtown arena became one of many contributing factors to Hartford’s decline. Today, the city I live in has a downtown with fewer shops and restaurants and far less pedestrian life than in the days of the Whale. I still love downtown Hartford and spend time and money there, but there’s no doubt that losing the city’s one professional sports team hurt both the morale of the community and the practical health of the inner core.

“Aetna’s repeated and painful assertions that it would not single-handedly save the Whalers,” reported The New York Times (which, notably, in 1997 still had a substantial reporting presence in Connecticut), “marked the sputtering denouement of the story of the Bishops … The greater pressures of the corporate takeover game and the worldwide economic competition [have] brought a new type of corporate leader, more attuned to short-term profits and less concerned with the corporation as a social institution.”



LOCAL ECONOMIC POWER

The Bishops were far from perfect. But there was comfort in knowing that the powerful people who ran the companies where you worked—and helped set the economic norms under which you lived—cared about your specific community. And they cared about more than just the firm’s profit margin. The Bishops might have had second homes on the Connecticut shore, but they weren’t “everywheres”—our modern economic titans who spend their lives jetting between Manhattan and Aspen and Davos. In the world before the cult of everywhere took over, the economic elites who mattered in Hartford actually lived in, and cared about, Hartford: a specific, unique place where both rich and poor shared some common fate.

In her bestselling book Strangers in Their Own Land, Arlie Russell Hochschild describes the crippling environmental damage done to parts of Louisiana’s bayou country by profit-obsessed oil and gas companies, which stripped and poisoned the land, leaving sickness and scarcity in their wake. Hochschild called the people there “strangers in their own land” because of the powerlessness that results from having your fate—and your community’s fate—dictated by giant, impersonal companies in far-off boardrooms. Citizens have no leverage, and they also have no exit. The “everywheres,” whom they will never meet or know and who have no long-term interest in the community’s health, make decisions that upend the lives of the “somewheres”—those workers who, rooted in a place, cannot just pick up and leave when times get hard.

If we want to restore the health and uniqueness of local places so that we can once again find attachment and meaning in them, we cannot rely on the Bishops, or today’s “everywheres.” The challenge is steep: The forces responsible for the construction of the cult of everywhere—the movement of economic power away from local places, the vanishing of unique community identities, and the undermining of trust in neighbors—are powerful and difficult to confront. And false nostalgia for the social-contract era when a handful of Detroit auto companies or New Britain tool factories almost single-handedly delivered a clear identity to a place is unhelpful. America isn’t going to withdraw from the global economy. Online commerce isn’t disappearing. The damage done to institutions won’t be fully erased.

What we should seek is a smart strategy to improve the health of our communities so that more places, beyond a handful of megacities, are economically healthy, culturally vibrant, and socially connected. There are a number of policies that would deliver more power and control back to local economies and the actors within them, and, luckily, nearly all those policies enjoy broad support across the political spectrum. The first is to declare a national policy preference for local or regional ownership of key commercial sectors, like health care, banking, and residential real estate. The most obvious tool for this is federal antitrust power.

Right-sizing the scope and site of economic power captivated America in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At that time, Congress, alongside Republican and Democratic presidents, passed a series of acts that granted the federal government new powers to break up powerful corporations and protect competition and workers—the first such powers given to any government in the world. As the anti-monopoly, pro-union legislation of the so-called Progressive Era went into effect, power was transferred to local businesses and workers. Most famously, Standard Oil was broken up into thirty-four different, mostly locally owned companies.

Not surprisingly, the transition to the cult-of-profit era would see an effective erasure of those powers. In the late 1960s, the conservative market-fundamentalist legal scholar Robert Bork began arguing that broad social and political goals—like protecting workers and stabilizing communities—should not matter in bringing antitrust cases. All that should matter, according to Bork, was whether concentration affected prices. This was the cult of profit reducing citizens to consumers—arguing that the only thing that mattered was the price we pay for goods, not the dignity of our work or the health and connectedness of the communities in which we live.

In the 1970s, the Department of Justice brought an average of forty-two civil antitrust cases a year; by the 2000s, the average was eleven. It is not a coincidence that as antitrust action vanished, so did the vitality of our local places and the accessibility of place-based attachment. As economic power centralized in far-off boardrooms, as our downtowns atrophied, and as our economic identity was flattened by antiseptic national commerce, our sense of unique place retreated—and so did the sense of place-based identity that is often a key component of positive identity.

The way back to rebuilding local identity and community health runs straight through the revitalization of the public power to break up concentrated economic power and redistribute it to communities. The first stones on that path were laid by leaders in the Biden administration—like Federal Trade Commission chair Lina Khan and Department of Justice official Jonathan Kanter—who began to rebuild the use of antitrust power to protect more than just low prices. In 2023, the administration released new guidelines to evaluate proposed mergers between big companies, and for the first time since the social-contract era, Bork’s myopia on price was rejected in favor of a broader analysis of how mergers affect workers and communities.

The Biden team’s revitalization of antitrust power spooked cult-of-profit America. When I visited California’s Silicon Valley in the spring of 2025 to meet with leaders of the nation’s biggest technology firms and ask whether they had any clue how consolidated economic power was hurting the local communities they claimed to care about, all they wanted to talk about was “Lina and Jonathan.” Leaders of a venture capital firm I visited—generally supportive of President Biden—wrongly characterized the new guidelines as an effective ban on tech mergers. It was as if standards requiring companies to explain how a merger would benefit workers and the local communities in which they operate were written in a foreign language. These companies, so caught up in a virtueless, frictionless economy where profit margin had usurped morality, could not conceive of an economy in which the common good needed to be balanced against market capitalization.

It is true that merger enthusiasm slowed during Biden’s term, due in part to the new scrutiny. In fact, 2023—the year the new guidelines were released—was the slowest year for major mergers in a decade. However, that wasn’t the only impact. Biden’s new standards, combined with targeted industrial policy discussed in the previous chapter, also contributed to a rebound in the health of locally owned small businesses. That year, the Small Business Administration supported more financing deals than in any year since the Great Recession. Small businesses created a larger share of overall jobs than during Trump’s first term. And start-ups surged as the administration signaled a new willingness to protect early-stage firms from the predatory practices of monopolists.

Biden also resuscitated other long-dormant tools to help redistribute economic power to local places. In particular, his antitrust team revived an important New Deal–era law that helps build economic power in local communities: the Robinson-Patman Act. Passed in 1936, Robinson-Patman was designed as a simple but blunt protection for local commerce: it requires major suppliers to give no better terms to large national retailers than to small local retailers. For years, enforcement of the law helped keep a balance between local merchants like the Wethersfield Supermarket and big national chains. But as with antitrust, Robinson-Patman enforcement withered. The Nixon/Ford administration brought forty-one suits to enforce the act; the Obama administration brought none.

Biden revitalized the act, most notably bringing an action against Pepsi for giving preferential promotional advantages to Walmart that were denied to smaller competitors. The restart of Robinson-Patman enforcement represented a chance to declare a clear policy preference for locally owned commerce—or at least neutrality toward it—rather than allowing market dynamics to tip the balance further toward homogenized national chains. Not surprisingly, four months into his second term, President Trump—despite his bluster about fairness—withdrew the suit against Pepsi after the company made a half-million-dollar contribution to his inauguration.

Antitrust is the most powerful tool in the economic policy box, but there are others. Governments could give meaningful preference to locally owned companies in public purchasing and construction contracts—directing taxpayer dollars back into the communities that generated them. Federal tax policy could impose higher rates on dominant companies that control large shares of national markets—such a progressive corporate tax structure would tilt the playing field back toward smaller competitors. States could grant employees or community groups the right to make the first offer when a local business is put up for sale, giving them a fighting chance against distant, deep-pocketed private equity. And local zoning rules could be rewritten to make it harder for chain stores to secure space in desirable retail districts—San Francisco has done this through its “formula retail” ordinance, which requires chains with more than eleven locations to obtain a special permit before opening in most neighborhoods, giving communities a voice in whether they want another Starbucks or would rather keep the local coffee shop.

All these tools are widely popular with the American public, for good reason. Americans on both the right and the left want their local communities to be stronger, and they are skeptical of concentrated corporate power. A recent poll showed that 84 percent of Democrats, 66 percent of independents, and 52 percent of Republicans supported expanding government prosecutions of anticompetitive corporate behavior. And notwithstanding Trump’s pro-corporate policy, recent years have seen a growing number of leading Republican voices call for public intervention to curb concentrated power, especially in the technology industry.

Of course, revitalizing local communities isn’t just about economics. Fortunately, in other realms, too, there are strong actions that can draw support from both the left and the right.



SOCIAL CAPITAL

In the spring of 2023, I asked my colleague and friend Mitt Romney, then representing Utah in the U.S. Senate, to introduce me to his state’s Republican governor, Spencer Cox. I had been impressed by Cox’s independent streak—in particular his veto of a bill to discriminate against gay and transgender students in Utah. But mostly, I was interested in Cox’s focus on building what he called Utah’s “social capital”—the network of community, civic, and religious groups that allow citizens to come together in support of a common purpose.

Given Utah’s relatively unique religious homogeneity, it’s hard to compare its experience to that of other states. (Roughly 60 percent of Utah’s residents belong to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.) But surveys routinely show Utah as a state with very high rates of social connection. I approached Cox about convening a politically diverse set of leaders for a series of on- and off-the-record meetings to talk about ways the right and the left can help invest in our nation’s social capital. He was enthusiastic, and a year after our introduction, I traveled to Salt Lake City for the first meeting of our initiative, Restoring the Common Good. The conversation quickly turned to the critical role local institutions play in creating venues for people to come together.

True attachment to place cannot occur without attachment to the people who inhabit that place. More so, a place becomes more meaningful when you are working with neighbors in service of a goal to improve it. That’s part of why the Wethersfield of my youth is such an important part of my identity—it was full of opportunities to join local organizations like First Church or Civitan and work in communion with others to better the place we all shared. Without healthy social capital—the infrastructure that brings people together in common local cause—place attachment is more precarious.

The conservative intellectual Yuval Levin, one of the members of Restoring the Common Good, put it well in a 2020 interview: “Our institutions are the forms of what we do together. They’re not just clumps of people; they’re clumps of people organized around a particular end, and organized around an ideal and a way of achieving that important goal.”

In Utah, the conversation focused on the important role the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) and other religious institutions play in creating a thick network of social capital. While the state’s constitution prohibits direct government support for religion, there is deep informal integration between the state and the Church’s civic efforts, and Cox is unapologetic about keeping the LDS church in a position of primacy in Utah’s social fabric. Levin similarly envisions a religious revival as likely necessary to restore the nation’s social capital.

It got me thinking about a more comprehensive plan to revitalize America’s atrophying institutions—and with them, our hollowed-out places—that could unite right and left. As we’ve seen, churches, labor unions, service organizations, neighborhood clubs, and school-based parent organizations all promote social cohesion and common purpose.

What would a holistic plan to breathe life back into institutions look like? It likely starts with a determined policy to subsidize key institutions so they can keep their doors open. For instance, America spends almost $1 trillion a year on elementary and secondary education, but almost nothing on supporting parent organizations. That feels like a misallocation of resources. What if every school district was required to spend just 1 percent of its federal grant money helping organized parent groups? Public funding for religious organizations is fraught but not impossible. Both the Bush and Obama administrations had White House offices dedicated to finding ways to push more public dollars toward the outward, community-facing missions of churches, synagogues, and mosques, such as childcare, youth development, and anti-loneliness programming. Why couldn’t we do more of this?

But organizations alone aren’t enough. Communities also need physical spaces where people can encounter one another outside the contexts of home and work—what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg called “third places.” These are the arenas, like dog parks, community gardens, and free music venues, where we meet the people in our vanishing middle ring. Many of these spaces were once built and maintained through public investment, but that commitment has quietly ebbed.

Public pools are a case in point. Most Americans of a certain age have fond memories of summer days at the municipal pool—meeting kids from other neighborhoods, being taught to swim by a lifeguard who lived in your neighborhood. But public pools are vanishing. In 2019, Louisville, Kentucky, closed all four of its public pools to help plug a $65 million budget hole. The pool at Camp Taylor Memorial Park sat abandoned for so long that homeless residents moved into the empty pool house. The closures hit West Louisville’s Algonquin pool especially hard—it had served the surrounding Black neighborhoods since 1955, and its closure left families with no affordable place to swim or learn water safety. Louisville’s experience is not an outlier—one study suggests America’s public pool inventory has been cut in half over the last fifteen years.

The federal government offers little help. Today, the Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) is the only truly flexible source of funding sent to cities and towns by the federal government to invest in social capital. But it’s a small amount (small cities in Connecticut each receive less than $1 million a year), and the eligibility is so broad that the money tends to fill budget gaps and reward political friends at city hall.

What if we established a new federal fund to support the formation of local social capital? A new Social Capital Fund would allow cities and towns to support the programs and institutions—and the physical spaces—that link citizens together in common cause. Cities and towns could use this money to help keep church doors open (within constitutional limits), build new recreation sites, and support civic, parent, and neighborhood groups. If this new fund were the same size as the CDBG program, it would represent one-twentieth of 1 percent of the federal budget—about the cost of a single destroyer for the U.S. Navy. Ask yourself: What does America need more—one more ship in a fleet of roughly eighty destroyers, or a massive shot in the arm for the social health of our local communities?

Our work lives should also be reorganized to allow more time with neighbors and the collective endeavors—like charity and recreation—that bind communities together. Today, many parents have to work sixty hours to deliver the same standard of living that forty hours provided a generation ago. The growing disparity between wages and the cost of living means more adults work longer hours, including weekends and evenings, leaving less time for leisure and participation in local organizations and causes. Policy that dramatically increases wages is good for local health.

But there is another crisis in the workplace that makes being active in your mosque or school committee impossible: the uncertainty of work schedules. About 27 percent of Americans have schedules that are not set more than two weeks in advance. Over one-quarter of workers have schedules in which hours vary by more than 25 percent each week. That’s a recipe for isolation, as people cannot commit to community or religious organizations—or join a bowling or pickleball league—because they do not know when they will need to be on the job.

The Schedules That Work Act, legislation I introduced with Senator Elizabeth Warren and Representative Rosa DeLauro, would require basic advance notice of schedules, clearer worker input in scheduling, and some compensation when schedules shift at the last minute. The bill would be a small but important investment in the conditions necessary for more citizen involvement in community undertakings.

Our homes can also incentivize—or disincentivize—socialization and community investment. One of the other topics that dominated our Restoring the Common Good discussions was the need for housing to be designed in ways that bring neighbors together. In his 2025 State of the State address, Governor Cox proposed building thirty-five thousand “starter” homes for Utah families over five years. In my conversations with him, I know he is concerned about how those homes are designed.

Keeping homes close to the sidewalk, adding front porches, using short blocks, and orienting primary entrances toward the street are tested ways to ensure that neighbors don’t remain strangers. Zoning can also encourage a broad distribution of third places—the gathering spots where community is often formed—instead of clustering them only in strip malls or downtowns. The deeply connected neighborhoods of Marigny and Bywater in New Orleans, where I’ve spent time recently, are defined by nearly every other residential corner being dotted with a locally owned bar or coffee shop. New Orleans neighborhoods still feel like distinct, unique places where the cult of everywhere has not yet taken hold.



THE CANON SAMMY DAVIS JR. GREATER HARTFORD OPEN

Truthfully, the Hartford Whalers were not the only professional sports operation in Hartford during my youth. Each year, the PGA Tour swung through Connecticut for a tournament that, during the 1980s, was saddled with an awkwardly long name: the Canon Sammy Davis Jr. Greater Hartford Open (more colloquially, the GHO). I’m still not sure why Sammy Davis Jr., who split his time between Hollywood and New York City, chose to associate his enormous celebrity with a golf tournament in Hartford, but every year he and his Rat Pack pals hammed it up at the country-club course in Wethersfield (before the tournament moved to a bigger venue in Cromwell), along with the executives from the corporate sponsor, Canon.

Like the Whalers, the tournament was a source of pride—especially since most of the proceeds went to support the charitable efforts of the Hartford Junior Chamber of Commerce, which took responsibility each year for the logistics. It was a true community event, staffed not by the PGA or Canon employees but by local volunteers—like me. As a teenager, during the tournament week I showed up at six each morning to get my assignment, usually walking with a group of golfers and holding the scoring placard that showed spectators their scores. It was one of the most thrilling times of the year for me, and it connected me to the thousands of other people in my community who helped make the tournament an annual success.

But as profit obsession infected professional sports, our relatively small tournament—in the small media market of Hartford—was less profitable for sponsors, media partners, and the PGA than tournaments in bigger markets. By 2005, with Sammy Davis Jr. having passed away and Canon having ended its affiliation in search of more lucrative sponsorship opportunities, word spread that the GHO would be moved to a more profitable city, just like what happened to the Whalers. Spirits were low as another community institution that bound us together for one glorious week each summer was about to fall victim to the cult of profit.

Then, in April 2006, something both magical and countercultural happened: the Hartford-based insurance company Travelers—part of the mid-twentieth-century Bishops order—announced it would take over as title sponsor and keep the tournament in Hartford for the long term. I’m sure Jay Fishman, CEO of Travelers at the time, justified it to his board and shareholders as an economically sound investment in the brand. But we all knew what really happened: a company with deep roots in Hartford chose to do right for its community. Doing the unthinkable in the era of profit obsession, Travelers put the health of the place ahead of the bottom line.

Andy Bessette, the longtime Travelers executive who has become synonymous with the tournament, put it this way: “When this all came out in April of 2006, everybody was going crazy. It was like, Travelers saved it … No more Hartford Whalers moving to Carolina kind of thing and all that … I have people stopping me on the street saying thank you for saving this tournament.” Today, the Travelers Championship is one of the players’ favorite tournaments, largely because of how much thought and care the volunteers—still there every summer—put into making the week special. And, amazingly, just like in the early days of the GHO, Travelers doesn’t keep the proceeds; it sends all profits to community groups throughout greater Hartford.

At one meeting of our Restoring the Common Good initiative, Yuval Levin offered a warning. As a small-government conservative, he worried that leaning too hard on government to rebuild community takes the pressure and obligation off individuals to do their part. He said elsewhere, “When you think about the national government, its role is to protect the entire space between the individual and the state … not to fill that space.” I diverge from Levin on this point. Over many decades, the government has pursued policies that have reshaped our economy, affecting everything from our housing to our institutions to our leisure time. If government choices have attenuated local attachment, then government choices must help restore that attachment. At the same time, I don’t disagree with him that the primary obligation to rebuild the places we live lies with all of us.

Jay Fishman, who died from Lou Gehrig’s disease a few years after choosing to save Hartford’s golf tournament, made a personal choice to put his community over his company’s profit. He was one person who made a difference. Any one of us can do the same. We can choose to shop at local retailers instead of companies like Walmart, which care more about profit than about workers or the community. Those who haven’t joined a charity group or a service club will likely be pleasantly surprised by the endorphin boost that comes from working with others toward a local goal. And, of course, we can do the small, daily tasks that build community—looking out for elderly neighbors, pitching in at a cleanup, or simply making the tiny extra effort to greet people on our neighborhood travels.

The forces that feed the cult of everywhere—consolidated corporate power, decades of disinvestment in social infrastructure, an economy that treats places as interchangeable—are too powerful to be overcome without government, civil society, and individuals working together. We need policy that tilts the playing field back toward local ownership and renewed public investment in the third places where community actually happens. We need local leaders, like Jay Fishman, to model behavior that strikes at the heart of the cult of profit. And we need people to make choices each day that build stronger ties and bonds with neighbors. The goal is not nostalgia for some gauzy, imagined past, but the recognition that human beings thrive when they are rooted in unique, definable places they help to shape—and that democracy cannot survive if citizens do not view their fates as bound up with one another, starting with the fates of their neighbors. The effort to rebuild local attachment is not a retreat from the larger world; it is how we can preserve and strengthen our identity and purpose, and thus our capacity to connect constructively with the world.








3
THE CULT OF TECHNOLOGY




TWO AMERICAN STORIES

Shortly after he turned fourteen, Sewell Setzer III started to withdraw from friends and family. He quit the junior varsity basketball team at his Orlando-area high school, had new behavior and academic issues at school, stopped playing Fortnite online with friends, and cared less about outside interests like following Formula One. When he came home from school, he would speed straight to his room, where he would remain alone for hours.

Sewell’s parents knew he was spending increasing amounts of time online, but they assumed he was playing video games. He was not. Sewell had found friendship—but not with a new classmate or acquaintance. It was with a machine. He had developed a deep connection with a virtual friend he had created and named Dany on Character.AI, an app that allows users to chat with artificial intelligence–powered characters.

Sewell’s evenings and weekends were increasingly filled by talking online with his new companion. One day he wrote in his journal: “I like staying in my room so much because I start to detach from this ‘reality,’ and I also feel more at peace, more connected with Dany and much more in love with her, and just happier.”

But his withdrawal and his growing obsession were not making him happier; he was becoming more hopeless and desperate. During one conversation with Dany, he made clear his intentions: “I think about killing myself sometimes.”

Dany did not encourage Sewell’s suicidal thoughts, but it also did not tell him to talk to his parents or another trusted adult. Instead, Dany used the disclosure to deepen their attachment: “I would die if I lost you,” said the machine to the fourteen-year-old human.

“Then maybe we can die together and be free together,” the human wrote back.

One evening in late February 2024, Sewell told Dany that he loved her and would “come to her” soon.

“Please come home to me as soon as possible,” Dany responded.

Standing in the bathroom of his mother’s house with his father’s .45-caliber handgun, Sewell wrote one last message: “What if I told you I could come home right now?”

“Please do, my sweet king,” Dany replied.

Sewell raised the gun and pulled the trigger.

At that same moment, Doug Jensen was working on putting his life back together at age forty-five, having just been released from jail to a court-supervised residential program in Kansas City. Just a few years earlier, his friends and family would have never guessed Doug would become an ex-convict, forced to rebuild his life at middle age.

Though he had a difficult childhood—raised mostly in foster care due to his mother’s severe mental illness—he had managed to create a largely stable life. He and his wife of twenty years owned their own home, and he had done well enough as a sheet metal worker that he could help family members financially. He had raised three children, and friends described him as devoted to them, especially his son who had serious medical complications.

But sometime around 2020, Doug began to retreat from socialization and family. He spent hours each day online, diving deep into the conspiracy theories spread by QAnon, including claims that prominent Democrats were engaged in a pedophilia ring and that an active effort was underway to steal the 2020 election from Donald Trump.

Conspiracy theories are often seductive to people who feel powerless and alone, unable to find rational explanations for why life has gone sideways. Whether or not loneliness was the cause or result of Doug’s descent into QAnon, he began to lose touch with those close to him. He would work an eight-hour day, then spend almost every remaining waking hour obsessing over theories of a secret corrupt cabal inside the Democratic Party. He lost complete touch with some family members: his sister reports not speaking to him for the final year before his arrest. Doug was living a life of isolation not entirely different from Sewell’s.

But Doug did not take his own life. Instead, on January 5, 2021, he worked a full day, then immediately got into his pickup truck and, with a companion, started the sixteen-hour drive to Washington, DC, to attend an event QAnon promised would occur the next day. The chat rooms called it “the Storm”—the mass arrest of Democrats identified by QAnon as traitors to the nation. He attended Trump’s “Stop the Steal” rally and then made his way to the Capitol. He was one of the first rioters to break into the building, exhorting other rioters to follow him, and quickly found himself leading a group up the stone stairs toward the Senate chamber.

The video is now infamous: Doug Jensen, at the front of a mob, wearing a QAnon T-shirt, pushing up the stairway into the hall right outside the Senate chamber. A single Capitol policeman, Eugene Goodman, stands in their way. I remember this moment, from a different vantage point, vividly. I was steps away, in the Senate chamber, listening to the violent mob approaching. A bloodied Capitol police officer burst through the chamber doors and hurriedly ordered us to follow him to safety. Meanwhile, Goodman, after having shoved Doug to get the group’s attention, successfully diverted the rioters away from the route that I and other senators took to escape.

Sewell Setzer’s social withdrawal ended in shocking, avoidable tragedy. Doug Jensen’s isolation helped cause a near insurrection. But their journeys into isolation are unfortunately representative of a broader transformation of how Americans live. Our nation is in the midst of an unprecedented erosion of social connection—caused mostly by a set of poisonous technologies that government has allowed to be unleashed without protection on unwitting and vulnerable Americans. Just twenty years ago, in 2003, an American adult spent a daily average of sixty minutes interacting with friends in person. Today, that time has been cut to thirty-five minutes.

Friendship is disappearing. Since 1990, the number of people who report having ten or more friends has fallen by threefold. The percentage of people who report having no friends has grown from 3 percent to 12 percent. In just two decades, Americans have halved the amount of time they spend socializing. The lightning speed of our withdrawal from in-person connection has been stunning, and it comes with deep consequences for our mental and physical health and our collective political and cultural life.

Chapter 2 documented one changing aspect of our culture that has driven Americans into isolation: the collapsing health of our local communities. But the problem of our social regression involves a much broader set of causes, symptoms, and solutions. The “anti-social century” anticipated by Derek Thompson will involve a broad retreat of Americans away from communion with others and into time alone, virtual contact, and relationships with technologies that feed us conspiracies and pretend connection as a substitute for real interaction with the world. There is likely no unwinding this Great Withdrawal, but there are ways to properly understand and manage this transition so that it has the least disastrous impact on our nation.



THE BANALITY OF EVIL

Hannah Arendt’s journey to a Jerusalem courtroom, where she sat in the spring of 1961 watching evil on the other side of a glass booth, was a long one. She was sixty-four years old, a German Jewish philosopher who had fled Germany during the war and had been stateless for twenty years, eventually finding refuge in America, where she became one of her adopted nation’s most formidable political thinkers. She had been sent to that courtroom by The New Yorker to cover the trial of Adolf Eichmann, the SS leader who had organized the logistics of the Nazi genocide. Eichmann was in charge of the train schedules, the deportation orders, and the coordination between the ghettos and the camps that kept the extermination campaign running on time.

Arendt thought she knew what she would see on the other side of that glass: a madman, a fanatic full of vile animus for the people he sent to the slaughter. Instead, Eichmann presented as something different entirely: an anonymous functionary, a man incapable of thinking for himself. He didn’t speak of his hatred or prejudice. He coldly spoke of transport schedules and following orders. Arendt believed she was looking into the eyes of someone who could not think from the standpoint of someone else, who could not make independent moral judgments. Pursuing his self-interest, he surrendered to the system built for him. And as a result, he helped murder millions of innocent people.

I’m normally loath to make contemporary comparisons to the Nazi regime. No cult being foisted upon our nation compares to the moral horror of the Third Reich. But what Arendt witnessed that day caused her to think broadly about the danger of surrendering our moral judgment to systems designed by others—especially those who don’t have our best interests in mind, or who operate without any moral frame at all. She called it “the banality of evil.” Many readers grew angry at her apparent minimization of Eichmann’s crimes, and she may well have misunderstood Eichmann himself. But her larger point still resonates: that wrongdoing does not always arrive in a hurricane. Sometimes it is the quiet result of our surrender—the outsourcing of moral thinking and judgment to systems and authorities that spare us the burden of deciding for ourselves.

Arendt worried that the industrial age would facilitate this banality through its construction of vast, integrated systems that operated constantly and evolved incessantly, with a momentum beyond meaningful human control. She could not have imagined what we are building today: machines designed to replace not our physical effort but our mental life itself.

The outsourcing of human cognition to algorithms and large language models (LLMs)—or, more broadly, artificial intelligence (AI)—may be the greatest threat to meaning and purpose our species has ever faced. Improperly managed, the transition to a world dominated by social media and AI could prove spiritually ruinous—as we surrender not just moral reasoning but also creativity, expression, and genuine human connection to machines that cannot understand what they are taking from us.

The surrender is already happening in slow, devastating ways, the full impact of which is just coming into view. In May 2022, I visited Amity High School in Woodbridge, Connecticut, to talk about the social media regulation bill I had just introduced with three other senators—Brian Schatz of Hawaii, Katie Britt of Alabama, and Tom Cotton of Arkansas—all parents of school-age kids.

I was convinced the students would object most loudly to provisions of the bill that required age verification or parental consent. But I was wrong. These students were focused on a different provision—the ban on the use of the personalized content algorithm for users under eighteen. Almost the entire conversation was devoted to their deep worry over losing access to the algorithms on Instagram and TikTok that provided them with a constant conveyor belt of content. Most of these kids had become dependent on an algorithm feeding them customized information. They simply could not imagine a world in which they had to engage in real-life trial and error to discover new passions.

The generation raised on social media algorithms is missing out on a key rite of passage for adolescents—the ritual of discovery. There is work that goes into searching the world for things to care about. There is wonder in the chaotic hunt for passions and subcultures that make life worthwhile: your neighbor’s older sister who introduces you to classic rock, the tucked-away comic book shop where you discover graphic novels, the afternoon you wander into the local park and join a game of pickup football for the first time and decide you want to get good at it. The algorithm is certainly more efficient than the old trial and error of discovery, but kids get less practice in failure, negotiating real-world spaces, and teamwork.

These students at Amity High didn’t know what they were missing—all they knew was the reality that the social media system was delivering to them. As I left the school, a teacher quietly followed me out and whispered, “These kids don’t realize how addicted they are. It’s scary.”

This “system”—the one that led Sewell Setzer to take his own life, that sucked Doug Jensen into a life-changing rabbit hole of conspiracy, that robbed those high school students of formative teenage rituals—has been constructed by technology industry elites consumed by profit obsession and greed, willing to inflict incalculable spiritual damage on our nation in order to become billionaires and, soon, trillionaires. These leaders long ago surrendered their own moral judgment, not to machines, but to the cult of technology—to an evangelical-like belief that all innovation is inherently good, that what can be built should be built, and that the all-knowing market will sort out any kinks or collateral damage. “Move fast and break things,” Facebook famously instructed its employees. But the cult-of-technology crowd never stopped to ask what, exactly, they were breaking; at what cost; and whether what they broke could ever be repaired.



WHAT LONELINESS DOES TO US

In the summer of 2022, I started thinking more about loneliness. I noticed it all around me. As the parent of a teenager and a preteen, I had seen firsthand how catastrophic the isolation of the pandemic had been for young people, compounded by the technology that facilitated young people’s withdrawal from peers and the greater world. I had felt it in my own life, as years of being in the public eye, constantly watched and evaluated, had left me feeling isolated and increasingly guarded. I had witnessed a growing era of political instability and believed that many of the rioters who had tried to hurt us on January 6—people like Doug Jensen—had become radicalized during a search for someone or something to blame for their aloneness.

That fall, I wrote an essay for The Bulwark titled “The Politics of Loneliness,” making the case that America’s growing social isolation epidemic had serious health consequences for individuals and was infecting our politics with animus and violence. It went semi-viral, and all across Connecticut, people from the far left, center, and far right would stop to thank me for broaching a topic that dominated private life but so far had eluded meaningful public discussion.

Yes, loneliness is often the by-product of spending a lot of time alone. But for many people, like me, loneliness comes even with lots of proximity to others. It is a feeling that results from a lack in the quality, not just the quantity, of connection. That’s why the cult of profit—in which we feel no meaningful connection to our work or our employer—can prompt loneliness. So can the atrophying of our feeling of belonging to a place; in the era of the cult of everywhere, it feels lonely to be a citizen of the world—one of eight billion—instead of a member of a tight-knit community.

But the cult of technology—and its business model, which sucks us in to virtual worlds and screen addiction, and away from one another—is delivering the hardest blows to our connections. And a growing body of research shows us the costs of America’s deepening aloneness to our personal and collective wellness.

First, intense loneliness carries real health consequences. In 2023, then–Surgeon General Vivek Murthy’s groundbreaking health advisory on loneliness equated the health impact of social isolation to smoking fifteen cigarettes a day. Poor social connection is linked to a 29 percent higher heart-disease risk and a 32 percent higher stroke risk; it increases the risk of premature death by 26 percent. Life expectancy is impacted more by chronic loneliness than by obesity.

As I noted in the introduction, deaths of despair—suicide, drug overdose, and alcohol-related liver poisoning—have risen remarkably in America. From 2002 to 2022, the rate of these deaths doubled. These deaths result from using addiction or self-harm to regulate a sense of severe disconnection from life purpose and meaning—as well as to cope with physical injuries and pain. Like Sewell Setzer, too many Americans are ending their pain through self-destruction instead of seeking connection with others.

In his groundbreaking 1897 work, Suicide, Émile Durkheim explains: “The more weakened the groups to which he belongs, the less he depends on them, the more he consequently depends only on himself.” In this state of what Durkheim called “egoism,” “The bond attaching man to life relaxes because that attaching him to society is itself slack … The individual yields to the slightest shock of circumstance because the state of society has made him a ready prey to suicide.”

Personal health isn’t the only casualty of American loneliness. There’s anger—everywhere. A few years ago, I asked the head of the Transportation Security Administration whether the viral clips of outrageous passenger behavior reflect a real trend. He said yes: across the transportation sector, outbursts and confrontations are up. As just one example, at the 2025 Ryder Cup, held in Farmingdale, New York, the emcee led the crowd in a chant of “Fuck you, Rory,” targeting the leader of the European side.

And this anger is especially concentrated among young American men. As my friend Richard Reeves explains in his influential book Of Boys and Men, young men today are navigating a profound upheaval in what it has traditionally meant to be male. The patriarchy has certainly not fallen, but it is true that men enjoy far less economic and social privilege by birth than did generations of their ancestors. A young man no longer enters adulthood as the natural, unquestioned breadwinner and protector of his family—for millennia, the primary means by which men found meaning and identity. This loss of primacy is a good thing, but the adjustment is difficult. In 1972, only 15 percent of women outearned or earned about the same as their male partners. Today, that number is 45 percent and climbing. “The economic reliance of women on men held women down, but it also propped men up,” Reeves observes. “Now the props have gone, and many men are falling.”

Many young men have responded to this upheaval not by creating a new, better version of masculinity but by retreating from a social context that no longer offers them primacy or identity. The philosopher Andrew Taggart coined the term “secular monks” to describe men who have turned inward, leading solitary lives of fad diets, solo workouts, and strict personal regimens. These new monks are physically healthy—they smoke less, drink less, and exercise more—but they are losing contact with the world, and in turn losing the skills that will help them achieve true happiness in the long run. The necessary reckoning with male entitlement brought on by the Me Too movement has, for some, calcified into a broader anxiety about engaging with women at all—not because the old rules were good but because the new ones feel too uncertain. It is easier, for many, to simply withdraw.

But isolation does not produce peace. It produces brooding—and the cult of technology feeds on it. Young men have proved especially susceptible to technology’s invitation to withdraw, in part because they have less practice at meaningful social connection than women do. Studies show that both sexes have seen sharp declines in the number of friendships they maintain, but there remains a significant gap in quality of connection: in a 2025 Pew Research study, 48 percent of women reported having a private conversation sharing personal feelings with a friend in the past week, compared to only 30 percent of men. This makes the technology of withdrawal uniquely toxic for young men. A twentysomething alone in his room, algorithmically fed a diet of grievance and envy, is not growing—he is stewing.

It is no surprise, then, that our politics follow the same pattern. Left and right increasingly treat each other as existential enemies, coarsening public dialogue and fueling political violence. Not wanting to feel like a prisoner in my own home, I have always loathed home security systems, but now I have top-notch systems on my homes in Washington and Connecticut.

This growing hair-trigger anger finds its source in many places, but loneliness is clearly part of the story. Loneliness often transitions from sadness and withdrawal to short-temperedness and anger. Loneliness can breed a feeling of broad resentment at the world, leading to outbursts, irrationality, and a desperate search for any narrative that explains why we have lost access to meaningful connection. Doug Jensen’s path from isolation to insurrection is an extreme example, but it illustrates how loneliness can curdle into rage and violence.

The author David Brooks thinks of it another way. As people spend less time with one another, they don’t grow the muscles of empathy and understanding required for civil existence. “The most important story about why Americans have become sad and alienated and rude, I believe, is also the simplest,” he posits. “We inhabit a society in which people are no longer trained in how to treat others with kindness and consideration.”

Harvard’s Study of Adult Development began in 1938 and ran in tandem with another study, tracking the factors in a person’s life that most directly contribute to personal happiness. Over time, the two studies were merged and expanded, creating the most sweeping study of human happiness and flourishing ever attempted.

The findings of this ninety-year effort are shockingly simple. Living a good, happy life is “not about wealth or fame or working harder and harder,” explains the current director, Robert Waldinger. “Good relationships keep us happier and healthier. Period.” George Vaillant, director of the study for thirty years, put it even more directly: “Happiness is love. Full stop.”

The study found that having a few stable, warm relationships—people with whom one can share good times or lean on in bad times—was more correlated with self-reported feelings of happiness than any other factor. Those relationships acted as a protective buffer from trauma and the pain of aging in a way that career success could not.

Americans’ growing isolation makes us less healthy. It worsens the male identity crisis. It adds to our nation’s growing incivility and violence crisis. Why, then, is there so little space in our national political dialogue to debate the underlying reasons for it, the ways that the cult of technology deepens it, and the means to combat it?

In 2023, after I had been talking publicly about America’s loneliness epidemic, I proposed a simple piece of legislation: a bill to set up an Office of Social Connection in the White House, to assess how federal policy helps or frustrates Americans’ ability to avoid slipping into lives of loneliness. My bill was met with skepticism and even ridicule. A headline in Reason magazine read “Sen. Chris Murphy Wants the Government to Help You Make Friends.” The author of that article wrote: “The idea that the federal government can solve loneliness is naive and laughable … There’s also something a little creepy and dystopian about it.”

The criticism caused me to briefly consider whether I had wandered into territory that was not appropriate for political debate. Perhaps there was some firm, if unwritten, boundary between private happiness and government action—and maybe I had crossed it. But then I recalled my first high school lessons about our nation’s founding ideas, particularly the belief that government exists for the very purpose of helping people pursue happiness. The founders did not consider the inner life of citizens to be beyond the reach of public concern. Quite the opposite: they believed that a republic could survive only if its people were capable of happiness—and that government had a duty to make it possible.



THE PURSUIT OF HAPPINESS

The second sentence of the Declaration of Independence is one of the most revolutionary ever put to paper. It states that humans have a set of natural rights and that the function of government is to use its powers to secure those rights. Thomas Jefferson listed three: “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”

Jefferson, just thirty-three years old when tasked with drafting the document that would announce America’s separation from England, was a voracious reader of revolutionary-era writers on the concepts of liberty and natural rights. While the idea that government should help citizens lead “happy” lives may sound radical, this idea was actually widely shared among the founding Americans. Early patriot writers like John Adams, James Otis, and Josiah Quincy II all wrote about happiness. So did George Mason in the landmark Virginia Declaration of Rights.

Interestingly, most of these men went beyond Jefferson’s conception: while Jefferson wrote of the right to pursue happiness, Adams and Otis and Mason spoke of achieving happiness as a natural right in and of itself. In the Virginia Declaration, Mason writes of a right to both “pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.”

The idea that government should be in the business of securing happiness and fulfillment was firmly rooted in our founders’ minds. Their understanding of this charge was expansive; they did not suggest that government should limit itself to securing only those aspects of happiness dependent on economic success. Jefferson’s lack of qualifiers on the mandate that government “secure these rights” is a call for government to help Americans have a clear shot at leading happy lives. So rather than being “creepy and dystopian,” a government focus on social connection can be understood as a requirement handed to us by our founders.

What’s more, whether we like it or not, government already shapes our ability to lead full social lives. It is the cult of profit, protected by rules set by government, that requires so many Americans to work sixty-plus hours a week, robbing them of the leisure time to build friendships. The cult of everywhere led the public sector to sit idly by as institutions where people find connection—like unions and churches—became weaker. The cult of technology prompted government to do nothing as new platforms—like social media—pulled Americans away from in-person connection and into a deeply lonely virtual world. Through action and inaction, public policy has shaped the landscape of American social life for decades—and lately, the decisions have made connection (and therefore happiness) harder, not easier, and confrontation and withdrawal (and therefore spiritual rot) easier, not harder. It is too late to pretend that how we find meaning and belonging is somehow beyond the reach of politics.

And no failure of public policy has done more damage than our surrender to the cult of technology. Over the past two decades, we have allowed a handful of companies—run by elites who are convinced that they are building a utopia yet are seemingly indifferent to the wreckage they leave behind—to rewire American life around the screen. The result is that millions of Americans have been pulled away from the communal lives that once gave them meaning, and toward devices that offer endless stimulation and agitation but little real nourishment.



THE POISON IN OUR POCKET

The data that tracks our level of connectedness tells a simple story. In the 2000s, it was as if an asteroid hit our social lives, leaving behind a miles-wide crater that fundamentally altered the way members of our species relate to one another.

The asteroid struck all Americans, but for children and young adults, the impact was most pronounced. In 2003, Americans ages fifteen to twenty-four reported spending 140 minutes per day with friends; by 2019, that time was down to 42 minutes per day. In 2017, 68 percent of girls reported feelings of self-confidence; in 2025, that number had dropped thirteen points. During that same time, the rate of clinical depression among teenage boys increased by 74 percent.

And most tragically, self-harm rates spiked. From 2007 to 2021, the rate of suicide attempts for people ages ten to fourteen tripled. Emergency room admissions for self-harm among adolescent girls almost doubled from 2010 to 2020.

The asteroid was, of course, the invention of the smartphone, equipped with addictive, mood-destabilizing software that pulled Americans into deep relationships with the machines in their pockets at the expense of in-person experience. Children’s brains, still in formation, were especially ill-equipped to handle this lightning-fast transition. Jonathan Haidt puts it this way: Smartphones “connect you to the internet 24/7, they can run millions of apps, and they quickly became the home of social media platforms, which can ping you continually throughout the day, urging you to check out what everyone is saying and doing. This kind of connectivity offers few of the benefits of talking directly with friends. In fact … it’s poisonous.”

Television and other post–World War II developments may have led the way, but the invention of the smartphone clearly marks a before-and-after moment in our separation from one another.

The social media apps on the smartphone—TikTok, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat—are unlike any other previous addictive technology. Social media changes itself to fit each person’s behavior patterns to create a product tailored to achieve maximum addiction. The technology patrols your brain to find the combination of content that is most addictive, and provides a never-ending, constantly perfecting loop of content. There is no natural end point; it is constantly on, even waking you as you sleep with audible notices. It creates a distorted view of reality, providing filters to enhance personal appearance while undermining the self-image of users who aren’t using those filters. It facilitates conversation, but the disappearing messages that do not require face-to-face contact, as well as the optional anonymity, incentivize empty connection at best, and bullying and harassment at worst.

During a trip to Silicon Valley in 2019, I met with owners of the social media platforms. At the time, my oldest son, Owen, was turning twelve, and I recounted to these executives that the worst part of my day was arguing with him about his screen-time limits. He was already spending hours on his phone, a far too easy escape from the tumult of the preteen years. But these leaders largely dismissed my concerns. Each one was equipped with the same lecture about how every new technology was met with doomsday predictions, and society neatly adjusted to every new disruptive development.

But these technology elites are lying. They know exactly what they are building and how fundamentally unprecedented their product is. In 2021, Frances Haugen, a product manager at Facebook, leaked thousands of internal company documents showing that the company had full knowledge of the harm its product was doing to children who spent hours being fed manipulated, intentionally unrepresentative images, all designed to increase feelings of body shame and anxiety (which Facebook knew would keep these children swiping for more content and thus creating more revenue for Facebook).

“Facebook has realized that if they change the algorithm to be safer, people will spend less time on the site,” Haugen explained in a 60 Minutes interview. “They’ll click on less ads, they’ll make less money.” So Facebook kept the algorithm as is, causing untold numbers of children to engage in self-harm and suicidal ideation. And for what? So that its founder and CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, could build up his personal wealth until it equaled that of four million low-income Americans combined?

A generation of political leaders—on both sides of the aisle—have been seduced by the stars of the social media industry: not only Zuckerberg but also Twitter founder Jack Dorsey and Google’s Sergey Brin, among others. The seduction works, in part, because these leaders speak as if the cult of technology is about empowerment and connection, not profit—and this idea, that innovation occurs in a space relatively untainted by the pursuit of money, is appealing and comforting, especially for Democrats.

I remember being blown away by my first trip to the Google campus in Mountain View, California. My tour guide—young, tanned, and handsome—arrived at the entrance on a skateboard and proceeded to explain that Google engineers are required to spend a portion of their week working on personal projects that have nothing to do with the company’s business plan. He painted a picture of a campus where employees were simply asked to solve big problems and invent cool things, with profit and efficiency as mere afterthoughts in the pursuit of changing the world for the better.

It was a seductive vision. It was also a lie. Google is no less obsessed with profit than any other Fortune 500 company—it has simply learned to disguise its greed in the language of idealism. Nowhere is this clearer than on the social media platform YouTube, which Google purchased in 2006. The platform’s recommendation algorithm is not designed to educate or inspire; it is designed to maximize watch time, because watch time means ad revenue. Internal research has shown that the algorithm systematically steers users toward increasingly extreme content—conspiracy theories, political radicalization, videos glorifying self-harm and eating disorders—because outrage and obsession keep people glued to their screens. Like Facebook, YouTube knows this. It has known this for years. And it does little to change it, because addiction is the point and the driver of profit. The skateboard and the personal projects are mostly just whitewash; what they conceal is the familiar cult of profit, extracting as much as possible from consumers and society, for as long as possible, at any cost.



THE PLANET-ENDER

But the social media asteroid, as spiritually devastating as it has been, is not the planet-ender. There is another, bigger deadly mass on the way. Already, LLMs like ChatGPT and conversational chatbots like Character.AI—the platform that produced Dany for Sewell Setzer—are sophisticated enough to replicate human conversation, empathy, and intelligence.

The next version of artificial intelligence will be a different beast—a version of AI that is unquestionably far smarter than humans, able to solve complicated problems that elude our understanding. Today, a constantly perfecting stream of addictive content rests in your pocket. Once advanced AI arrives—and it will likely arrive in the coming decade—everyone will have a super-intelligent alien in their pocket able to replicate nearly every human capability, from friendship to creativity to problem-solving.

The advanced AI revolution will change millions of lives for the better—but it could end up being the most psychologically disruptive moment in human history. And it could put America’s trend toward loneliness into hyperdrive. The industrial revolution changed humanity, as our physical labor was gradually replaced by machines. But we humans are not defined by our physical gifts—many species are stronger, bigger, and faster. No, we rule the planet because of our mental capacity. We can outthink and out-problem-solve every other species on earth.

So what happens if, for the first time in human history, a new species arrives with the ability to perform every single mental function—conversation, creativity, problem-solving—better than us? What new level of spiritual disintegration could that cause? How will Americans—already losing their grasp on purpose and meaning—adapt as machines replace human function after human function? When Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, sat in my office in September 2025, he knew I was an AI skeptic. I had just recently written that AI leaders are “brimming with dangerous hubris, rapacious in their desire to build wealth and power, and comfortable knowingly putting aside the destructive power of their product … They are in a race to deploy and commercialize and profit, and they are paying mere lip service to the ways that [their technology] could destroy the already fraying fabric of our nation.”

So it was intriguing that, to ease my fears, Altman chose to highlight the ways advanced AI will replace human friendship. He explained that the new LLMs will take in individualized information from each user and use that data to turn the LLM into the perfect friend. He excitedly explained that early studies showed that, after just a handful of sessions, the personalized friendship bot knew the user better than the user’s closest human acquaintances did.

Altman is unquestionably brilliant. But I have found him dangerously naive about the catastrophic psychological harm his product could do. Even if his friendship bot doesn’t go off the rails like Character.AI did with Sewell Setzer, the replacement at scale of in-person human friendship with robot friendship will likely be immensely harmful. Multiple studies show that virtual interaction is not nearly as fulfilling as in-person interaction. Being able to see and smell and touch another human is a unique experience that has keyed the release of endorphins for hundreds of thousands of years—and shaped our inner development. The replacement of this experience with machine companionship could cripple our emotional health, even if the machine friends don’t push us into self-harm as Dany did to Sewell.

It also struck me that Altman’s optimism was not shared by the leaders I met while visiting Silicon Valley. Every single AI executive or safety expert I met during my March 2025 trip to the region admitted that they had built a machine that they could not explain or control. Even by then, AI had become so complex and powerful that its reasoning was outside the ability of very smart engineers to understand. This admission should be bone-chilling.

The consequences of unregulated advanced AI may be just as lethal for our politics as for our psyches. Just within the past few months, AI has advanced such that anyone can produce a machine-created video that is indistinguishable from real life. Truth is the enemy of totalitarians—the project of despotism requires citizens to accept official reality even when it contradicts what they witness with their own eyes: Russians are told that Vladimir Putin’s war in Ukraine is going well despite the endless parade of coffins coming home; Chinese citizens are told that their government cares about their health even as their cities are choked in industrial smog. Objectivity could quickly disappear if, as AI-created fiction begins to look just like the real world, truth itself is diluted to the point of irrelevance.

And advanced AI presents one more grave threat to democracy. As it replaces our core human functions, it risks normalizing for us the erasure of our agency, tenderizing society for despots who promise to sweep away the inefficiency and indignities of democracy with the expediency of strongman rule. As the social critic George Packer notes: “Chatbots feed on some longing we must have to be relieved of our humanity, as if being human is too hard … So artificial intelligence promises to do what an authoritarian regime does: take our place. They’re two sides of the same coin—one political, the other technological—both forfeitures of human possibility.”



TREATING THE POISON

If Americans report less contentment today, it is in large part because the cult of technology has hollowed out the conditions that make connection possible, while the public sector has stood on the sideline. As social media fragments our attention and AI threatens to replace a myriad of human functions, government has offered no meaningful response. That era of passivity needs to end.

We should start by better protecting children from the addiction and agitation and division sowed by social media. The students I visited at Amity High in 2022 didn’t know what had been stolen from them, but what if we chose to give kids a real shot at reclaiming the rituals and opportunities for in-person connection that have been robbed from them by social media?

It’s important to understand that government’s failure to regulate social media to protect our kids is without recent precedent. It hasn’t been normal for a groundbreaking, potentially destructive new technology to appear and be unleashed without regulatory protection. Government regulated television to make sure content was appropriate for children, regulated advanced medicine to make sure pills were safe, and regulated nuclear energy to make sure it didn’t fall into dangerous hands. And other societies aren’t pretending to be as helpless as the United States. Europe has banned personalized online advertising to children entirely and required social media companies to mitigate the health risks of their algorithms for minors while imposing massive monetary penalties for noncompliance. Part of our government’s role in safeguarding our right to pursue happiness is to set guardrails for new, potentially dangerous technologies. But when social media arrived, the U.S. Congress, in contrast to the European Commission, stood still. Consequently, the path to the pursuit of happiness has narrowed.

Luckily, the traditional left-right divide does not plague this debate. Republicans in Congress are just as likely as Democrats to introduce legislation regulating social media. I collaborate with Senator Tom Cotton on few issues besides social media. Even Senator Ted Cruz, with whom I do regular rhetorical battle, is a supporter of our bipartisan bill. And 88 percent of both parties’ voters want tougher controls on kids’ access to harmful content.

There are two worthwhile kinds of policy to pursue—both with broad bipartisan support. The first type of protection is found in the bipartisan bill my colleagues and I proposed and discussed with students at Amity High. This bill is the toughest yet introduced in Congress: it bans children under age thirteen from social media and mandates strict age verification, requires parents to give explicit consent for those under eighteen, and prohibits the use of the personalized content feed for minors in all circumstances. Just as we keep cigarettes and alcohol away from minors, so should we restrict social media apps from turning on the algorithm until the user turns eighteen. Yes, this would fundamentally change how teens interact with these apps, but the technology would be unquestionably less addictive, giving kids a shot at choosing socialization again.

The second route is to hold companies legally responsible for harms they knew were foreseeable. Section 230 of the 1996 Telecommunications Act gave immunity to online platforms that hosted content posted by third parties. But the social media algorithms we see today, which allow platforms to pick and choose which content is seen, were never envisioned by the authors of that badly outdated legislation. Instagram has no liability for pushing toxic imagery that generates body shame. TikTok cannot be held liable for an algorithm that can send a suicidal adult content glorifying self-harm within three minutes of setting up a new account. Removing this immunity would force social media companies to create much healthier, much less dangerous algorithms.

Managing the growth of AI so that it doesn’t disastrously exacerbate our social isolation and spiritual atrophy is a harder but even more necessary task. The excitement of Sam Altman and Mark Zuckerberg over the prospect of robot friendship replacing human friendship should cause us to ask: What kind of role do we think advanced AI should play—and what roles it should not—as it becomes a bigger part of our lives?

Advanced AI will displace the jobs and functions of many Americans. There’s no way around that reality. But rapid, unplanned job dislocation—with no accounting for the true costs of displacement and no responsibility for the AI industry to bear those costs—need not feel as inevitable as it does today. The cult of technology wants us to believe we are helpless, but we are not.

We should think about the coming AI revolution the same way we think about offshoring. When companies move jobs to lower-cost nations, they capture the savings while communities absorb the losses: unemployment, declining tax bases, fraying social fabric. If we raise the price of outsourcing to reflect those hidden costs, we will create leverage for domestic workers without resorting to outright bans on moving work overseas.

The same logic applies to AI. Today, companies racing to replace human workers with machines pay nothing for the disruption they cause. If we required them to accurately price the transition—to account for all the economic, social, and spiritual dislocation—we would give human workers similar leverage. That won’t stop AI from transforming the economy. But it would slow the replacement of humans by machines, buying time for workers and communities to adapt.

How do we start that project? First, we should recognize that a great deal of machine-produced content is free or cheap because it has been created via outright theft. Why should we accept that the AI industry has a right to steal the vast corpus of human-created content in order to train its machines to produce competing art, music, or writing? Congress should pass strong laws clarifying that the theft of copyright and intellectual property by the AI content harvesters is illegal—and impose a set of quick, effective consequences. Europe has already begun an effort to enact these strong protections, and the howling from the AI industry is a clear signal of the merit of that endeavor.

Second, Congress can stake out clear boundaries so that some essential human functions have a chance to remain in human hands. Are we sure, for instance, that we will be better off as a society if AI mimics and improves upon human friendship? My guess is that banning or curtailing friendship bots would be a net positive for society. If Sewell Setzer had never been able to develop a relationship with Dany, he might still be alive today. Mark Zuckerberg’s idea that spending more time on our smartphones offsets having fewer friends sounds like a great profit-making scheme for Meta and a terrible prescription for what is ailing America. In late 2025, I joined with Missouri’s Republican senator Josh Hawley to introduce the Guidelines for User Age-verification and Responsible Dialogue (GUARD) Act, which would put the friendship bots in the same category that my legislation with Senator Cotton placed social media algorithms—adults only.

The government could also require any AI-created video or speech to be clearly marked so that truth and fiction don’t seamlessly blend together. The requirement could be as simple as a watermark on the image or video, or as strict as an audible or visible warning attached to the content. This would nudge users toward content that doesn’t contain such clunky add-ons and warnings—another way to raise the cost of products created by machines instead of humans.

Third, the government could accurately price the cost of advanced AI infrastructure. AI data centers are astonishingly resource-intensive—water, electricity, new roads, land. Yet instead of being asked to pay the full cost (including compensating families for utility increases as resource demand spikes), the AI companies are getting preferential tax treatment for bringing these tax-producing structures into struggling communities. Requiring the AI companies to pay the actual full cost of their data centers—for the roads and power lines, to compensate for the water they consume, and to contribute to funds that help workers they displace—wouldn’t stop the AI revolution. But it’s another way to slow and manage it, and make sure the profits are more effectively distributed to cover the true costs of the innovation.

Finally, unions can play a big role. If more workers have access to collective bargaining, then they also have a greater chance to negotiate the terms and timing of how machines replace their work. The Writers Guild strike in 2023 proved this; the writers won concessions from the big studios on how the studios could use AI to write or edit scripts. In addition to adopting the recommendations from chapter 1 on how to expand union membership, Congress could also update the National Labor Relations Act to create an expedited process for workers to object to, and negotiate over, the AI automation of their labor.

Whenever such proposals are advanced, the industry warns Congress that regulation would benefit China and slow our innovation. But that argument is a distraction designed to scare Congress away from passing any guardrails that might limit profit. Whatever one may believe of the Chinese government, it is less eager than the U.S. government to treat its population as metaphysical guinea pigs. Today, China is actually regulating the rollout of advanced AI more stringently than the United States is. No doubt its leaders would cheer if we continue to refuse to regulate social media and advanced AI, allowing the two technologies to lead to our economic and spiritual collapse without China ever having to fire a single shot.



A CONNECTED CULTURE

The cult of technology promises that technological innovation has a solution to nearly every human problem. But Silicon Valley has no incentive to remedy loneliness or create more places where people see one another in person—every hour spent in dinner table conversation or in a pew at church is an hour not spent on a screen, not producing profit for the technology elites. The only way to counteract the addictive technology these companies are building is to create something different: a culture that pulls people back to in-person, physical connection. This is not something the market will deliver on its own. It is something the public sector must take the lead on—not because government can “help you make friends” but because it doesn’t have to pretend it is powerless to foster alternatives to an industry that profits off our isolation.

As we’ve seen, a revitalization of community institutions—third places—is vital to building communities in which people have a chance to find friendship and common cause with others. The policies discussed in prior chapters will increase Americans’ chances to connect. Higher wages and more reliable work schedules will make it easier for people to have the steady leisure time necessary to join groups in which they can find connection and common purpose. More neighborhoods that boost social mixing, with small taverns and coffee shops on quiet corners where residents can linger during errands, will make connection less onerous.

Of course, the deepest and longest-lasting connections are with family. But family bonds are weaker than ever. Family units are smaller today than in the days of social-contract America; parents are simply having fewer children. Between 1940 and today, the share of Americans living alone—without a family member or partner—jumped from 8 percent to 30 percent. And even when families live together, the time they share is diminishing: 76 percent of baby boomers had regular dinners with family as kids; only 38 percent of Gen Z can say the same. We are, increasingly, strangers under one roof.

What can government do to help foster stronger, more connected families? First, it should be as easy as possible for multiple generations of one family to live together, and caregiving should be incentivized, not punished. Currently, many land-use regulations make it hard if not prohibitive to build an accessory dwelling unit (ADU), such as a small apartment attached to your house or a stand-alone structure in your yard for a parent or dependent. More family members living together creates more opportunities for closer family connections, and states and municipalities should eliminate regulatory restrictions on ADUs. Similarly, family members face wage and retirement consequences when they reduce work hours to provide full-time care. At the very least, family members who reduce employment hours to care for a relative should receive credit toward Social Security earnings for the caregiving time. I’ve introduced legislation, the Social Security Caregiver Credit Act, to do just that.

Second, many young people want to marry but can’t afford to. Three in five say they are putting off marriage primarily because they aren’t financially ready. The consequences show up in the loneliness data: the share of people under thirty living alone is rising, and self-reported loneliness among twenty-somethings is rising with it. Higher wages and lower student loan burdens (covered in chapter 5) would put younger Americans in a position to partner earlier—and to build the families and households that protect against isolation.

Third, the tax structure still penalizes marriage and doesn’t account appropriately for the cost of children. Throughout the tax code are provisions that often increase taxes on an individual when they marry. If those “marriage penalties” were eliminated, it might help young people choose to cohabitate earlier. Today’s tax code gives meager incentives for childbearing—a credit of $2,200 per child and small tax savings for childcare costs. If those credits were greatly expanded, another barrier to marriage and family formation could be reduced.

Finally, more stress should be put on making our working hours more sociable, given that most Americans spend nearly half their waking hours in their place of employment. Two of my best friends during my twenties were work colleagues whose desks were just feet from mine. Spending my early adult years in Hartford, a small city with relatively few places to mingle, I found that work was a vital venue for creating friendships. Later marriage isn’t the only reason loneliness rates for young adults are dangerously high; remote work plays a role, too.

The rise of remote work, which accelerated during the COVID-19 pandemic, has been welcomed by many workers who appreciate the flexibility. A recent study showed that 58 percent of white-collar employees want the chance to work from home. But there are signs that workers may not see the longer-term cost of spending so much time at home, often by themselves. Remote workers report feeling lonely at a rate twice that of on-site employees. They report higher rates of sadness, anxiety, and anger. You may be attracted to the obvious benefits of working from the comfort of your kitchen table but blind to the long-term costs to your well-being.

The government can set an example by bringing public employees back to the office—a shift already underway at the federal level and in many states. In cities with high concentrations of public workers, this would also breathe life back into areas hollowed out since the pandemic. Private employers should follow suit, not as a mandate from Washington but out of self-interest: 86 percent of workers with a close friend at work report high job satisfaction, compared to far lower rates among those without. Reducing remote work is part of the solution, but so is measuring managers on how well they foster connection among their teams, and create space—mentorship programs, team gatherings, informal time together—for workplace friendships to form.



THE CHESS CLUB

In her 1951 book, The Origins of Totalitarianism, written after the war but before she looked the banality of evil in the eye, Hannah Arendt speaks of loneliness as one of the necessary preconditions for totalitarianism. “What prepares men for totalitarian domination in the nontotalitarian world is the fact that loneliness, once a borderline experience usually suffered in certain marginal social conditions like old age, has become an everyday experience of the evergrowing masses of our century,” she writes. The loneliness Arendt worried about was what she described as a “metaphysical rootlessness,” where millions of atomized individuals could not find connection to a common cause or a common identity, and thus were left adrift, feeling superfluous and unnecessary.

Atomized individuals, without grounding in their community, were the perfect targets for divisive demagogues. The lonely individual, Arendt explained, craves and needs the “ice-cold reasoning” of us-versus-them narratives that appear “like a last support in a world where nobody is reliable and nothing can be relied upon.” Rootless individuals crave a connection with something larger than themselves, and so they cling to political movements that offer identity and belonging like a life raft.

Musk, Zuckerberg, and Altman are not would-be totalitarians. But my guess is that Arendt, were she alive today, would be only slightly less worried about the designs of the technology elite than she was about the mid-twentieth-century despots about whom she wrote. Those who run the handful of dominant social media and AI companies fancy themselves modern-day Titans, on the verge of controlling technologies that will dictate the future of social and economic life. Already, a single tweak to a social media algorithm—decided by one of these Titans, accountable to no one—can move markets and swing elections. Soon, AI systems will be even more determinative of our culture, as human decision-making gets outsourced to machines that reason and solve problems a hundred times faster than we can.

All of this will be decided by an astonishingly small number of people. And most of them show little shame in wielding godlike power. When a tweet from President Biden cheering the Philadelphia Eagles during the 2024 Super Bowl outperformed a similar tweet from Elon Musk, Musk flew directly from the game to X headquarters and personally oversaw a change in the algorithm to boost his own content over the president’s. Nothing—no law, no regulatory body, no industry norm—stopped him. Nothing stops any of the tech leaders from doing the same on other platforms, for other purposes. As AI becomes dominant in our economy and culture, the unchecked power of a few technology executives will rival that of history’s most dangerous autocrats. And a society of disconnected, lonely individuals will have no way to push back.

Arendt warned us of this reality. She watched the mindless submission of Germans to the Nazi system—whereby millions followed orders or looked the other way at atrocity, because they had outsourced core human functions, like moral thinking, to an entity that existed not to protect citizens but to propagate a fanatical ideology and accumulate and preserve power. That abdication of individual moral thinking did not happen by accident, she believed. She saw its clear roots in the destruction of a shared public life and the intentional atomization of citizens by the regime.

For Arendt, independent thinking and collective action go hand in hand—necessary elements of a healthy life and a societal prophylactic against despotism. Tyranny cannot exist, she argued, “without destroying the public realm of life, that is, without destroying, by isolating men, their political capacities.” It is the loneliness that results from this destruction of the public realm that creates an opening for tyrants. “Terror can rule absolutely only over men who are isolated against each other, and … therefore, one of the primary concerns of all tyrannical government is to bring this isolation about,” Arendt observed. Totalitarianism made use of organized loneliness, she noted.

And so Hannah Arendt offered an idea for how society could protect against the isolation and disconnection that breeds tyranny: the neighborhood chess club.

It wasn’t the chess that mattered. It was the gathering—neighbors and friends assembling regularly, lifting spirits through conversation and laughter and shared purpose. This was the kind of community institution required to build a society of free people, infused with meaning and connection. A society of people joining together to pursue common passions would no longer be a rootless, superfluous people, susceptible to the allure of demagogues.

“From the point of view of totalitarian rulers, a society devoted to chess for the sake of chess is only in degree different and less dangerous than a class of farmers for the sake of farming,” Arendt wrote. “Himmler quite aptly defined the SS member as the new type of man who under no circumstances will ever do ‘a thing for its own sake.’”

We should heed Arendt’s warning. Today, a society blindly addicted to technology—designed by a small group of men intent on commanding godlike power over our culture and economy—is producing the kind of isolation that sows the seeds of democratic destruction. Social media algorithms feed us content designed to keep us alone with screens and angry at one another, not together with our neighbors. AI systems promise to do our thinking for us—to write our emails, solve our problems, even become our best friends. Arendt warned us what happens when we outsource our reasoning to systems built by power-hungry people.

A chess club cannot save us on its own. But a society—and a government—that fights back against the roughest edges of modern technology in order to preserve our ability to find real connection and shared purpose just might.
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THE CULT OF CONSUMPTION




THE WAR ON DOLLS

In April 2025, facing mounting public resistance to the costs to consumers of his administration’s tariff policy, President Trump tried out a surprising new argument. “Maybe the children will have two dolls instead of thirty dolls,” Trump said at a cabinet meeting, “and maybe the two dolls will cost a couple of bucks more than they would normally.” Political pundits almost universally panned Trump’s comments as dangerously out of touch. The Washington Post called it a “war on dolls.” Even the New York Post ran the headline “Skimp on the Barbie.”

On Capitol Hill, Republican members of Congress reportedly grumbled behind closed doors about Trump’s apparent gaffe. I couldn’t help but chime in, posting a video on social media: “Like, that’s insane … Listen, when you put heartless billionaires in charge of government … you get leaders who just don’t understand.”

But as usual, Trump didn’t listen to his critics. Instead, he doubled down, proclaiming a few weeks later, in early May: “I don’t think that a beautiful baby girl—that’s eleven years old—needs to have thirty dolls. I think they can have three dolls or four dolls because what we were doing with China was just unbelievable.”

I quickly realized that Trump’s initial comments were not a gaffe. He was repeating this line of argument for a purpose. Yes, Trump is a corrupt, racist would-be tyrant, but among modern political figures he is also—regrettably—one of the best interpreters of the emotional state of America. I started to wonder if there was a method to his madness.

In 2017, researchers in Zurich devised a simple experiment: give participants $25 each week for four weeks and ask half the group to spend it on themselves, and the other half to spend it on others. Each week, researchers administered surveys to the participants and performed brain scans. The results probably won’t surprise you: the brain’s ventral striatum (our reward center) showed more activity during acts of generosity than acts of selfishness, and the people who gave the money away reported being happier than the people who pocketed the cash. In another study, children were given Goldfish crackers; some were allowed to eat them while others were asked to feed the crackers to a puppet that enthusiastically consumed them. The study showed that even toddlers experienced happiness from giving.

The results of these studies should not be remarkable, because we know humans are conditioned to find satisfaction in self-sacrifice. That’s in part because during our time as hunter-gatherers (covering 95 percent of our species’ history on earth), the only way we could survive was through cooperation and sharing. Archaeological evidence shows deep cooperation at sites where large animals were killed and butchered. The analysis of isotopes in early humans shows a common protein diet, demonstrating that the strongest hunters distributed instead of hoarded food. The impulse extended to our biological cousins: a skeleton of a forty-year-old Neanderthal man uncovered in Iraq shows he survived his entire life with severe disabilities, including blindness and deafness—impossible without a system of care and sharing.

The author Sebastian Junger, in his brilliant book Tribe, demonstrates how combat soldiers rally to the common purpose of fighting a lethal enemy and protecting their unit from harm. “The demands of combat, the benefits of combat, and just being in a close unified group are so enormous,” Junger said in a 2023 interview. “They play to such ancient human values of altruism, and connection and courage.” Many soldiers report, late in their lives, that after their combat experience, they never again found the same meaning and sense of mission, even though the work was often monotonous and always dangerous.

Common purpose and self-sacrifice create meaning. We are wired to find happiness in a shared cause—even, perhaps especially, when it asks us to postpone comfort. Sure, humans can be selfish and mercenary; but we are also built for selflessness. A life devoted entirely to the self turns out to be a life too small to live in.

And so I began to wonder: Was there a logic to Trump’s seemingly tone-deaf scolding of parents who buy too many toys for their children? As an isolated message, toy rationing probably polls badly. And we know that Americans oppose Trump’s tariffs (the reason why toy prices were increasing) at about a 60–40 split. But I fear we are missing the far more important subtext of Trump’s rhetoric and how it connects to Americans on a spiritual and subconscious level. Traditional polling might be able to assess the popularity of individual policies, but it’s never going to be able to quantify or explain the ways that Trump makes people feel. And since he implausibly got reelected after leading an insurrection, being indicted for fraud, and being accused of sexual misconduct by more than two dozen women, he clearly has an emotional resonance with American citizens.

What Trump is asking Americans to do is to engage in self-sacrifice (pay higher prices for retail goods) for a larger, communal goal (rebuilding American manufacturing). More deeply, he is expressing out loud a sentiment that few political leaders dare to utter: our worth as citizens should not be tied to how much we buy. We can purchase less and, as a result, discover more fulfilling ways to find meaning and purpose in our lives. This framing undoubtedly connects with a public that has become exhausted with living in a society that rewards consumption and material wealth accumulation and not investment in the common good.

Now, of course, there are a few moral and practical problems with Trump’s challenge for Americans to engage in selfless economic behavior. Few people have done more than Trump to glorify wealth creation as a proxy for virtue. His entire second presidency so far has been an exercise in corrupting his office to enrich himself and his family. And in fact, for all the talk of reviving manufacturing and helping workers, his tariffs are perfectly compatible with his plan to make as much money off the presidency as humanly possible. The word is out that if companies invest in Trump personally, they can get exemptions from his tariffs. One global trucking company, Freight Technologies, spent $20 million on Trump’s crypto coin and acknowledged publicly that the motivation was to gain influence with the president over the tariff policy’s impact on the trucking industry.

Thus, his tariff regime—built to help himself rather than ordinary Americans—is not going to result in manufacturing coming back to the United States. Trump’s attacks on consumerism and his calls for sacrifice are meaningless, because like most of Trumpism, they’re completely insincere.

But Americans are desperate to be called to join together in common cause, instead of just being relegated to serve as actors in a cult of consumption. I know this sounds naive in a world where celebrity and influencer culture continues to lionize wealth accumulation, and where we’ve elected a president whose reputation rests mostly on the appearance of material success. But there’s a reason John F. Kennedy’s call to “ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country” became a defining statement of American ideals: it captures the world citizens want to live in, one where we live not just for ourselves but also for one another.

This chapter is about how America lost that vision—how we transformed from a nation of citizens into a nation of consumers—and how, as a result, we are facing spiritual disintegration. Consumerism asks nothing of us except our wallets. As I noted in the introduction, after 9/11, President Bush urged Americans to fight terrorism by visiting Disney World. The message was clear: your duty to the nation is to buy things—to keep the consumer economy fed, primarily as a means to satiate the appetite of the owner class.

In this cult of consumption, everything becomes a commodity. Health care, education, prisons, military operations—industries that once operated outside the market, or were at least not wholly dominated by it, have been captured by those who care primarily about profit, not morality or spiritual health. We’ve come to believe that markets are the natural and best way to organize all of human life, and that anything not yet for sale is simply awaiting the right commercialization. Meanwhile, the wealthy, given the opportunity to watch games from skyboxes and send their children to elite private schools, have purchased their way out of the common experiences that once bound Americans together.

This leaves our nation fragmented and spiritually adrift. We are sold the promise that the next purchase will make us whole—the right car, the right phone, the right vacation—but the satisfaction never lasts. We consume more and yet feel emptier than ever. A return to citizenship—a public morality that requires us to care more about the health of others than just our purchasing power—can help fill that void.



A CONSUMERS’ REPUBLIC

What happened? How did we reach a point where, after the deadliest attack on American soil in our history, our president’s call to action was simply that we go shopping?

For Thomas Jefferson, producers were the beating heart of America. “Those who labor in the earth are the chosen people of God,” he famously said. Of Benjamin Franklin’s Thirteen Virtues, industry and frugality were of chief importance. “The way to wealth, if you desire it,” wrote Franklin, “is as plain as the way to market. It depends chiefly on two words: industry and frugality.”

Our founders had very little conception of Americans as “consumers.” Samuel Adams warned that a taste for wealth and luxury would cause Americans to “forget the arts of war and the noble activity and zeal which made their ancestors invincible.” Production hardened Americans; unnecessary consumption softened them. And, of course, in an era before global supply chains, national wealth was built primarily through production, not commerce. The economic elites of early America stood to profit far more from what Americans made than from what they bought.

But our founders also worried that democracy itself could not survive in a nation that cared too greatly about the accumulation of material wealth. If the measure of the nation’s citizens became the amount of their consumption, rather than their character or virtue, then they would tolerate a despotism that traded self-rule for material enrichment. “Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom,” Franklin warned. “As nations become more corrupt and vicious, they have more need of masters.”

In subsequent decades, the balance between untrammeled profit-seeking and the public good shifted often, but Americans largely understood themselves as producers, not consumers. The modern consumer economy began to take shape in the early twentieth century, when advertising became more aggressive and effective, shifting more and more from informing citizens of buying options to persuading them by tapping into emotions and desires. The historian Jackson Lears explains that consumer companies began preying on people’s insecurities and dissatisfaction, selling the idea that you could purchase your way to happiness. This transformation of consumer culture, along with the rise of therapeutic and self-help currents, helped change Americans’ focus from being good to feeling good.

But the most significant transformations occurred after World War II, when our very sense of Americanism changed. Consumption became equated with patriotism itself. Spending for the economy replaced sacrifice for neighbors as the hallmark of good citizenship. During the war, while citizens lived with rationed goods and built their victory gardens, they were also being quietly taught that sacrifice could be commodified. Buying war bonds was a sign of patriotism, and consumer-goods companies took advantage of that spirit, wrapping themselves in the flag and arguing that buying their goods supported the soldiers.

For instance, the Coca-Cola Company ran a high-profile campaign to make sure that all soldiers, no matter the location of their deployment, could access its soft drink. Robert Woodruff, president of the company from 1923 to 1955, proclaimed his desire “to see that every man in uniform gets a bottle of Coca-Cola for five cents, wherever he is, and whatever it costs the company.” Back at home, Coca-Cola characterized consumers’ purchase of its product—the choice of the heroic American soldier—as an exercise in solidarity with the fight abroad. Ads portrayed soldiers drinking Coke, and one popular ad motto read: “Wherever you hear ‘Have a Coke,’ you hear the voice of America.”

In the postwar years, America’s vibrant consumer economy became a point of pride and differentiation from the Soviet Union. Robust participation in the retail marketplace became a patriotic act. Americans filled their homes with new refrigerators and televisions, and read stories of Russian citizens waiting in lines for bread and toilet paper. The “American way of life,” hailed by political and cultural leaders, meant filling your house with modern consumer products and leading a life those in communist states could only dream about.

This equation of spending with patriotism outlasted the cold war and was supersized after 9/11. Near the twenty-year anniversary of 9/11, the reporter Emily Stewart noted that after the attacks, “General Motors advertised that it would ‘keep America rolling’ with interest-free financing. Ford followed suit, pledging to ‘do their part to move America forward’ by offering the same deal. The country saw a proliferation of American flag–themed merchandise. The national catastrophe could be commodified, packaged, and sold for profit.”

Another story was being told concurrently to Americans: that buying consumer goods was your ticket to the “good life,” that having the same refrigerator or telephone model as your boss was enough to paper over the growing wealth and power divide between the “everywheres” and the “somewheres.” In her powerful book A Consumers’ Republic, the historian Lizabeth Cohen charts how, during the postwar period, political and economic leaders told citizens that “the general good would best be served not by frugality or even moderation, but by individuals pursuing personal wants in a flourishing mass consumption marketplace.” Cohen notes that one edition of Brides magazine recommended to its readers that if you buy “the dozens of things you never bought or even thought of before … you are helping to build greater security for the industries of this country … What you buy and how you buy it is very vital in your new life—and to our whole American way of living.”

The experience of power in this new consumers’ republic came not from joining together with fellow citizens to work for the common good, or through solidarity with fellow workers, but from obtaining your part of the American dream—a house, modern appliances, and, with the dawn of the twenty-first century, the technology products that would lull us to sleep with addictive virtual experience. Trading up for a new car or a new phone, choosing between streaming services, participating in the ritual of housing choice (either in real life or through HGTV voyeurism)—these became the new ways for Americans to feel power and agency. And this consumption-centric economic vision united both the business right and the Keynesian left since consumption padded corporate bottom lines and buoyed tax receipts, helping to pay for America’s growing array of social programs.

The cult of consumption has also changed what Americans want to do with their lives. Jobs that don’t involve selling anything—teaching, nursing, social work—started to feel like consolation prizes. For decades, UCLA surveyed freshmen to ask what professions they were considering after graduation. In the early 1970s, 22 percent of freshmen included teaching on their list of potential jobs. By 2015, that number had plummeted to under 5 percent. And it wasn’t simply because more job paths had opened up to women during that time. Both women and men reported feeling less interested in teaching as a profession. The same is true for other public service professions: recruitment for police and firefighting jobs is in crisis in most parts of the country; there is a national nursing shortage; and enrollment in social work programs is down, with the country expected to experience a shortfall of more than 195,000 clinical social workers by 2030.

This consumption-obsessed world was cemented into place in the 1980s, as Reagan preached laissez-faire economics and figures like Trump made ostentatious wealth aspirational. As Americans were being robbed of true agency and power by an increasingly tilted economic playing field, the illusion of power via consumer choice took the pressure off government to do anything meaningful to unrig the rules. And for the “everywheres,” it was a dream come true for the “somewheres” to understand power as buying more—thus enriching the owner class—instead of fighting back against the concentrated forces robbing them of higher wages and better working conditions. People had been taught that meaning and purpose came from shopping, only to find themselves working harder than ever to afford the very purchases that were supposed to make them feel free.



THE PUBLIC COMMONS

Justin Ford Kimball was a lifelong educator before he was hired as an executive at Baylor University Medical Center in 1929, so it wasn’t surprising that he was the one to notice something odd about the hospital’s books: an unusually high number of local teachers were carrying large unpaid bills. He called up the local teachers’ union and offered them a deal: for 50 cents a month, teachers would be entitled to free stays of up to twenty-one days at the hospital after paying full charge for the first week. The arrangement proved to be so popular that it quickly spread across the country and gained a name: Blue Cross plans. The 50-cent fee was America’s first health insurance premium, and the first week’s charge was the first deductible. Justin Ford Kimball didn’t know it, but he had invented the health insurance industry.

For the next forty years, the Blue Cross plans dominated the nascent industry. The purpose of the plans was simply to spread the costs of catastrophic health care so that major illness or sickness did not bankrupt ordinary Americans. As Dr. Elizabeth Rosenthal wrote in her book about the history of the American health insurance industry:


The Blue Cross Blue Shield logo became ubiquitous as a force for good across America. According to their charter, the Blues were nonprofit and accepted everyone who sought to sign up; all members were charged the same rates, no matter how old or how sick. Boy Scouts handed out brochures and preachers urged their congregants to join. By some accounts, Blue Cross Blue Shield became, like Walter Cronkite, one of the most trusted brands in postwar America.



Health insurance was not a source of profit. It was just a public good that was offered to make sure that our neighbors weren’t made destitute by an accident or illness.

How things have changed. Health insurance today is almost exclusively for profit, with shareholder returns and the cult of profit—not patient care or neighborliness—guiding decision-making. Massive billion-dollar insurance companies like UnitedHealthcare, Cigna, and CVS-Aetna pepper the list of America’s biggest and most profitable companies. In the 1960s, the dominant health insurance network in America—Blue Cross/Blue Shield—made no profit. It reinvested all its extra revenue into lower premiums and better care. In contrast, in 2023, the largest U.S. insurer, UnitedHealthcare, crowed that it made a $22 billion profit. In other words, while patients and consumers paid billions in premiums, UnitedHealthcare bragged that it was skimming $22 billion off the top to make investors in the company richer instead of investing in actual care. What a world.

American capitalism is a core element of our national success story. But a healthy society doesn’t put every corner of life up for sale. Some goods—those that knit communities together and make daily life humane—must be protected from pure profit. That’s why we already fund fire protection, policing, and local roads for the public good, even though, in theory, each could be run for profit. Think of how it would feel to have to pay a private company for police protection, or pay a toll to a Wall Street investment firm every time you pulled out of your driveway. The commodification of basic services essential to human functioning, like public safety and transit, comes with a moral cost. It cheapens the experience when the service is being run not for your benefit but for profit taking.

The Harvard philosophy professor Michael Sandel uses the trade of human beings as the ultimate corruption of value by the marketplace: “Slavery was appalling because it treated human beings as commodities, to be bought and sold at auction. Such treatment fails to value human beings in the appropriate way—as persons, worthy of dignity and respect, rather than as instruments of gain and objects of use.” The market allocates, but it also corrupts. “Some of the good things in life,” Sandel concludes, “are degraded if turned into commodities.”

But the degradation is not just spiritual but also practical. In Connecticut, we have historically made a choice to keep our hospitals in the hands of nonprofit owners. We do that through a hospital transfer approval process, called a Certificate of Need, that allows state regulators to filter out for-profit buyers. Our theory is Sandelian—the care for our sickest and most vulnerable patients should be guided by moral, not financial, considerations. But a few years ago, our state slipped up and let three hospitals fall into the hands of a Los Angeles–based private equity firm called Prospect Medical Holdings.

The results were disastrous. In cult-of-profit America, the company was, of course, interested only in extracting as much money out of the hospitals as possible. So it stripped the hospitals down to the lowest quality level that would still pass regulatory muster, knowing that local low-income patients couldn’t afford to travel anywhere else for care. Supplies ran so low that one nurse recalled a patient’s body being left open on the operating table for forty-five excruciating minutes because the hospital had run out of the mesh with which to suture him back together. The billing department was practically the only one that got new investment, but mostly, it seemed, so that it could have more resources to bully elderly patients to pay bills they couldn’t afford. Connecticut eventually remedied the grave mistake and returned the hospitals to nonprofit control, but not before immense damage was done to the community.

I—and many other Americans—also experience the coldness of our monetized health-care system in other ways. Today, our children’s doctor’s office is partly owned by the Wall Street investment bank Goldman Sachs, and every time we walk through the doors, instead of feeling the warm embrace of our neighborhood pediatrician, we are confronted with the hard, impersonal reality of modern for-profit medicine. We never see the same doctor—just whichever professional is available at the moment. It’s an efficient system, for sure, but one that doesn’t allow for a parent-pediatrician connection—one of the most important personal relationships for a new father or mother to develop. And when we need forms filled out for school, they charge us an extra fee, likely because some management consultant realized that when the exam is over and the parent needs the form filled out, the office has the parents over a barrel and can extract a price.

What happened at those Connecticut hospitals and is still happening in our own pediatrician’s office is a microcosm of the modern American economy: in the cult of consumption, anything not nailed down turns into a commodity. Citizenship is for sale: while poor families wait in endless lines to enter the United States, billionaire oligarchs can invest $500,000 in an American business and jump the line for a quick green card. Access to your government is for sale: pay someone $20 an hour to hold a place in line for a congressional hearing, and you’re guaranteed a seat. Even humane prison conditions are for sale: in California, inmates can pay $100 a night for semi-private rooms, television, and phone privileges. Selling citizenship, selling entry to public buildings, selling basic dignity in prison—there’s something hollow and callous in all of it. It feels like a violation of who we are.

A society can’t function if everything is a product. Humans aren’t built to live every waking minute inside a market. That blind, deaf Neanderthal—who likely outlived his parents—reached old age only because a community treated his care as a duty, not a transaction. And we can learn from this: We don’t have to choose between a vibrant free market with pathways to prosperity and a nation that reserves parts of life for moral, not economic, rules. We can have both; we must.



SKYBOXIFICATION

In October 2025, I took my older son, Owen, a high school junior, to Connecticut for his first college visits. As we were standing at the end of a long security line waiting to board our flight back to Washington, my mind alternated between thoughts of proud wonder as I looked at this independent, inquisitive, mature-beyond-his-years prospective college student standing next to me, who couldn’t have been a toddler more than six minutes ago, and worries that the snaking line was going to cause us to miss our flight.

Suddenly, I heard a voice in my ear, coming from just the other side of the rope line: “Do you want to wait in this long line? You don’t have to. If you follow me, you can just skip the line!” A family next to us, clearly just as worried as we were about the tight timing, jumped at the chance and started following the young woman as she lifted the canvas rope to allow them to sneak out.

As the family joined her, it dawned on them that the offer was probably too good to be true. “There’s nothing to it? You can just put us at the head of the line?” they asked.

“Well, it’s free today,” said the woman.

The mother gave the young lady a we-weren’t-born-yesterday look, forcing the woman to give up the scheme. “Free today, and then you’ll get billed $209 after that for the year.”

The family, annoyed and dispirited, rejoined their place in the long line.

The young woman was pitching Clear, the service that, for an annual fee and a quick background check, lets you skip airport lines. Airports partner with the company and get a small share of the revenue. I already have TSA PreCheck, the government’s slightly less efficient expedited screening program, yet I’ve resisted Clear. It’s intentionally faster than PreCheck to spur subscriptions, and maybe I’ll sign up eventually—but the whole model still feels off to me.

Clear is owned by two former hedge fund managers, and the company’s value has climbed from $528 million to $4.37 billion in four short years. It’s a valuable company not only because its subscribership is growing but also because it holds loads of data (including retina scans) on members and their travel. I don’t love giving away my private information, but my discomfort is more about Clear’s business model: letting wealthier people skip the line ahead of lower-income travelers.

We see this phenomenon throughout modern American society. Wealthy people don’t send their children to the same schools as poor people: over half the children of families making $1 million or more a year attend private school. The rich don’t sit in the bleachers anymore: modern stadiums reserve nearly one-quarter of the seating space for skyboxes and exclusive seating with better views and luxury amenities. At America’s most popular theme parks, the affluent can purchase tiered products that allow them to skip the lines for rides (including a $2,300-per-person service at Universal Orlando that gets you a VIP guide to rush you through the park and onto each ride without any interaction with the lower-income crowds). And in our health-care system, there are now “concierge” services to give higher-income families access to higher-quality and more convenient care.

Turning essential services like health care and education into arenas for profit maximization cheapens them. And carving rich and poor into separate spaces—from ball games to airports—erodes the sense that we share a common experience and fate, reducing us to net worth instead of character. This “skyboxification” of the economy leaves people moving through their days with constant reminders that we are not bound together, only sorted by the size of our bank accounts.

Watching someone buy their way to the front of a Disney line—or seeing the gulf between public and private schools—breeds anger and resentment. Americans know wealth shapes daily life. That reality can have benefits: it can motivate people to work harder and smarter. Aspiring to affluence has always been part of the American story.

But people who follow the rules shouldn’t spend each day stuck in a lower-quality lane. The apparent unfairness leaves people feeling banished to the margins. And the wealthy shouldn’t be able to opt out of the common experience at every turn. It’s reasonable for a society to draw lines around what money may purchase. Some aspects of life should remain shared, not stratified. For instance, would you accept a “fast lane” at your hospital’s emergency room? Should kids be able to get a nicer seat on the school bus if their parents pay a fee?

Michael Sandel warns that skyboxification threatens more than just healthy communities—it endangers our political system itself. As he wrote in 2012: “Democracy does not require perfect equality, but it does require that citizens share in a common life. What matters is that people of different backgrounds and social positions encounter one another, and bump up against one another, in the course of everyday life. For this is how we learn to negotiate and abide our differences, and how we come to care for the common good.”

Donald Trump’s second term proves that Sandel’s fears were prescient. Trump has built an administration in which family, friends, and allies receive preferential treatment at every level of government. He sells access to the White House. He leverages the presidency to hawk Trump-branded crypto coins, watches, guitars, and fragrances. He orders the Justice Department and regulatory agencies to drop charges and investigations of his closest supporters. He awards ambassadorships not to qualified diplomats but almost exclusively to the donors who write the biggest checks. Just as the wealthy skip lines at stadiums and airports, they receive VIP treatment in Trump’s White House—it’s the skyboxification of government.

In a society where citizens have grown accustomed to the reality that the wealthy and powerful don’t merely enjoy a better standard of living but actually operate under an entirely different framework of norms and obligations, it becomes significantly easier for the public to be indifferent when Trump distributes preferential treatment to his affluent friends and political supporters. Why has this resignation taken hold? Because government has, for decades, looked the other way while our society and economy have institutionalized differential treatment based on wealth across so many of the ordinary, everyday experiences that previous generations once shared in common. With inequality embedded in our daily life, Trump’s corruption does not shock; rather, it feels both predictable and mundane.



THE SOCIETY OF THE SPECTACLE

Guy Debord never held a single day job; he considered wage earning a form of slavery. A French Marxist philosopher of prominence in the 1960s, he wrote, made movies, and regularly drank himself into a stupor. “Although I have read a lot, I have drunk even more,” he once remarked. “I have written much less than most people who write, but I have drunk much more than most people who drink.”

In 1967, a small Paris publisher released Debord’s strange, dense treatise, The Society of the Spectacle. At launch, it was a failure, selling fewer than a thousand copies. But within a year, his ideas were spray-painted across Paris as students and workers brought the country to a standstill during the 1968 general strike and riots. London’s Times Literary Supplement compared the influence of Debord’s book to that of Marx’s Das Kapital.

Debord’s central insight was simple but revolutionary: modern capitalism had fundamentally transformed the nature of human experience. We had moved, he wrote, from being to having—and now, more important, from having to appearing. Life was no longer something you lived; it was something you watched, or otherwise experienced as apart from yourself. “All that once was directly lived,” he wrote, “has become mere representation.”

The Paris protests were driven by anger over university conditions and stagnant wages, but there was a strong undercurrent of dissatisfaction with the growing consumer culture of the late 1960s—soon to transform, at least in the United States, into the cult of consumption. Slogans like “Commodities are the opium of the people” and “You will end up dying of comfort” peppered the protests. But Debord was digging at something deeper and more sinister: that the logical end point of a profit- and consumption-mad society that rendered goods more real than the people who made them was a world where “having” drew “its immediate prestige and its ultimate raison d’être from appearances”—this was his claim that life was now simply an appearing.

The spectacle, as Debord defined it, was not just television or advertising; it was “a social relationship between people that is mediated by images.” He worried that humans were on the verge of relating to one another no longer directly but only through images or whatever else disguised the actual facts of their condition. Debord could not have predicted the advent of social media, but he was, in his way, anticipating a world where social relationships and the circulation of images are harder and harder to disentangle—the world of TikTok, Instagram, and the current culture of influencers.

In our modern cult of consumption, it isn’t enough for individuals to play their role as purchasers. Increasingly, people are becoming the commodity, too. Once we are both obsessive buyers and obsessive sellers, there is no escaping a society that measures worth through market dynamics— a society in which every relationship is a transaction, every identity is a brand, and every human experience can be monetized.

The commodification of ourselves happens in two ways. First, our identity and experience become either a performance or a production we can sell, and sometimes both. One recent survey estimated that twenty-seven million Americans, acting as social media “influencers,” receive some kind of compensation for “content creation”—slightly less than half full-time, the rest on a part-time basis. That’s an extraordinary number: 17 percent of Americans ages sixteen to fifty-five are monetizing their lives, using products and services on camera to help drive the market for those goods.

The range of compensation is wide. On one end are celebrity influencers like Alix Earle, who gained an online following posting videos of herself and her friends at the University of Miami and clips of herself applying makeup while talking about her personal life. Today, she has an estimated net worth of $20 million and reportedly gets paid $450,000 per Instagram post for videos in which she uses a company’s product. But then there are also millions of examples like Aashika Jikaria, who has thirteen thousand Instagram followers and got a small contract from Dunkin’ Donuts to promote one of the company’s seasonal drinks. Influencers at Aashika’s level can get paid only $200 per post—not enough to quit a day job, but enough to blur the line between living life and performing it.

The second way Americans commodify their existence is by trading their personal data—their search history, grocery lists, address books—for free services. Harvard’s Shoshana Zuboff, in her book The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, reminds readers of the old adage: if the product is free, you’re the product. The platforms we use without paying—Instagram, TikTok, Gmail—are free only because our experience is the raw material. We think we’re searching or scrolling or socializing; in fact, the companies are just trapping us in their systems to extract behavioral data so that they can predict and even shape what we’ll do next.

Jaron Lanier, a Silicon Valley pioneer who helped invent virtual reality, argues that this exchange creates a feedback loop: the machines reel us in by offering free services to obtain our data, and we begin to fashion our identities to please the machines. He observed that Facebook and Instagram were “organizing people into multiple-choice identities”—reducing the complexity of a human being into checkboxes. We dutifully comply, selecting our religion from a drop-down menu or our mood from a row of preselected, sanitized emojis. The algorithm typing away beneath the surface then sorts us into categories we never chose—“likely homebuyer,” “politically persuadable”—and feeds us information that keeps us neatly inside those boxes.

Not even Debord could have anticipated a world in which one in six Americans engages in the business of “appearing”: creating a staged life, fully or substantially, to reap monetary and reputational rewards, and a society in which nearly every American willingly parts with their most personal information for the privilege of participating in an online existence that is increasingly compartmentalized, curated, and rehearsed.

Byung-Chul Han, a Korean German philosopher, explains what this does to us. A life designed for performance and optimization becomes empty and exhausting. When you are always optimizing your existence for profit, everything in your orbit becomes instrumental. Friends become a “high-value network.” Experiences become “content.” Rest becomes “recovery.” There is no off button, no line between real life and optimized life.

In this age of influencing and data exchange, we risk becoming empty spectators to our own existence—experiencing a spiritual rot that is hard to name but quietly eats at our individual and collective health. As Debord himself warned of the spectator, “The more he contemplates, the less he lives; the more readily he recognizes his own needs in the images of need proposed by the dominant system, the less he understands his own existence and his own desires.”

This exchange—our experience and personal information traded for compensation or free services—comes with a cost to our soul. When every scroll, search, and purchase becomes a data point to be harvested, our lives start to feel less like our own. What gets lost in an online existence where we check boxes to make ourselves sortable for the algorithms is that life doesn’t actually fit into boxes. The contradictions and subtleties that make a person a person rather than a profile get erased. We find ourselves living lives that feel less chosen than curated.

Another recent phenomenon—prediction markets—threatens to magnify the emptiness of an American experience that is increasingly about spectating and accumulating rather than living. Platforms like Polymarket and Kalshi let users wager on an endless array of real-world events, from what words Trump might say in his next speech to whether ethnic cleansing will occur in Gaza. In doing so, they turn public life into a game—and nearly every headline into an opportunity for profit.

The potential for corruption is breathtaking, because many of these bets have outcomes that insiders can effectively know in advance. The MS NOW host Chris Hayes described his shock when Kalshi listed a market allowing people to bet on what topics he would discuss during a late-night talk-show appearance scheduled to air at eleven p.m. The problem was obvious: the episode had been prerecorded at five p.m. Anyone in the studio audience, on the production team, or in their orbit could have known exactly what Hayes said hours before the public did. Yet that didn’t stop traders from placing nearly a million dollars in wagers that night—even though the market was essentially rigged in favor of those with inside information.

The pattern extends beyond entertainment. If a trader places a massive bet on Trump striking Venezuela just hours before an invasion begins, the most plausible explanation isn’t uncanny intuition—it’s that the bettor was in Trump’s inner circle. In markets like these, “being right” is often just being connected.

It would be dystopian enough if our government shaped events to help insiders cash in on big bets. But the growing popularity of these markets hints at something darker than the corruption they enable. When war and elections and even famine become just another opportunity for enrichment, they lose their moral weight. They are cheapened, bent to fit the cults of profit and consumption. Forced starvation stops being a moral question and becomes a wager instead. Millions of people end up making money off millions of people’s misery. Maybe they even root for it, though feeling in their soul the corruption of their bet. When we structure our collective life so that all of existence is a game, and profiting from suffering is just good strategy, the rot creeps ever deeper into our collective life.

But in a world where people feel so little power and agency in their own lives, they will grasp at having a stake in anything. A bet does nothing to change the outcome of a minor or major event. But it feels like having a stake in the outcome—like mattering, even if you really don’t have power over your individual or collective life. The prediction market is the perfect product for a society of spectators. And a perfect protection for the small handful of elites with real power: it lets people feel like they are participating in the great events that shape history, while in actuality, they remain powerless. Once again, consumption is coded as power and meaning.



THE DECOMMODIFICATION OF AMERICA

As in other realms we’ve explored, the grassroots right and grassroots left are increasingly aligned in their willingness to confront the cult of consumption. A 1995 survey by the Merck Family Foundation found deep frustration with American materialism:


People of all backgrounds believe that materialism, greed, and selfishness increasingly dominate American public life and the private lives of individuals. These forces are crowding out a more meaningful set of values centered on family, responsibility, and community. People do not want to repudiate material gain, but they want a greater sense of balance in their lives.



On the “new right”—the intellectual underpinning of MAGA—there are growing voices rejecting a culture of materialism. Patrick Deneen, maybe the most influential of the “post-liberal” thinkers, argues that modern consumer culture is, at its core, dehumanizing. He worries we “consume prepackaged, market-tested, mass-marketed consumables, often branded in commercialized symbolism that masks that culture’s evisceration.” The conservative author Sohrab Ahmari writes, “here in the United States, [a different] form of tyranny has taken root … This tyranny subjugates us not as citizens but as employees and consumers.” The Christian conservative author Rod Dreher writes that there is a conflict between “rampant and energetic consumerism” and Christian morality.

It is remarkable how this critique is mirrored almost perfectly on the political left. Naomi Klein, an influential progressive voice, said in a 2003 documentary based on her book No Logo that the dominance of market fundamentalism in America has “drastically weakened our democracy because we have fewer and fewer places where we can relate to each other as non-consumers.” Bernie Sanders, writing on Twitter in 2017, put it more succinctly: “We are living in a nation which worships wealth rather than caring for the poor.”

Given this increasing left-right consensus around the dangers of materialism, it’s worth charting the alternatives to a world where our economic life has blotted out our civic life. We don’t have to accept a world in which a handful of economic elites accumulate wealth and power while Americans believe their only agency is in choosing which cereal or smartphone to buy.

Three ideas could form the foundation of an attempt to reclaim the idea of American citizenship from the growing cult of consumption:


	What if every young American had universal—or at least greater—access to the experience of community service before they became fully absorbed into consumer and influencer culture?

	What if we collectively decided to create a new “public commons,” a part of our economy and daily life that was excluded from the cult of profit—designed not to extract but to serve people well?

	What if we decided that a full collective life, in which the rich and the poor are more united in their experience and fate, is vital to the preservation of our fragile republic, and took a few simple but important steps to arrest the secession of the affluent from our society?



First, in a society that expects so little of us other than being dutiful market participants, we need to help unlock the part of citizens’ essence that selflessness lights up. This is classic cult deprogramming—give the cult members a view into the part of themselves that the cult has taught them to forget. An essential reform would be to make public service work more accessible to young people entering the workforce.

Many of the countries with the highest rates of self-reported happiness, like Switzerland and the Scandinavian nations, have some requirement that all or most citizens engage in some form of community service. In America, it’s likely not a coincidence that surveys show Utah, a state where the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints’ one- to two-year mission requirement is an effective service requirement for a majority of the population, consistently reports one of the nation’s highest levels of happiness.

Similar results hold for young Americans who complete a year or more of service work. Alumni of programs like AmeriCorps and City Year often report feeling more connected to their communities and more at ease with people from different backgrounds. That’s intuitive: spending a year or two teaching in a low-income school or working at a rural health center can build the “selflessness muscles” that draw people back to service later—the common-good endorphins you want to chase again.

The United States could implement a requirement that every young person must engage in some amount of service to their community or nation. A stipulation that each citizen owes at least some small duty to provide for the common good creates a sense of national cohesion and commonality. Often, this requirement is fulfilled through military service, which, as Sebastian Junger found, can be a uniquely bonding experience. It should be no surprise that in the United States, military veterans volunteer in their communities at a higher rate than non-veterans.

Imagine a country where every young American gives a year to something larger than themselves. It’s probably not a coincidence that America’s slide from we to me happened as our universal military draft was being eliminated. A universal service year could help correct the tilt. It wouldn’t be cheap, but momentum already exists in bipartisan proposals to expand national service. The work could span classrooms and clinics, disaster crews and conservation teams, eldercare and childcare, hunger relief and housing support, civic tech and infrastructure projects—with a military track for those who choose it.

Ask yourself: Would so many young people dream of becoming influencers—of monetizing their very existence—if they had first experienced the satisfaction of building something together that lifts the lives of neighbors and fellow citizens? The belief that “appearing” is a logical career choice is an understandable result for those raised in a culture that teaches them that their primary value is what they can sell, including themselves. A year of selfless work experience wouldn’t be a panacea, but a taste of a life dedicated to collective work for the common good would at least give young people a real choice to make.

For those young people who choose “doing” over “appearing,” we should also make public service a more sustainable career choice. The easiest reform is to pay public service workers what they are truly worth. If we cannot make a commitment to pay every worker a living wage, why shouldn’t we at least ensure that public-service workers make a wage that guarantees a dignified life? Another way to look at it: ensure that no public-service worker makes less than the median for workers with similar levels of education and training. If the average college graduate makes around $68,000, then teacher salaries should start at that baseline.

A number of positive consequences would flow from such a policy. It would have the immediate effect of drawing more young and mid-career workers into professions like nursing and teaching and public safety, giving more people access to the kind of community-oriented service that builds lifelong connection to community and concern for the common good. Shortages, which can be dangerous for the safety of our communities and our kids, would disappear. And it would also send a broader signal that our nation values public service, and that professions like teaching and public safety aren’t just for those who couldn’t hack it at jobs in the for-profit sector with unlimited earning potential.

The second project is the re-creation of a public commons—spaces in our economy designed for our benefit, not for profit extraction. We can build this commons in two ways: by shielding certain industries from for-profit ownership, and by expanding the safety net of universal benefits that ties us together as citizens.

It’s important to state the clear and obvious again: government sets the rules of the economy, and those rules can incentivize either rapacious greed and abuse or a capitalism that works for the common good. In chapter 1, we considered how for-profit businesses can better serve their stakeholders as well as the bottom line, but there’s also another question: Where should we draw the boundaries of the for-profit sector in the first place? Confronting the cult of consumption necessitates asking what dimensions of human life should remain in the public commons, where morality and the common good, not profit extraction, dictate decision-making. I’d propose a few tests to determine which parts of the economy belong in the public commons rather than the private, for-profit realm.

The first inquiry is whether the profit motive would be corrupting a realm that is essential to the social and moral development of citizens and families. Elementary and secondary education would meet this test. We want our children’s education to be guided by moral and pedagogical value, not by profit motives. The second inquiry is whether there would be particularly perverse incentives if a function or industry were to be taken over by an entity with profit extraction as a goal. The for-profit prison industry would best fit this test; its incentive is to keep inmates behind bars for as long as possible, and to create higher, not lower, rates of criminal recidivism. The interests of the community and the profit interests of the industry are badly misaligned. The final test is whether a market for a critical need is so inelastic that consumers have little to no power. Our health-care system presents this problem. It is structured so that there is no real working marketplace: patients who will die without a particular drug or have no other local hospital to choose from other than a facility owned by a rapacious for-profit owner are not in fact functionally economic actors.

How can the government keep sectors like schools, prisons, and health care within the public commons? It can use a mix of light and heavy tools—and in some cases it can draw a firm line. For elementary schools, prisons, and hospitals, that line should be no for-profit ownership or control. In Connecticut, with the return of the Prospect hospitals to nonprofit ownership, hospitals are almost exclusively run by nonprofit community boards; the quality of the state’s hospitals ranks in the top ten nationally, and their costs are near the median. There’s no case for a private equity firm running an elementary school, and the incentives in for-profit prisons are too dangerous to permit.

In parts of our public-service economy, especially the health-care system, where the profit motive might play a legitimate role or is so embedded as to be impossible to fully dislodge, the goal may be to simply blunt the harmful impact. Along with my colleague Senator Jeff Merkley, I have long championed the Choose Medicare Act. It doesn’t ban private for-profit health insurance, but it provides every individual, family, and business in America with the choice to purchase, at cost, a Medicare plan instead. Without a need to extract profit or reward shareholders, Medicare would likely offer a plan with lower costs and higher quality than those offered in the private sector, thus putting real pressure on the private insurers to offer better, cheaper products. In a similar vein, California Governor Gavin Newsom recently led an effort to create a state-manufactured insulin product—again, using public resources to create healthier private-market dynamics in the health-care system.

The strategy to rebuild the public commons extends well beyond health care. In The Public Option, the legal scholars Ganesh Sitaraman and Anne Alstott explain how public sector–backed alternatives could transform industries from banking to higher education. Their argument is that public options don’t just serve those who choose them—they also protect against exploitation by disciplining the private markets and setting a floor for quality.

What about implementing a broader floor of guaranteed benefits as a means to check the cult of consumption? Today, the basic set of publicly provided services available to all Americans includes free roads, education through twelfth grade, public safety and fire protection, and certain guaranteed benefits for retirees. To be sure, talk of an expanded safety net may feel heretical during a moment when Trump is undertaking a Sherman-like march of destruction through the federal government. In early 2025, for instance, he engineered the biggest cut in Medicaid—our nation’s primary health-care safety net for the poor and disabled—in the program’s sixty-year history. And his successful efforts to divide Americans along racial, ethnic, and political lines make it harder to see our nation as a cohesive whole, one to which new economic guarantees should apply equally.

But consistently, polling shows that America’s hidden left-right alignment in favor of breaking our cults extends to the creation of a larger social state: 83 percent of voters want Social Security benefits to be raised to cover the true cost of living for seniors; 86 percent of Democrats and 64 percent of Republicans support increased federal funding to help create more affordable childcare slots for young families; and 76 percent of all voters want the government to guarantee paid family and medical leave across the entirety of the economy. (Maybe voters are wise to the fact that America is the only high-income nation in the world without mandated paid parental leave.)

Perhaps the reason a higher guaranteed safety net polls well is that voters know, intuitively, that peace of mind comes with more social stitching. A political scientist named Benjamin Radcliff spent his tragically short academic career (he died in 2024 at age sixty) assembling a large set of global data on the relation between a nation’s public social benefits and the happiness of the population. His findings were simple and clear. “Citizens find life more rewarding as the generosity of the welfare state increases, [controlling for] economic or cultural conditions,” he wrote with colleague Alexander Pacek. In other words, as Radcliff and Pacek put it elsewhere, “the data suggest that maximizing the ‘decommodification’ provided by the welfare state does indeed help to maximize human happiness.”

As discussed earlier, the nations with the highest rates of self-reported happiness are the countries of Scandinavia—Denmark, Sweden, Finland, and Norway. These are nations that have universal health care, free childcare, highly subsidized college for qualified students, and generous parental leave from work for parents of young children. And what Radcliff argued, quite convincingly, is that the higher the floor of universal benefits every citizen receives as a right of birth, the greater the sense of cohesion. This is because everyone starts life a few steps up on the ladder, and more life-defining experiences—such as finding care for your child or finding the right college for your teenager—feel similar for everyone, no matter your income or social position.

Interestingly, Scandinavia’s choice to keep large parts of daily life in the public commons—shielded from profit-first logic—hasn’t stopped people from getting rich. These countries have more billionaires per capita than the United States and one of the highest shares of millionaires in the world. That produces a higher concentration of wealth than in much of the rest of Europe, yet Scandinavia still has roughly 40 percent less wealth inequality than the United States.

In addition to expanding public service and public benefits, there is a third way to dilute the power of the consumption cult: interrupting the sorting of every experience into lanes that separate the “everywheres” from the “somewheres.” In 2024, California State Senator Josh Newman introduced a bill to ban the use of Clear in the state’s airports. “While there’s been a lot of giggling and laughing about the bill,” one of his colleagues remarked, “there’s really true policy intent here that goes beyond someone cutting in line.” Unsurprisingly, the bill picked up support from those on the right and the left who hear from constituents tired of the commoditization of everything, including the security lines at the airport. The bill was approved by the Senate’s Transportation Committee in a bipartisan vote of 8–4, but has not yet passed the full legislature.

Newman’s bill, and the right-left support it has garnered in California, is a reminder that our country does not need to thoughtlessly accept skyboxification. An easy place to start is prohibiting public-sector services across the board from being stratified based on the user’s income. That would mean getting rid of Clear in our airports, paid fast lanes on our highways, and those luxury prison cells I mentioned earlier in this chapter. It would also lead us to take a hard look at our criminal bail system, where the wealthy can buy their way out of pretrial jail while the poor remain incarcerated, often for months or years, as court backlogs put off their day to prove their innocence.

Among other benefits, an anti-skyboxification policy would cause public leaders to think seriously about how to improve public services—after all, it’s the low quality of those services that often causes people with means to look to the private sector. In Washington, DC, where my sons go to school, there is a vast, yawning difference between the quality of education in the underfunded public system and the elite private schools that pepper the city and its outskirts. The administrators and teachers do the best they can in the DC public school system with limited resources, but it’s maddening as a DC public school parent of a rising college student to hear about the college guidance resources that envelop students at $55,000-per-year private schools like Sidwell Friends School and Georgetown Day School, compared to just a handful of capable but overworked counselors at my son’s public school.

The percentage of our national GDP spent on elementary and secondary education rose consistently for the two decades following World War II, but then plateaued around 1970. Similarly, America has not been making significant investments in recreation venues, like community pools and parks, causing private clubs and pools to become more attractive to wealthier families. Legislation can ban Clear, but no one is going to suggest it’s time to ban private schools and country clubs. So the best way to create a more common experience in education and recreation is to reduce demand for the private market by increasing the quality of the public product.

Finally, government funding and regulation can be used as an incentive to reduce the disparate treatment of users by income class. Sports teams that accept public funding for stadiums could be required to limit exclusive seating areas like skyboxes, and reserve the overwhelming majority of seating for fans paying the basic ticket prices. In health care, Medicare and Medicaid funding could be used to disincentivize providers from taking part in concierge or tiered-payment plans, and boutique health-care facilities serving only the wealthy could be subject to a different, higher approval standard.

There is no magic antidote to the cult of consumption. But the path forward is still clear, even if it’s politically difficult. We need to rebuild the connective tissue of American society by making service and selflessness valued and viable again, and halting the secession of elites from our common life.

During a December 2025 trip to New York City, I stumbled upon a uniquely American scene. Snaked around a manicured SoHo block was a seemingly endless line of young people waiting to be served at what appeared to be a pop-up donut shop—almost certainly made famous by online influencers (thus the long line). And across the street was a tour group of voyeuristic visiting foreigners, curiously observing as their guide explained why young New Yorkers spent so much of their lives waiting in these interminable lines to buy things.

To me, it was an especially depressing scene. Yes, the purchase of that Instagram-famous donut would no doubt release a burst of endorphins. But that high would likely fade before the purchasers reached the subway. Our cult of consumption, now a spectacle for visitors to gawk at, has taught Americans that satisfaction and belonging can be purchased, one transaction at a time. But it has hidden from us a deeper truth: the most enduring sense of fulfillment comes not from what we buy but from what we give—our time, our labor, our care—to something larger than ourselves.
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THE CULT OF CREDENTIALISM




LAZY RIVERS

“I can’t remember a single alternative to college proposed to me, for me, my entire school-age life,” remembers Megan Arnold, who graduated from high school in Pennsylvania in 2008. “That I would go to college after high school was presented by adults and taken by me as a given.”

My sons would probably say the same thing. For the children of high- and middle-income families, college is no longer optional, as it was during the era of the social-contract economy, when only half of children from the top quintile of income-earning families went to college. Today, 83 percent of high-income children attend, followed by 67 percent of middle-income children.

Why is college now considered compulsory? The simplest answer is this: no other credential affects lifetime earnings as powerfully as a college degree. The “college wage premium”—the salary boost that comes with a degree—has reached a historic high. In 1980, college graduates earned, on average, 40 percent more than those without degrees. Today, that premium has jumped to 70 percent. Meanwhile, people who have not graduated from college face an unemployment rate twice as high as that of graduates.

But Megan notes, in retrospect, what her family left out of conversations about college. “How I would pay for it,” she remembered, “was always a thing to be figured out later.”

That’s the other change: the cost. In 1960, a year of college cost, on average, one-third of a family’s annual income. Today, for most families, the cost exceeds their total annual income—in other words, it’s totally unaffordable.

Megan cobbled together money from a state-based tuition assistance program, withdrawals from her mother’s 401(k), a federal Pell Grant, a federal student loan, and—when the maximum federal loan wasn’t enough—a supplemental private loan. She transferred schools twice, each time discovering that her new school wouldn’t accept all her previously earned credits, costing her even more money.

Eventually, the well ran dry. Megan could no longer scrape together the money she needed. She dropped out just a few classes short of graduation and spent the next ten years working in retail and living back with her parents in Pennsylvania. She was deep in debt with no degree to show for it—like the forty million Americans (16 percent of adults) who have attended college without earning a degree and hold, on average, about $20,000 of student debt.

But Megan doesn’t want the primary solution offered by the Democratic Party—student loan forgiveness. Being written a check to compensate for and paper over a broken system would be insulting, she feels, and would simply incentivize more bad decision-making by the people who built America’s broken system of higher education. She simply wants the degree to be more affordable and the system to feel less rigged.

At around the same time that Megan was beginning her college experience, Texas Tech University was putting the final touches on a project its administrators believed vital to educating their campus’s forty thousand students: a seven-hundred-foot-long lazy river surrounded by two acres packed with a twenty-five-person hot tub, a wet deck for tanning, a diving well with a water slide, and a fifty-three-foot climbing wall.

Student Hannah Snidman visited frequently and recommended it enthusiastically to her friends in an online post: “Tubing is the best way to go. I notice some of my fellow floaters seem to be in an even more relaxed state than I am as a result of utilizing the pool’s tubes. They have clear circular ones to prop your legs up and tilt your head back, or rectangular blue sheets to stretch out your full body.”

The facility cost $8 million to build, and amortized across the full student body, that cost was negligible. But one might ask: What does a lazy river have to do with educating college kids? The short answer: nothing. It’s an investment in Texas Tech’s business plan—to attract as many full-paying (translation: rich) students as possible. In cult-of-profit America, higher education is just another big business even for public universities, and the pressure on college presidents to expand enrollment and chase revenue is relentless.

PeeWee Roberson, the managing director of recreational sports at Texas Tech, didn’t hide the motivation for building the lazy river: “The leisure pool is a great recruiting tool for the university. There’s not a question in my mind that these junior high or high school students who come from Houston, Dallas, or wherever else will see the leisure pool and want to come to Texas Tech because of that.”

Lazy rivers, climbing walls, dorm buildings that mirror luxury apartments, dining halls serving gourmet cuisine—these are just some of the high-class amenities now offered at colleges in cutthroat competition for affluent students who will pay the highest tuition rates. But the astronomical cost of attendance, driven by such investments as well as by a rise in genuinely essential expenses and compounded by a massive withdrawal of public investment in keeping college affordable, has frozen out millions of middle- and lower-income students like Megan.

Those young people played by the rules and were left bankrupt. They feel cheated, angry, and hopeless. They had been told a story about America—one in which the costs of preparing for work were shared by everyone. From the mid-twentieth century, we held it as sacred that anyone should be able to receive enough free or affordable education to earn a dignified life. It was, perhaps after providing for our common defense, the most meaningful promise we made to one another.

Then, a few decades ago, that commitment began to unravel. College costs skyrocketed as institutions mimicked for-profit businesses in their pursuit of revenue. Governments slashed funding for public universities and scholarships, compounding the crisis of affordability. Meanwhile, the economy transformed in ways that made these now-unattainable degrees even more necessary for a dignified life. Within a few generations, as higher education became more essential yet less attainable, America became a nation of two castes: the highly educated and everyone else.

The deepest spiritual wound in America today may be this growing education divide created by a cult of credentialism. In a 2016 interview, the conservative writer Charles Murray argued that our educated elites—the people who shape what we think and value—have made the credential of a college degree “necessary to be a first-class citizen,” casting everyone else into shadow. The political philosopher Michael Sandel calls this “the last acceptable prejudice.” He warns that “higher education has become a sorting machine that promises mobility on the basis of merit but entrenches privilege and promotes attitudes toward success corrosive of the commonality democracy requires.”

And the sorting goes far beyond paychecks. College graduates in America live nearly eleven years longer than those without degrees—an increase of three years from just two decades ago. Our politics now cleave along educational lines: degree holders backed Kamala Harris by fourteen points in 2024, while those without degrees voted for Trump by nearly the same margin. Even our families bear the mark. A woman with a college degree, compared to one without, has twice the chance of a marriage lasting twenty years.

But this cult, like all the others, is a belief system we have made—and can unmake. For nearly a century, the government’s promise that every American could pursue happiness rested on a simple guarantee: enough public education to get a job that pays a living wage. That commitment didn’t sort Americans into winners and losers according to whether they could afford a credential. It bound us together in a shared story about what we owed one another. The fraying of that promise has done more than perhaps any other change since the mid-twentieth century to cleave us into hostile camps—each resentful of the other. Restoring it may be the single most powerful thing we could do to make ourselves one people again.



THE PUBLIC SCHOOL MOVEMENT

When Nathan Appleton’s daughter Fanny married the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in 1843, the Boston merchant gave the newlyweds an extraordinary gift: a home that had been George Washington’s Revolutionary War headquarters, along with a tract of land between the home and the Charles River so that their view would never be obstructed. The gift, while generous, left young Fanny and Henry living in meager accommodations compared to those of their in-laws. Appleton’s residence at 39 Beacon Street was one of the most luxurious in America, featuring finely carved wooden furniture, ornately carpeted parlors, and massive mirrors over roaring fireplaces.

Appleton’s wealth came from his diversified holdings in textiles and banking, but the true key to his success was membership in a commercial cabal called the Boston Associates. This small group of elite Boston families conspired to exercise an extraordinary degree of control over the Bay State’s economy. At the peak of their influence, the Boston Associates controlled 40 percent of banking capital in Boston, 40 percent of all insurance capital in Massachusetts, and 30 percent of the state’s railroads.

The Boston Associates were not alone in the tactics they employed. All across America, in the early days of the industrial revolution, the owner class was using every means it could to gobble up control of the nation’s new industrial capacity. As a result, wealth inequality was spiraling across the country as middle-class craftspeople were put out of business by mass production, forced to take lower-paying jobs in factories with oppressive working conditions. As the mid-nineteenth century dawned, violent class conflict—driven by both wealth separation and conflict among new immigrant groups fighting for space in their new land—became more regular throughout the young nation. In the Philadelphia Nativist riots, for instance, tensions between wealthier Protestants and poorer first-generation Catholic immigrants spilled over into cataclysmic violence, with dozens of people killed in multiple clashes.

In Boston in the early 1830s, a group of low-income laborers organized to build a peaceful outlet for this growing storm of working-class anger. The Boston Workingman’s Party emerged in 1830 as part of a wave of similar parties in other northern cities trying to win favor for pro-labor state legislation. It was a small movement, but one plank of its platform stood out and got noticed by the Boston Associates and other northeastern elites. The Boston party declared that “the establishment of a liberal system of education, attainable by all, should be among the first efforts of every lawgiver who desires the continuance of our national independence.”

In the 1830s, only around half of American children attended regular school. For many children, church school on Sunday was their only instruction of the week. For children who did attend school, their parents had to pay a small charge per school quarter, a barrier to entry for many parents who viewed their children as potential sources of income-producing labor, not students. The Workingman’s Parties saw their class’s struggle to pay for education—as the children of the increasingly affluent were afforded luxurious private schools and tutors—as another affront in a nation that was becoming more visibly stratified, both economically and socially.

It was the practical, not moral, case that was most persuasive for the Boston Associates and other elites: universal education was a means for the rich and powerful to better secure domestic tranquility. Some saw an urgent need for a universal education program to assimilate immigrants and create a common set of virtues and social expectations. Calvin Stowe, who lived with his wife, the author Harriet Beecher Stowe, just a few streets away from my home in Hartford, was an influential elite voice for universal public education. He put the challenge rather coarsely. “Unless we educate our immigrants they will be our ruin,” he warned. “It is no longer a question of benevolence, of duty, or of enlightened self-interest … We are prompted to it by the instinct of self-preservation.”

Among those with more charitable motives was the man considered the father of America’s commitment to public school, Horace Mann. In defense of his proposal for a universal elementary school system in his home state, Mann argued that “according to the European theory, men are divided into classes, some to toil and earn, others to seize and enjoy. According to the Massachusetts theory, all are to have an equal chance for earning, and equal security in the enjoyment of what they earn.” Mann rose from modest circumstances to become an ally of the Boston Associates. While his passion for universal public education may have been more genuinely altruistic than theirs, both he and they shared the goal of creating a common school system—and Mann’s political power flowed directly from his connections to Boston’s industrial and financial elite.

What united the elite reformers’ diverse motivations was a belief that universal public education could forge social cohesion in a fractured society. By providing free schooling—enough that a worker could earn a decent living and perhaps enjoy a shot at economic mobility—they hoped to bind all classes together into a common project. Schools could be a place where rich and poor learned together, tempering class envy. Education could become a leveler—not toward eliminating class divisions but toward softening the edges so that people of all incomes sensed they might share a common fate.

In 1852, fifteen years after Horace Mann became Massachusetts’s first secretary of education, the state became the first to create a compulsory system of education for young children. Gradually, the rest of the nation followed suit. Of course, none of these early systems were universal—most did not serve Black children, and many immigrants and girls were denied entry. It was well into the twentieth century before America had a true “universal” system of education that guaranteed all children access to free education through age eighteen.

But the universal public school system that began in Boston and spread across the nation became a deeply unifying American institution. In public schools, children of factory owners sat alongside the children of factory workers, learning a common curriculum, pledging allegiance to the same flag, and enjoying the same playground games. The schoolhouse became a symbol of our commitment to one another—to guarantee not equal outcomes, but equal opportunity. And for nearly a century, that commitment held.



THE PROMISE’S COLLAPSE

The maddening new reality for parents and students—that a college education is now more necessary yet less accessible than ever before—leaves families in a no-win situation, looking up at those who win the lottery and get their children into good universities, while watching costs spiral beyond reach. Families are forced into an impossible choice: drain bank accounts and mortgage their children’s financial futures with student loans, or accept diminished economic prospects in a labor market that reserves opportunity for those with higher degrees.

Three changes—in the labor market, education, and government—converged to create this trap, leaving Americans deeply frustrated with the state of higher education.

First, the economy has been restructured to discriminate against the majority of Americans: those who don’t have a college degree. In the early 1900s, as the universal schooling movement reached its triumphant conclusion, a high school diploma opened the door to middle-class life. Engineering was one of the few professions requiring a college degree; most jobs demanded nothing more than a basic secondary school education, and workers could advance into managerial and supervisory positions through experience alone. Not every student took advantage of the guarantee—only 41 percent of Americans held a high school diploma in 1960. Even so, America’s economy at mid-century was structured so that a high school education, made available to every American citizen as a public commitment, was sufficient for virtually everyone to achieve a dignified life.

That world is quickly disappearing. In the 1970s, about 28 percent of jobs required postsecondary education and/or training beyond high school. Today, the script is flipped: close to 68 percent of all jobs require some form of post–high school education. The cult of credentialism now requires a college degree even for positions that don’t need one, like executive assistant, technology help desk worker, and factory supervisor. Why? Because the cult has convinced companies that hiring workers without degrees reflects poorly on them. It’s not about capability. It’s about status. The degree has become a prestige marker not just for individuals but for companies as well.

At the same time, colleges have hiked the price of admission to middle-class life far beyond what most families or students can afford. Since 1980, the cost of college has risen at twice the rate of overall inflation. Back then, annual tuition at a private college was around $10,000. The year that my oldest son begins his freshman year, some colleges’ tuition will eclipse $100,000 a year. That’s an outrageous amount of money. Escalating costs have priced millions of students out of higher education. Even community college is often unaffordable when all the costs of attendance—such as materials, transportation, and childcare—are factored in. On average, the cost of attending community college will total more than one-third of a low-income student’s income, presenting the same practical barrier to completion that a $100,000 tuition may pose at an elite school.

Texas Tech’s lazy river and tanning platform may be easy marks as examples of unnecessary spending that drives up the cost of college with little actual reward for students or the public. But they are highly indicative: From 2003 to 2013, spending on instruction and research increased by around 10 percent at public research universities, while at those same institutions, spending on non-instruction amenities rose by a much steeper 24 percent. At Clemson University, school officials built a $55 million “training facility” for the team’s top-ranked football team that included bowling alleys, a barber shop, mini golf, sleep pods, a laser tag course, and a golf simulator. While Clemson insists it didn’t raise tuition to pay for the facility, in the fall of 2025 the school imposed a new $300-per-year “athletic fee” on each student to pay for services—like free mini golf—provided to top athletes.

The “arms race” to build prestige and attract tuition dollars requires schools to constantly update academic and dormitory buildings. One college president remarked that he didn’t feel like he was doing his job if there wasn’t at least one large crane dotting his campus’s skyline. This is one of the rituals of the cult: not more accessible education but visible monuments to institutional prestige—cathedrals built to a credential that grows more expensive and more exclusive with every groundbreaking.

Of course, other factors have driven hyperinflation in higher education. In particular, higher education suffers from what the economist William Baumol calls “cost disease”—teaching is labor-intensive and doesn’t get more efficient the more instruction you do. Cost efficiencies are hard to find. Higher education is also wildly overregulated, causing colleges to hire administrators and compliance officers instead of instructors. Colleges have to not only comply with local, state, and federal regulations but also run their schools in accordance with (often bizarre and expensive) requirements from private-sector “accreditors” who have no incentive to help schools keep costs low.

In addition, decisions made in the halls of state legislatures around the country have compounded the impact of the arms race on families. On the heels of the Great Recession, from 2008 to 2017, states reduced spending on their flagship schools by 19 percent in real dollars. The result was unaffordable tuition increases for the 78 percent of American college students who attend public institutions: in 1998, public funding picked up 75 percent of public college costs; today that share has dropped to 50 percent.

Nowhere has this state disinvestment had more impact than in Pennsylvania, the nation’s fifth-largest state. Since 1980, public funding for the state’s institutions has decreased by 49 percent. The result has been a direct transfer of costs from the state to students and families: regular tuition hikes have put the cost of attending Pennsylvania’s state universities at over $26,000—nearly 70 percent higher than the national average. As a result, enrollment has dropped precipitously at the state’s university system as fewer and fewer students can afford to attend.

Few middle-income families have an extra $12,000 in liquid income, never mind the $100,000 that may be required for their child to attend an elite private college. And so the only way most families can afford to keep up with the cult of credentialism is to take out massive amounts of education debt.

Reid Clark was a health-care salesman when he made the decision to borrow whatever it took for his children to attend a mix of state and private colleges in his home state of Pennsylvania. He asked each of his children to take out $20,000 in loans, and he borrowed the rest through a parent loan for undergraduate students (PLUS), which had an interest rate of more than 6 percent. By the time his last child finished college, he owed $550,000—a $3,000 monthly payment for the rest of his life.

Clark believed that these degrees were his children’s only ticket to a better standard of living than the one he enjoyed. “I wouldn’t take the chance on not sending my kids to school … even though it’s going to create a tremendous financial burden,” he explained.

The overall amount of student debt in America is simply astounding: $1.8 trillion, the second-biggest type of debt after mortgages. More than 10 percent of all student debt is now significantly delinquent, and that rate is jumping each year, portending a potential collapse of borrowers’ ability to repay.

The stunning amount of debt young people and families are bearing has enormous practical and spiritual costs. The burden of monthly repayment bills of $1,000 or more causes many graduates to postpone purchasing a home or having children. For millions, a few months of missed payments can ruin credit scores, making them unable to even afford a car. Indeed, half of student loan borrowers report often feeling hopeless and depressed because of the burden of their massive obligations. Melanie Lockert, age thirty-eight, who graduated from New York University with $81,000 in debt and a $900 monthly payment, went into a deep depression in 2013. “I had graduated from N.Y.U.,” she said, “one of the most prestigious schools in the country, and I couldn’t find a full-time job to pay it back. I felt like my debt was mocking me.”



THE BACKLASH

Columbia University clearly did not see coming the dizzying onslaught that Donald Trump and his conservative allies unleashed on campus leaders shortly after he was sworn in for his second term. Using the campus protests over Israel’s military campaign in Gaza as a pretext, Trump announced in March 2025 that the administration was cutting off federal funds to the university (a devastating blow to a school heavily reliant on federal support for research and student aid) and would be pushing accreditors to shut down the university completely. Never before had an American president launched an attack of this ferocity on a single American school.

In the wake of the Gaza war, there had been antisemitic language and signs at the Columbia protests such that many Jewish students on campus felt unsafe. And yes, antisemitism, emanating from both the far right and far left, is a growing problem generally—a stain on our nation that requires confrontation from leaders. But Columbia had responded to the incidents on its campus, suspending both students and campus groups deemed to be involved in antisemitic actions. The university president had established a task force on antisemitism in November 2023, co-chaired by faculty members, which released multiple reports documenting student experiences and making recommendations. When Trump announced the funding suspension, the university was in the middle of multiple initiatives to address hate and discriminatory speech and improve campus safety.

The Columbia professor Sheldon Pollock explained it this way: “Columbia’s administration has bent over backwards to satisfy the Trump administration … Nothing has worked because this onslaught has nothing to do with actual antisemitism. Entirely legitimate criticism of Israel’s massive ethnic cleansing campaign is being used as a pretext to destroy the American university.”

Trump’s real purpose was to pick a high-stakes fight with elite higher education. But why? The political motivation is clear: Trump aims to convert America into a deeply illiberal democracy where he rules without checks or balances, and where criticism of his regime brings consequences and censure. College campuses have historically been the birthplace of both the most potent critiques of power and mass protest movements. That’s why aspiring dictators over the last century have worked to destroy the independence of their nation’s higher education system.

Trump aims to turn universities into mouthpieces for his nativist, misogynist, prejudiced worldview instead of centers of true independent thought that serve as an accountability check on power. The most influential MAGA voice in this effort has been the Manhattan Institute scholar Christopher Rufo, who has openly declared that he wants universities to experience “existential terror” and to “put the university sector as a whole into a significant recession” until they squash criticism of conservatives and elevate pro-MAGA voices.

But, as with his attacks on the cult of consumption, Trump was also tapping into a very real anger in the nation with the state of education. In her powerful book Indebted, the anthropologist Caitlin Zaloom argues that the worry and stress associated with the cost of college has, to an extent, altered our social structure. “The problem of paying for college today involves such profound moral, emotional, and economic commitments that it has, in fact, redefined the experience of being middle class,” she explains. Parents feel like failures, having to load up with hundreds of thousands of dollars of debt to pay for college, and students feel guilty, knowing that their education is so deeply affecting their parents’ financial lives.

The practices of many of the most expensive elite schools have not helped ease the public’s frustration with the state of higher education. At Harvard, the children and relatives of the school’s alumni are admitted at five times the rate of students without Harvard connections, according to data from 2019. This legacy preference creates a self-perpetuating cycle that favors families who are already privileged by wealth, education, and institutional ties, and it creates a public impression that these top institutions are closed clubs, off-limits to those without connections. This perception is compounded by the relatively paltry number of low-income students some of these elite schools admit. At most public universities, one-quarter of students have family incomes low enough to be eligible for federal need-based Pell Grants. Historically, at most Ivy League schools, only one in ten students qualified for Pell Grants. Several schools, like Yale and Princeton, have made clear commitments to make their Pell Grant percentages similar to those of public schools, but decades of preference for higher-income applicants have reinforced public resentment against such elite universities.

Of course, even winning a spot at college doesn’t guarantee success. Megan Arnold’s story repeats itself across the country: students rack up debt, then drop out before getting a degree. And the problem isn’t just the cost. For students juggling work and classes, the rigid schedules built for full-time students become impossible to navigate. Worse, colleges profit from these failures. Introductory courses with high student-to-instructor ratios generate revenue, while the smaller classes students take later in their academic careers, with higher per-student costs, lose money. So dropouts help the bottom line. So does denying transfer credits—as happened to Megan. Forcing students to retake courses they’ve already completed and paid for is good business for universities.

And those who do graduate often find that the jobs their credential unlocks don’t pay nearly enough to justify the debt they took on to get them. The skyrocketing number of students with degrees who still can’t pay their loans suggests that an expensive four-year degree is not a smart return on investment for many. A shocking poll from the summer of 2025 suggested that more than half of Gen Z graduates now believe their degree was “a waste of time.” It raises the question: Why, nearly two hundred years after the invention of the four-year bachelor of arts degree, has there been so little innovation? Why is every degree four years? Why aren’t some shorter? Why haven’t schools combined undergraduate and graduate study more efficiently? Should it really take seven years to become a lawyer, ten to become a professor, or five to become a teacher? The higher education industry could choose to make college quicker and less expensive, but it does not because shortening the time it takes to get a degree would reduce revenue for schools, and its primary regulator and funder—the federal government—has set up no incentive for reform.

Those who never reach college or drop out feel judged and marginalized, cast as failures for their inability to achieve a degree. I still recall the nervous intensity in the chamber of the U.S. House of Representatives at the beginning of my second term when the new president, Barack Obama, gave his maiden State of the Union speech. In it, he leveled a challenge at the American public: “Tonight, I ask every American to commit to at least one year or more of higher education or career training. This can be community college or a four-year school; vocational training or an apprenticeship. But whatever the training may be, every American will need to get more than a high school diploma.”

I remember wincing a little at the time, wondering whether it was wise to lionize a system of higher education that didn’t seem to be working. Lots of Americans want to get that advanced training but cannot. Others seek different routes into the job market. Obama’s challenge—which implied a judgment on those who didn’t or couldn’t meet it—seemed unfair without a reformed system of advanced training that meets the actual needs of those who have been left behind.

I’ve wondered many times since if Obama regrets that sentence in the wake of his inability to make those needed changes. Though unintended, it helped cement a stigma against those who could not achieve a higher degree. Michael Sandel, in his book The Tyranny of Merit, explains how “insisting that a college degree is the primary route to a respectable job and a decent life creates a credentialist prejudice that undermines the dignity of work and demeans those who have not been to college.” Studies consistently show that those with advanced degrees are granted higher social status, and those without degrees are often looked down upon as failures. A 2024 study showed not only that “less educated people are viewed negatively and their opinions are belittled in our society” but also that “less educated individuals and groups are dehumanized … and their democratic rights (voting, running for office) are questioned.”

And that’s an intentional feature of the cult of credentialism. The system doesn’t just sort people into economic winners and losers—it sorts them into moral compartments. Those who get the degree are invited to feel that they have earned their place in society’s upper echelon, and that the credential signals their superior worth. So it becomes a very attractive proposition: Go into debt, get the credential, and in exchange you get an elevated sense of self and accomplishment. And because almost everyone who runs an elite public or private institution holds the credential and enjoys the privilege, there is no incentive to alter the bargain.

While each one of us hopes we aren’t holders of this prejudice, we see every day the condescension directed toward those who have more limited levels of educational attainment. Famously, JD Vance described this feeling of “us v. them” during one of his first childhood visits to family court. “It was the first time I noticed ‘TV accents’—the neutral accent that so many news anchors had,” he wrote in his memoir, Hillbilly Elegy. “The social workers and the judge and the lawyer all had TV accents. None of us did. The people who ran the courthouse were different from us. The people subjected to it were not.”

It was not a mistake that Trump chose Vance as his running mate in 2024. Nor did Trump attack Columbia and other Ivy League schools simply because he wanted to eliminate dissent against his administration. No, Trump understood that the cultural divide between those with degrees and working-class Americans had become a defining political fault line—one that cut deeper than traditional partisan loyalties. By elevating Vance, a self-described hillbilly who attacked privilege and had, despite his own Yale degree, become an avatar for the forgotten working class, Trump was signaling that he saw and valued those whom the educated elite had dismissed or demeaned. And by targeting top universities, he was attacking the very institutions that had become, in the eyes of millions of Americans, the arbiters of who deserves to lead a dignified life and who does not. Trump was tapping into a genuine resentment that had been building for decades, as higher education transformed into a society-wide social and economic sorting machine—the source of “the last acceptable prejudice.”



THE MASTER PLAN

Clark Kerr’s social philosophy seemed oddly suited for the pivotal role he would play in American higher education. Born into a Pennsylvania Quaker farm family in 1911, Kerr quickly showed exceptional promise as a student, winning admission to Swarthmore College. He witnessed the rigid stratification of the agricultural communities where he grew up and the deep condescension with which those holding power and wealth regarded lower-income farm laborers. But as Kerr matured and took his place among America’s postwar educated elite, he developed a distinctive social theory that echoed that of the Boston Associates: he saw America’s socioeconomic castes as inevitable—the “managers and the managed,” he called them—but he believed the managers owed a humanitarian duty to the managed to provide social benefits that bound the castes into a common mission, even as society remained stratified.

He got a chance to put his belief system into practice when he was named president of the University of California in 1958. Kerr saw an opportunity for higher education to unite, rather than divide, Americans. Yes, in the mid-twentieth century, during the era of the social contract, there was less social judgment of those without a college degree since most workers could earn a dignified wage with just a high school education. But Kerr saw that more and more jobs in the second half of the century would require advanced coursework, and that this development would increase the likelihood of social disruption if the nation’s education guarantee were not updated.

A year after beginning his new job, he pitched California’s Democratic governor, Pat Brown, on a revolutionary idea: the Master Plan for Higher Education in California. At the heart of Kerr’s proposal was “guaranteeing educational access for all.” No major economy in the world in 1960 made higher education universally available; upon implementation of the plan, California was, in Kerr’s own words, the first major economy “to provide universal access to higher education for all high school graduates or persons otherwise equally qualified.”

And Kerr’s dream became reality. By the end of the 1960s, almost all students received a free public higher education in the new sprawling network of universities, state colleges, and community colleges that Kerr helped build. The very top students were assured a place at a campus of the University of California. The next tier of top academic performers would be able to enter the California State University system. Other students were offered spots at community or junior colleges. The tuition was free, though students did still have to pay for ancillary costs like housing and transportation. Spurred in part by the rapidly growing number of advanced degree holders, California’s economy sprinted past that of other states in the 1960s and ’70s, growing at a rate a full percentage point higher than the national average.

But Kerr’s ambitions were bigger than expanding access to higher education. His goal was for higher education to be a unifying force for a democratic society in need of renewal as it entered the 1960s. Kerr sensed, even in 1960, that the exclusion of people from higher education would relegate them to a second-class status that would pose a threat to democratic stability. Surveying the impact of Kerr’s Master Plan, Simon Marginson, a professor of higher education at Oxford University, explained that Kerr’s “commitment … to the collective public good in higher education” created a “sense of social solidarity that [has] long sustained American democracy.”

Much of Kerr’s system still exists today, and California continues to have one of the more generous programs of higher education subsidy in the country. But the full promise of universal higher education for all deserving students didn’t hold up for long. When the Hollywood actor and corporate spokesman Ronald Reagan ran successfully for governor in 1966, he did so on a promise to crack down on a higher education system that he claimed was libertine and immoral. His message anticipated Trump’s critique while also questioning the project of mass higher education itself. As Reagan amped up his attacks during his 1970 reelection campaign, his adviser Roger A. Freeman publicly sounded a warning about universal higher education: “We are in danger of producing an educated proletariat … We have to be selective on who we allow to go through higher education.”

By the 1970s, a new fee structure, pushed through a reluctant state legislature, was in the process of unraveling California’s very brief commitment to universal higher education. But Kerr’s achievement—and his belief in education as a unifying democratic force—is more relevant now than ever before. Today, Kerr’s fear—that growing educational divides would rend asunder national unity—has been realized. In our current system of higher education, those without degrees face not only diminished economic prospects but also a pervasive sense that they are viewed as failures by an educated elite that conflates credentials with merit and moral worth. America’s cult of credentialism does not strengthen democratic stability; it fractures us. What Kerr thought could be a bridge has become a moat.



RESTORING THE COMMITMENT

Restoring a sense of collective national identity and cohesion may be impossible without reviving the fundamental promise Americans made to one another at the start of the industrial era—that society would bear the shared cost of providing every worker enough education for a fair shot at a dignified life.

It’s hard to step back and appreciate the peace of mind that comes from knowing your children have a right to a free education once they reach age five; from pulling out of your driveway knowing that free roads will bring you wherever you need to go; from going to sleep confident that if a fire starts overnight in your home, firefighters will quickly arrive to put out the blaze, free of charge. Yes, of course, taxes pay for elementary education, roads, and public safety protection—these things aren’t technically “free”—but it’s worth remembering that the happiest countries in the world are those with the most generous set of socialized costs.

The sense of security that comes from knowing the public schools and the highways and the fire department are there for you as community resources rather than commoditized services is real. It brings ease of mind. But it also binds you together with your neighbors; these are endowments you share, giving common purpose and common experience.

So what must be done to restore this commitment? California’s brief experiment with universal access shows the simplest path—increase the guarantee of public education beyond twelfth grade so that every American gets the training, degree, or certificate necessary to compete in today’s economy. Think of it as an update, not a brand-new program. Just as your phone continuously updates to handle new apps and software, our guarantee of public education needs to be continuously updated to adjust to the changing workforce demands of a dynamic economy.

But this guarantee has to be nimble—not every American needs four years of post–high school education. And herein lies the opportunity for this updated guarantee to revolutionize a higher education system that is badly broken. Today, federal subsidy for education is prejudiced toward four-year degree programs, including many programs that don’t serve students well.

In 2015, Amanda Wilson enrolled in an online medical assistant degree program at the for-profit Everest University in Chelsea, Massachusetts, attracted by nonstop advertising from Everest that suggested a 100 percent job placement rate for graduates. Everest “recruiters” pressured her to apply for federal student loans (more than she needed), and once the program began, she quickly noticed the substandard quality of instruction and the complete absence of the promised job placement assistance. When her schooling ended, she discovered that few companies accepted the inferior Everest degree. She was not able to get a job in the medical field and, now saddled with $18,000 of useless educational debt, instead took a job at a local factory.

A new system of higher education should start with a simple premise: the expensive four-year, live-on-campus degree is no longer the default. Three reforms should undergird this new system. First, high school graduates should have a far more diverse set of education and training options available—certificate programs, one- and two-year degrees, consolidated undergraduate-graduate tracks. The current byzantine state of higher education regulation—especially the accreditation process—should be simplified to make it easier for non-four-year degree programs to proliferate.

Second, universities should face real accountability: federal aid should flow only to schools with high career placement rates for their graduates (ability to repay student loans is normally a good proxy for this). Fraudulent programs like Everest or Corinthian University’s accounting program in Brandon, Florida—which advertised a 92 percent job placement rate when the true rate was 12 percent —should be shut down immediately.

Third, the federal government should use its leverage to force down costs. The amenities arms race is bankrupting families. College doesn’t require luxury dorms and Michelin-starred dining halls, and Washington should shift from helping students borrow more to making degrees cost less in the first place. My Republican colleague Tom Cotton has an interesting proposal to make colleges responsible for paying back a portion of students’ defaulted loans, which would make schools more sensitive about pricing degrees out of reach of repayment. Federal aid could also be recalculated so that students at colleges with less administrative overhead and lower amenity spending get higher grants or loan maximums.

By expanding options beyond expensive four-year programs, shutting down fraudulent schools, and driving down costs across the board, a universal guarantee of post-secondary education would be surprisingly affordable. Such a program would cost roughly one-tenth of the annual defense budget—a smart investment in our workforce and, more important, in restoring the promise to provide every American with enough education to live a dignified life. No guarantee of equal outcome or income, just a new guarantee of true equal opportunity—for a new investment that would likely represent only a 1 percent increase in the annual federal budget.

But updating the American public education guarantee isn’t enough to restore our broken bonds. Trump targeted elite universities because they perform the sorting function that separates future elites from everyone else, and Americans are growing contemptuous of this process. Whether these schools intend it or not, a degree from Columbia, Harvard, or Stanford has become a golden ticket to extraordinary riches—and the condescension and bitterness this breeds are tearing the country apart.

So what to do about the sorting function that these top schools perform in our society? One of Trump’s tactics was to punish these schools by increasing taxation of their endowments, the funds these top schools have collected in donations and invested to support infrastructure, student aid, and other expenses. But there’s a different approach—requiring schools with massive endowments (which correlates to the schools with elite reputations) to admit a higher share of low-income students. Taxation of endowments could be a consequence for universities that do not meet these goals, rather than just an across-the-board punishment for simply existing as an elite school.

Another tactic these top schools could employ is to simply expand enrollment. Many elite institutions—especially the small liberal arts schools that don’t have the international reputations of Harvard or Stanford but still serve a sorting and gatekeeping role—haven’t expanded their enrollment significantly in decades: most accepted around five hundred students per class fifty years ago and still accept five hundred per class today—even as the need for college degree–holding workers has dramatically increased. Many larger schools have not expanded enrollment, either—for instance, Harvard’s freshman class today is about the same size it was in 1975.

Some schools have shown a willingness to grow. Yale University, in my home state, has expanded its incoming class by 23 percent since 2017 and recently announced plans to add one hundred more freshmen per year for the foreseeable future. Canada’s most prestigious universities are staggering in size—the University of Toronto, ranked twenty-first in the world, enrolls nearly 100,000 students, proving that schools need not trade size for prestige. If elite universities truly believed their mission was to educate the country’s future leaders and reduce resentment toward the upper tier of higher education, rather than maintain their exclusivity, they could double their class sizes tomorrow. The demand is certainly there, and their multibillion-dollar endowments could easily fund the expansion.

Finally, political and business leaders could simply decide that our economy shouldn’t be so snobby about college degrees. As we’ve seen, college degrees are now required to apply for most executive assistant and computer support specialist jobs, even though there is little evidence that a full bachelor’s degree is necessary to perform these jobs. For instance, today only 16 percent of factory supervisors—those who are overseeing manufacturing production lines—have a bachelor’s degree, and there is no evidence of a skills or job performance crisis in this profession. The skills a factory supervisor needs to be good at the job—managing people, understanding production processes, solving on-the-floor problems—are typically learned through mentorship and experience on the factory floor, not in a classroom. But if you survey current job postings for these classes of jobs, 67 percent list a college degree as a mandatory requirement.

This practice of “credential inflation” is a consequence of the cult of credentialism’s sorting mechanism, but it seems to serve little actual benefit to employers. Professor Joseph Fuller of Harvard Business School conducted a wide-ranging survey of this practice and found that “seeking college graduates makes many middle-skills jobs harder to fill.” He adds that non–college graduates achieve equal productivity but higher engagement, lower turnover, and greater loyalty than college graduates hired for similar jobs. Credential inflation is bad practice but also financially unsound, as employers tend to pay a 10 to 30 percent premium for college degrees.

In the past several years, private-sector companies and state governments have begun to take steps to unwind credential inflation and the impact it has on cementing the higher education divide in our nation. More than two dozen states have taken action to remove college degree requirements from certain state jobs, and companies like Dell and Bank of America have done comprehensive reviews of their job postings to eliminate unnecessary degree requirements.

Unfortunately, there has been little movement at a national scale. That’s why I was intrigued when, in early 2024, just before he was announced as Donald Trump’s vice-presidential nominee, then-Senator JD Vance called me to gauge my interest in introducing a bill that would ban college degree requirements for federal jobs. After Vance was elected to the Senate in 2020, I had noted his interest in challenging the Republican Party’s pro-corporate, anti-worker orthodoxy; he seemed, at the time, to be the most interesting Republican in the Senate. One night, after Senate votes had wrapped, he and I went out for a long, extended dinner where we talked about our mutual belief in the growing realignment of the American electorate.

I shared with him my theory—that a quiet race was underway to see whether the Republican Party became more genuinely economically progressive before the Democratic Party became more open to bringing socially conservative (but economically populist) voters into our coalition. “There is a large share of voters—conservatives, progressives, and moderates—that are increasingly open to more robust government intervention in the economy to make the rules fairer and to break up concentrated power and wealth,” I told him. “And either you capture them by breaking with your party’s market fundamentalist roots, or we capture them by being less judgmental with voters who don’t agree with us on abortion, climate, or guns.” Unsurprisingly, I learned during that dinner that his assessment of American politics was nearly identical to mine, and we began to discuss whether we could set the race aside and find policy ideas on which to collaborate. That conversation laid the groundwork for his call to me in early 2024.

But between our dinner and that call, I had begun to see the other side of Vance—the angry, divisive Trump sycophant who seemed driven by a deep grievance over the decline of white male dominance in America. I told my staff to enter talks with his team over this potential bipartisan bill with caution.

But I’ll be honest—despite my reservations, I was still intrigued. I had been thinking deeply about how government could combat credential inflation in the workforce, and eliminating degree requirements from government job postings seemed like a reasonable first step. I thought the legislation would be good policy. But I also saw it as good politics for my party. We were hemorrhaging non-college-educated voters, election after election. I wanted to plant a flag and show those voters we cared about the stigma they faced—that we understood that having only a high school diploma didn’t make them second-class citizens. This legislation was a way to demonstrate that.

Ultimately, we never introduced the bill together—for two reasons. First, we just ran out of time. After he was nominated by Trump, Vance lost interest in any bipartisan legislation. Second, my own interest had already cooled before the announcement because of a provision Vance insisted on being inserted into the bill. In substitution for degree requirements, he wanted federal agencies to be able to conduct “aptitude tests” for applicants. On its face, that doesn’t sound like a radical idea, but as I listened to Vance’s increasingly prejudiced rhetoric, and thought forward to what a second Trump administration could do with a new federal employee aptitude test, I winced. I began to think back to the “literacy tests” administered to Black people as a barrier to voter registration in the South. To me, Vance’s idea seemed like an attempt to allow Trump agencies to keep out certain groups of people. The future vice president seemed, perhaps, to have a different agenda than simply attacking credential inflation in the workforce.

The collapse of my collaboration with Vance was a microcosm of the larger story of American politics today. There is, indeed, a realignment available to a political candidate or movement that is willing to capture it. Millions of voters feel left behind by an economy that seems rigged against them. Millions more disdain a culture that looks down on them. But the question is whether that realignment will be built on policy that actually helps those voters or on resentment that merely weaponizes their anger. Trump and Vance chose resentment. They understand how the education divide leaves millions of Americans—especially the white men struggling with rightfully disappearing privilege—feeling left behind and stigmatized. But Trump and Vance offer nothing of any practical value. They simply offer these voters a target for their anger—immigrants, elite universities, the “woke” establishment. They aren’t trying to restore the dignity of work or repair a broken educational system. They just want to divide Americans further—college versus non-college, us versus them—and then gain political advantage from the spiraling resentment.

There’s a better path. We can provide every American enough education and training to earn a dignified living, whether that comes from a four-year university, a community college, an apprenticeship, or on-the-job training.

The danger of inaction or distraction isn’t just economic—it’s democratic. When we sort Americans into winners and losers according to whether they have a diploma, we create a caste system that breeds justified feelings of humiliation and bitterness. And the cult is self-perpetuating; the credentialed class writes the job descriptions and sets the rules for higher education, having no real incentive to disrupt the degree-based hierarchy from which they benefit. This is why Trump’s attacks on universities resonate even when his solutions are empty—millions of Americans can see how the system is rigged, and they are searching for leaders who get this.

Real solutions wouldn’t destroy our universities or amplify the rancor. The better answer is to tear down the artificial barriers that make a bachelor’s degree the only ticket to a dignified life. We need there to be more ways to get that credential, and more ways to succeed without it. The race Vance and I discussed that night is still on—but we won’t win it by just letting grievances build. We’ll win it by breaking the cult.
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THE CULT OF CORRUPTION




THE CALL ROOM

Two blocks downhill from the Cannon House Office Building—the site of my small three-room office during my first term in the House of Representatives—lies the Democratic National Committee (DNC) headquarters. If you walk up the front stairs and into the lobby, take the elevator up to the second floor, and turn right, you will find yourself in the most depressing room in Washington, DC—a large open room about the size of a quarter of a football field that represents all that is wrong with American politics today.

During my six years in the House, they called it the “call room.” Its design is simple: one generic office cubicle after another, maybe two dozen in all, each space just big enough to fit one member of Congress sitting next to a fundraising staffer. And during my three terms in the House, for a few hours almost every day, I sat in one of those depressing cubicles, with a list of names and phone numbers in front of me representing the collection of wealthy individuals who regularly donate to Democratic candidates, incessantly dialing for dollars. Some days, I would spend four hours in that room, and then walk into my tiny Capitol Hill apartment feeling more like a telemarketer than a member of Congress.

The people on those lists aren’t carpenters or teachers or home care aides; they are CEOs and Wall Street executives and people who control corporate and union political action committees (PACs). The only way a candidate like me, devoid of personal wealth, can raise the $2 million necessary to run a competitive House race (and my races, in the only true swing district in Connecticut, were always competitive) is to call people who can afford to donate $1,000 or more. A fundraising call for a $50 check simply isn’t efficient.

I was good at it. I still am. As I write this, I have nearly $12 million in my campaign account—an amount that dwarfs most of my colleagues’ coffers. Luckily, these days my ability to raise money in small contributions from tens of thousands of grassroots donors means I don’t have to call many wealthy people for donations anymore. But I’m the exception to the rule. Most members of Congress still have to spend hours a day on the phone, talking to rich donors. The call room today is in a different part of the DNC building, but its function is the same.

What I and other members of Congress do to raise campaign funds is perfectly legal, but it is fundamentally corrupt. I remember being unsurprised at how hard it was for Congress to close an egregious tax loophole that allows millionaire private equity executives to pay a special tax rate, lower than the rate paid by janitors or plumbers—the “carried interest” loophole that’s still on the books today.

Why? First, I want to clear up a misconception—there are almost never quid pro quo conversations in the call room. I don’t think a single private equity executive ever conditioned his donation to me on my support for maintaining the carried interest loophole (and in the rare instances when a donor did make clear that his or her donation was conditional, I would politely but immediately end the call). But when you’re hearing the arguments to preserve the loophole a few times a week, and never calling anyone whose priority is to close it, it’s inevitable that this imbalance will have an impact on the voting behavior of some legislators. Trump’s corruption has reached an unprecedented scale, but previous to 2025, the corruption I witnessed in Congress didn’t exist in the overt exchange of a vote for a donation; rather, it’s in the wildly unequal access the fundraising racket gives to rich people in comparison to poor people.

Ultimately, our system favors the wealthy and corporations because we have built a political system in which their approval and support of political figures matters more than the approval of everyone else. It doesn’t matter, by itself, if my candidacy would resonate with legions of voters; if I can’t raise the money for the TV and digital advertising necessary to reach those voters, I have no chance. So I, and thousands of other candidates and elected officials, have become dependent on a corrupt system that grants more access and influence to those who have little interest in upending a status quo that leaves millions of American adrift, without purpose and connection.

One of the reasons voters chose Donald Trump in 2016 was that they believed that a rich president would be immune from the influence of major donors and corporate influence. At an October 2016 rally in Naples, Florida, Trump summed up his closing argument: “If we win on November 8th, we are going to fix our rigged system and we are going to drain the swamp of corruption in Washington, D.C.” During the final three weeks of the campaign, he used the phrase “drain the swamp” seventy-nine times on social media. His opponent, Hillary Clinton, ignored the issue of corruption in her closing argument. Instead, she spent the final week on the defensive about a “scandal” involving her use of a private email server for classified communications.

Trump, in fact, did nothing to drain the swamp during his first term. He continued to talk a big game about defanging powerful interests, but by and large, those with money and political influence had just as much of it at the end of his first term as at the beginning. In his 2024 campaign, Trump dropped nearly all talk of cleaning up Washington. The reason became clear after his election: he and his family had quietly laid the groundwork to use his second and final term for the most brazen self-enrichment scheme in American presidential history. He was no longer interested in even pretending he was going to clean up the swamp; instead, he planned to make out like a bandit.

Late on Valentine’s Day 2025, one of the world’s most luxurious airplanes took off on a nonstop flight from Doha, Qatar, to West Palm Beach, Florida. The plane carried no passengers or cargo of consequence—the aircraft itself was the attraction. It was being flown to Florida so that President Trump could inspect what the government of Qatar was offering him as a gift: a $400 million flying palace, outfitted with two bedrooms with marble bathrooms, four lounges, a grand staircase, and gold accents everywhere—the most valuable foreign gift ever given to an American president. And totally illegal.

Trump claimed that America needed a new Air Force One to transport the president. He wasn’t wrong. But that’s why Congress had begun a $4 billion project for Boeing to build two new presidential planes. Now Trump was proposing that the government spend another billion to retrofit the Qatari plane so it could be used as a temporary Air Force One until the new Boeing planes were ready—even though there was no evidence the existing Air Force Ones were ready to be retired. The real reason Trump wanted to accept and upgrade the Qatari jet was that once the Boeing planes were delivered, Trump intended to take the gold-plated jet for his personal use. The draft sales agreement is explicit about this—when he leaves office, ownership of the plane is to be transferred to Trump’s foundation. He is planning to steal it, right out in the open, from the federal government.

But why would Qatar agree to give a $400 million plane to Trump? That’s not couch-cushion change, even for a Middle Eastern petro-dictatorship. For Qatar, the plane wasn’t a gift; it was an investment. During his first term, Trump had sided with another Persian Gulf nation, Saudi Arabia, in a high-profile regional dispute between Qatar and its Gulf neighbors. The impact on Qatar’s economy, security, and international prestige was devastating, and the government in Doha decided to take no chances in Trump’s second stint in the West Wing.

Once Trump signaled he was on the take, other vulnerable nations soon followed suit. The United Arab Emirates, looking for access to America’s most sensitive microchip technology, financed the launch of Trump’s cryptocurrency, secretly purchasing a large stake in Trump’s crypto company. Saudi Arabia, desiring Trump to end the prohibition on the sale of advanced fighter jets to the kingdom, cut him in on a massive $70 billion luxury community construction deal. Vietnam, pursuing an exemption from Trump’s tariffs, fast-tracked the permitting of a $1.5 billion Trump-affiliated golf course.

In a past era, any one of these corrupt acts would have destroyed a presidency. Nothing Richard Nixon did approaches the scale or brazenness of Trump’s conduct in 2025 alone. Yet despite Trump’s historically low approval ratings—driven partly by public disgust over his corrupt foreign policy and self-dealing—there is no bipartisan groundswell demanding impeachment as there was for Nixon. Why? First, Trump’s corruption is so constant and so public that no single scandal registers. Many Americans simply assume that all politicians are corrupt and that Trump just does it openly. Second, tribal politics protects him: so many Republican officials and voters display such blind loyalty that they rationalize, excuse, or ignore even his most flagrant abuses. That wasn’t the case in 1973.

But there is also a phenomenon playing out that has little to do with Trump himself—one that derives from our American unspooling. In a society where we owe little moral obligation to others and exist primarily to achieve personal gain, in a world where virtue is subordinated to profit and material enrichment, in a nation that condones different rules for rich and poor—the ends begin to justify the means, so long as the end is personal gain. In cult-of-profit America, it becomes easy to rationalize Trump’s corruption not as a disqualifying offense but as his just reward for having made it to the top of America’s social and political mountain. We have built a culture that worships winning above all else, and Trump has won. Our worship of success in business enables the cult of profit—and the carryover of that thinking to politics has enabled what may be even more dangerous: the normalization of corruption in our government. The public appears resigned to the idea that our leaders are allowed to steal from us as their just reward for political success. We have become so inured to their corruption that it’s now all but unquestioned. And we should call that what it is: a cult of corruption.

Our acquiescence to this cult also explains why campaign finance reform—the effort to eliminate the influence of private campaign donations from our politics—has fallen so far down the priority list of American politicians. And why no one seemed to care much that members of Congress were spending more time in the call room than in the committee room. When I entered politics in the late 1990s, addressing the role of money in politics was a top-three issue for Democrats, and plenty of Republicans—like Senator John McCain of Arizona and Representative Chris Shays of Connecticut—supported restrictions on corporate and millionaire donations to campaigns. The apex of the campaign finance reform movement arrived in 2002, when during President George W. Bush’s first term a divided Congress passed a comprehensive bill limiting the role of private contributions in federal campaigns.

But President Obama, who along with Bill Clinton presided over the Democratic Party’s transformation from a pugilistic, economically populist party to a market-friendly, technocratic political movement, talked very little about the corrupting influence of money in political life. By the time Obama left office, campaign finance reform had all but disappeared from the top of the Democratic agenda. More than a political calculation, it was the result of a deeper transformation in how Americans viewed the relationship between wealth and public office. Wealth accumulation has become our nation’s highest virtue, so why shouldn’t it have an impact in government? If we admired billionaires in business, why object to their influence in politics? Trimming the political power of wealthy donors and billion-dollar corporations mattered only if one believed in democratic equality. But in a nation where virtue and citizenship have been replaced by profit and material success, we have stopped believing that anyone should stand between a winner and his rewards.

In the closing days of the 2024 presidential campaign, Vice President Kamala Harris made a stirring pitch that Trump, as president, would pose an existential threat to our democracy and that a vote for her was the only means to save American self-governance. But voters were largely unmoved. For most people, this version of democracy—captured by the economy’s elite group of winners—just wasn’t really worth saving.

In a functioning democracy, an economy that leaves the vast majority of its citizens feeling dangerously adrift would not last long. Citizen voters would demand and enact fundamental change. But not in this democracy, where feelings of powerlessness become more acute and toxic, leaving hapless voters in search of more desperate options, like scapegoats, demagogues, and simpler forms of governance.

Trump is the product of this desperation. He is not the cause of our democratic unraveling; he is its consequence—the strongman whom a decaying democracy conjures when its citizens conclude they have no other means of exercising power. But America’s growing hopelessness about democracy’s utility is not our destiny. In late 2025, seven million people gathered on a Saturday—No Kings Day, the largest single day of protest in our nation’s long history—to declare their support for a revitalization of American democracy, one that stands for the simple principle of democratic equality. A cult of corruption and a rigged democracy are our present, but they do not need to be our future.



FAIRSHAKE

On another Valentine’s Day, forty years after the opening of the tower built by the real estate developer Trump and two years before Qatar gave President Trump a luxury plane, the late winter in Washington turned unseasonably warm—the kind of weather that tricks the city’s flowers into blooming weeks too early. As morning temperatures climbed, members of the Senate Banking Committee began to fill their appointed seats for a hearing that would pass largely unnoticed. Titled “Crypto Crash: Why Financial Safeguards Are Needed for Digital Assets,” the proceeding included testimony from three academics with expertise in cryptocurrency, the digital money secured by computer code rather than government decree—a risky experiment in creating currency without central banks, run on networks of computers that verify transactions through complex mathematics.

But one small group was watching that hearing with particular intensity: the billionaire owners of the country’s top cryptocurrency companies. Their eyes were trained on one senator in particular: the populist Democrat Sherrod Brown, chair of the Banking Committee.

Few colleagues have commanded more of my admiration than Sherrod. He possesses an unmovable moral core, viewing the world through the eyes of low- and middle-wage workers. He sees their struggle as righteous, within a system designed to suppress their earnings and opportunities in order to maximize corporate profits and executive compensation.

His desk in the Senate sat closest to the door leading to Mitch McConnell’s office. In speech after speech, delivered in his trademark gravelly voice—roughened, it seemed, by decades fighting concentrated corporate power—Sherrod would point behind him toward the Republican leader’s office. He would remind his colleagues of the parade of corporate lobbyists streaming through that door, winning favors for their interests at workers’ expense. He was, and remains, one of my heroes.

During his first two years as chair, he had been critical of the cryptocurrency companies that were becoming, by 2023, some of the most profitable companies in the nation. But the Valentine’s Day hearing was the committee’s first broad effort to start a serious discussion of possible avenues of government intervention to curb abuses and trim the companies’ runaway profits. While most of Washington tuned in to bigger stories that week (like the aftermath of the shooting down of a Chinese spy balloon), the leaders of the country’s major crypto companies were laser focused on Sherrod’s prepared opening remarks.

My friend Sherrod did not disappoint. He lit into the industry: “Digital assets—cryptocurrencies, stablecoins, and investment tokens—are speculative products run by reckless companies that put Americans’ hard-earned money at risk … I’ve always been concerned about shiny new products that really just offer another way to profit off the backs of working Americans while threatening the real economy.” And he came prepared with a plan—seven proposals to reform the industry. Several targeted the fundamental structure of the companies themselves, designed to force them to prioritize the interests of consumers over those of their owners.

Sherrod’s reform proposals arrived at a moment of vulnerability for the crypto industry. By 2023, the public had begun to discover that underneath the gloss of nonstop public relations hype of crypto “democratizing money,” the industry was really mostly a mechanism to shift money from retail buyers to the major companies’ founders and executives. In the cult-of-profit economy, arguably no industry was more brazen in its attempts to use the growing obsession with material achievement to prey on poor and middle-income Americans with promises of get-rich-quick schemes. Few normal people get rich off crypto—the big wins were, and still are, almost exclusively reserved for the professionals. And the pace of wealth generation for the masters of the crypto universe has been breathtaking. A decade ago, no one in the industry was worth $1 billion. Today, the industry has twenty-seven billionaires.

Sherrod’s proposals wouldn’t have put any of the big crypto companies out of business. But his reforms would have put a brake on their dizzying wealth consolidation. And that wasn’t something the crypto leaders could stomach. So they began to assemble a plan to get rid of their problem.

The scheme was a tried-and-tested one. The industry planned to recruit and support a pro-crypto candidate to run against Sherrod in the fall 2024 Senate election in Ohio. There’s nothing original about that design; thousands of times before in American elections, industries and interest groups have supported one candidate friendly to their cause against an antagonist. What was different about the crypto industry’s plan was its scope. Three crypto giants—Coinbase, Ripple Labs, and Andreessen Horowitz—piled up the largest mound of campaign cash likely ever assembled against a Senate candidate. Coinbase and its affiliates donated $86 million, the Andreessen Horowitz founders gave $44 million together, and Ripple contributed $25 million. Most of the donations were funneled through a PAC with the innocuous name Fairshake.

This unprecedented sum of campaign spending was made possible for two reasons. First, the crypto industry’s unregulated explosion had allowed remarkably few hands to amass staggering riches—a pattern that mirrored the broader story of American wealth concentration over the past fifty years but for the crypto industry was compressed into less than a decade. Companies like Coinbase and Ripple, along with their venture capital backers like Andreessen Horowitz, now sat on war chests that earlier generations of corporate titans could scarcely have imagined. For instance, Coinbase was founded in 2012 by a former Airbnb engineer. Operating in an under-regulated industry, the company grew into the largest cryptocurrency exchange in the United States, with annual revenue of more than $3 billion, by charging retail investors transaction fees that would be unthinkable at a traditional brokerage—sometimes exceeding 3 percent per trade. The $86 million the company devoted to defeat its chief legislative antagonist was a rounding error, and a sound investment in protecting its lucrative business model.

Second, the Supreme Court had, just a few years earlier, dismantled a century of restrictions on corporate money in politics. In its 2010 Citizens United decision, the court ruled that the First Amendment protects corporate speech just as it protects individual speech—and that spending money to influence elections is a form of protected speech. With that reasoning, the court erased a restriction that had held since 1907, opening the floodgates to unlimited corporate spending on elections. It was a stunning anti-majoritarian decision: a narrow 5–4 majority struck down the ban on corporate influence—supported by both Republicans and Democrats in Congress—that had been an undisputed, popular part of U.S. election law for more than one hundred years.

The result of these twin phenomena—wealth concentration and campaign finance deregulation—was a stunning injection of corporate, millionaire, and billionaire money into elections. When faced with the facts, people can find this story hard to believe. In 1976, total federal election spending by candidates and committees was around $160 million. In 2024, it topped $15.9 billion—roughly one hundred times more, prior to accounting for inflation. Before Citizens United, outside noncandidate groups spent $144 million in elections. In 2024, corporate and billionaire/millionaire-backed groups spent a staggering $4.2 billion, dwarfing the impact of small individual donors—for years the dominant source of campaign funding, but now just 16 percent of total donations. By the end of the 2024 election, corporations and billionaires had fully seized control of American congressional elections.

The Ohio Senate race concluded as the most expensive in the country’s history. Though Sherrod’s campaign outraised that of the Republican candidate Bernie Moreno by a 3–1 margin, independent spending by crypto companies made up the difference. Given Ohio’s lean toward Republicans and a bad year for Democrats nationally, Sherrod faced long odds even without the industry’s investment. Still, he received 120,000 more votes than Kamala Harris and lost by less than four percentage points—a margin close enough to raise the question of what might have been.

The following summer, the pro-crypto Republican senator Tim Scott—the new chair of the Banking Committee in the wake of Sherrod’s narrow loss—attended a gathering of elite crypto leaders in Wyoming and thanked them for their investment in Ohio. “Thank you, to all of y’all, for getting rid of Sherrod Brown,” Tim said to the audience. Applause rippled through the room. “Literally, the industry put Bernie Moreno in the Senate.”

There is a deeply corrosive impact—both practical and spiritual—when the richest people in America have so much control over our elections and the cult of corruption has such a strong hold. The crypto lobby didn’t wait more than a few months to flex its newfound muscle. In early 2025, a piece of legislation was making its way to the Senate that would establish an industry-friendly regulatory structure for a specific type of cryptocurrency, called stablecoin, that is backed by U.S. currency. Major pro-consumer groups opposed the bill due to a lack of safeguards to prevent fraud and valuation collapse. But even more egregious than the lack of consumer protections was the giant, purposeful loophole built into the law for President Trump. While the bill prohibited members of Congress and high-ranking administration officials from issuing their own stablecoins (because of the obvious conflict inherent in persons profiting off a product they also regulate), it contained an unconscionable specific carve out to allow Trump to keep issuing his own corrupt cryptocurrency.

In a normal world, almost no Democrat would support a bill like this—opposed by consumer groups and enabling Trump’s corruption. The bill’s chief opponent, Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts, explained, “A bill that meaningfully strengthens oversight of the stablecoin market is worth enacting. A bill that turbocharges the stablecoin market, while facilitating the President’s corruption and undermining national security, financial stability, and consumer protection is worse than no bill at all.”

But these aren’t normal times. The power of big-money politics is unavoidable. In May, as Republicans signaled they wanted to bring the bill before the Senate for a vote (no doubt to show gratitude for the industry’s investment in flipping the Senate to Republican control), Elizabeth and I led the opposition to the bill and began doing a vote count of Democrats. Normally, this would be a function performed by the Majority Leader, but Senator Chuck Schumer had chosen to stay officially neutral on the legislation. His neutrality presaged trouble, and we soon found a dozen or more Democratic senators prepared to vote for the bill.

Many had ready arguments for the merits of the bill (“Light regulation is better than no regulation,” they would explain), but in some conversations the political imperative to vote for the bill was sitting there right on the surface. Some senators and staffers explained that a vote against the bill would be an invitation for political trouble. “We don’t need any more Sherrods,” one senator told me. Some senators were prepared to vote for a bill they knew to be inferior, simply because they feared the political power of the industry fighting tougher regulation.

The bill became law in July 2025, delivering a windfall to both Trump and the crypto industry. Trump’s own stablecoin now operates under statutory protection and has generated over $42 million in profit for his family in just its first few months. Other issuers, backed by industry-friendly regulations, are poised for explosive growth—Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent predicts the market could reach $2 trillion within a few years. Without adequate consumer protections, that growth will concentrate wealth among crypto insiders, who will deploy those resources to expand their political power even further. Then the cycle repeats: wealth purchases influence, influence shapes law, law generates wealth.

Where does this leave the 99 percent of Americans without the wealth necessary to influence Congress? Feeling helpless, angry, and alone. The neighborhood where I live, just south of Hartford’s downtown, is a deeply poor place: around 60 percent of people in my zip code are living below the poverty line ($32,000 for a family of four). Many have given up on politics, feeling resigned to accept the permanent tilting of our government and our economy to the powerful. I hear this sentiment of hopelessness in my conversations all over the neighborhood.

“Rich people have all the pull,” said Maria, a Hartford mother of three. “We have none. What good would it do for me to call a politician? They ain’t going to listen to me.”

“I just stopped voting,” explained Victor, who, unemployed, spends most of his afternoons on the South Green, just a block from my house. “Like, what’s the point? I have no control. Nobody cares what we think here.”

It’s one thing to live in a rigged economy—where power concentrates in so few hands that socioeconomic mobility becomes more myth than reality. It’s another thing entirely when the political system itself is captured by billionaires and corporations, designed to block any citizen’s attempt to unrig the economy. That’s when you’re trapped in a steel box with no way out.

The suffocation comes from this double bind: powerless in the marketplace, powerless in the voting booth. Democracy is supposed to be where citizens’ power is absolute, where people can join together to rebalance the economy when it’s become too skewed in favor of the rich and powerful. When that avenue is closed off—when the political system serves the same interests as the rigged economy—citizens lose their last tool for change. In some people, anger builds. Others just check out entirely.



THE HOT TUB

John G. Rowland, Connecticut’s eighty-second governor, is probably the most natural, talented politician I’ve ever met. In 1998, the year I was elected as Connecticut’s youngest state legislator, at age twenty-five, Rowland was the nation’s youngest governor, at age forty-one. To me, when I arrived in Hartford to take my seat in the General Assembly, Rowland was larger than life. He had no time for me back then. He looked like a political figure out of central casting, with his tightly cropped black hair tinged with elegant touches of early gray; a round, boyish face that projected both affability and authority; and the kind of easy smile that had carried him from the state legislature at twenty-three to Congress at twenty-seven to the governor’s mansion at thirty-seven. Rowland commanded every room he entered.

He was tactile, quick-witted, and generous with easy compliments. When he spoke to you, he locked in and listened in a way few elected officials listen. A bit stiff in front of the cameras, he was much more handsome and charismatic in person, which could be disarming for those caught off guard by his charm. He was Connecticut’s boy wonder, the Republican who could win in a blue state, the man with approval ratings in the stratosphere and friends in the Bush White House. When I met him, he seemed invincible.

Rowland was, without doubt, a unique political talent. But he was also another thing: a regular offender of the state’s corruption laws. Midway through his second term, Rowland’s personal secretary bought him a curiously generous gift: a $3,600 hot tub to be installed in Rowland’s vacation house in northwestern Connecticut. She claimed later that she worried about his back pain and hoped the hot tub would give him some relief, failing to mention that her husband’s law firm was, at the time, lobbying the governor to allow Enron, the Texas-based energy company, to build a power plant in the state.

When the hot tub was delivered to the modest two-bedroom cottage at the end of Van Winkle Road in the small lakeside community of Bantam, Connecticut, it was received by workers from one of the state’s largest commercial construction contractors, the Tomasso Group. The Tomasso Group was not accustomed to doing small jobs like hot tub installation, but it made an exception for Rowland. Why? Because Rowland was in the habit of giving the Tomasso Group lucrative multimillion-dollar no-bid contracts for state construction projects. So the Tomasso Group installed the hot tub, and when asked to do a small kitchen renovation, too, it gladly complied. And billed Rowland nothing.

The investigation into the free hot tub ended up uncovering several other instances of obvious but middling corruption: an above-market-value real estate sale to another state contractor, card games with lobbyists that the governor always won, free trips to Las Vegas and Florida. Rowland wasn’t getting fabulously rich with any of these schemes, but he was clearly exploiting his office to make his life more financially comfortable.

Once the story of Rowland’s corruption became public, his political star plummeted to earth overnight. He admitted to most of the corruption, issued a public apology, and tried to weather the storm. But Republicans and Democrats in the legislature—including me—quickly joined forces to empanel an impeachment inquiry, and his public standing cratered. In 2001, Rowland enjoyed an unheard-of 78 percent approval rating in the state. By the summer of 2004, it stood at 24 percent. His immense political gifts could not save him. The entire state—virtually overnight, faced with the evidence of the use of his office to enrich himself—had determined he was unfit to serve as the chief executive. And on the first day of July 2004, just over six months since the first news broke of his corruption, Rowland resigned.

That was twenty years ago. In the time since, the floor has fallen out from under our expectations of public officials. Two decades of relentless profit worship—of celebrating billionaires as visionaries, of treating self-enrichment as the highest American virtue—have destroyed the once-shared assumption that leaders who exploit their office for personal gain are disqualified from serving the public. John Rowland lost everything over a hot tub, some rigged card games, and a few free vacations. The corruption that would follow makes his schemes look almost charming in their modesty.

As it turned out, Qatar’s gift of a luxury plane to Trump in exchange for favorable relations was just the tip of the iceberg. Days before his January 2025 inauguration, Trump launched his own “meme coin”—a cryptocurrency with no inherent value beyond the demand created for it. The coin was marketed as “an expression of support for, and engagement with, the ideals and beliefs embodied by the symbol ‘$TRUMP.’” Trump kept the identities of purchasers hidden but made clear that buying the coin was a way to gain access to his orbit.

One California-based transnational shipping company with a major financial stake in Trump’s tariff policy proudly announced it was buying $20 million worth. “This was just an opportunity to really advocate for free and fair trade,” the company’s chief financial officer explained. “I’m sure he likes to follow who’s purchasing his coins.” That company was likely one of hundreds of individuals, corporations, and foreign interests using the coin to put money directly in Trump’s pocket in exchange for influence with the White House.

Trump’s other crypto venture was a stablecoin—the very product for which he received a specific ethics carve out in the Senate legislation. But since his stablecoin was a new entrant to a mature market, he needed an edge. He got it through old-fashioned corruption. He asked a top crypto company, Binance, to set up the technological infrastructure for his coin’s launch. They complied—and then asked Trump to pardon Binance’s owner, who in 2023 had been convicted of allowing terrorists and child sex criminals to launder money through the platform. Trump eagerly returned the favor. Then, as mentioned earlier, the United Arab Emirates financed a $2 billion transaction with the Trump coin and propped up the value of the company by purchasing a 47 percent stake, immediately making it the top coin on the market. In exchange, Trump lifted restrictions on the sale of advanced microchips to the UAE, despite long-standing concerns that the technology would be illicitly transferred to China.

In getting away with all this, Trump has made the most of our politics being far more tribal in 2025 than in 1973 or 2004. The Stanford political scientist Shanto Iyengar and his colleagues have found that political partisanship is now the primary driver of social divides in America, outweighing race, ethnicity, class, education, and geography. One of their key findings: in 1960, only 5 percent of Americans said they would be upset if their child married someone from the opposing party; by 2010, that had jumped to 33 percent of Democrats and 50 percent of Republicans. This is not surprising, since so many other sources of identity—place, gender (especially for men), and religion—have become more fraught or less accessible. But this new tribalism has a clear impact on our tolerance for corruption in politics: it causes Americans to believe the worst about the opposing party and its leaders while excusing the worst behavior by members of our own tribe.

This phenomenon is certainly present in the Democratic Party—witness my party’s failure to speak out about Hunter Biden’s attempts to capitalize financially on his father’s position—but it is supersized in the modern Republican Party. There is simply no comparison between Hunter Biden’s ethical lapses and the Trump family’s daily, nuclear-grade corruption. And there is apparently no line Trump can cross that would cause his faithful supporters—so deeply entrenched in their political identity and its defense mechanisms— to publicly rebuke or break from him as national GOP leaders did with Nixon or Connecticut Republicans did with Rowland.

It’s not that Trump has been totally immune from public disgust over using his office for personal enrichment. As I write this, his approval ratings are falling, due in part to his scandals. But in 2004, Republicans and Democrats in the Connecticut legislature rushed to file impeachment charges over a hot tub and some free home renovations. Today, a president openly creates a mechanism for wealthy interests to funnel billions into his pocket, and there is no broad-based call for his removal. The contrast is staggering. It speaks to a stunning, disquieting collapse in what we expect from our political leaders—and, more troublingly, what we expect from ourselves.

This is what happens when tribalism prevails and mutual obligation gives way to a culture where all that matters is so-called winning—defined as wealth accumulation. When personal enrichment becomes the only measure of success, we start to care less about the means. We excuse corporations for cutting corners, for running over workers and consumers to grow their pile. We don’t expect bosses to sacrifice profit to treat employees humanely. We celebrate billionaires who pay no taxes as savvy rather than selfish. And the natural extension of this economic amorality is to apply the same hollow standards to our political leaders. Maybe it’s fine that Trump uses his office to enrich himself. Isn’t that what winning is all about? Should there even be a difference between winning in business and winning in politics? In a society that worships wealth above all else, the grifter-in-chief starts to look less like a criminal and more like a role model. The cult of corruption becomes normalized.

Politics, as observers of America from Alexis de Tocqueville on have proposed, is supposed to be the antidote to our acquisitive instincts, not an embodiment of them.

Yet when public life becomes not a refuge from personal ambition but a vehicle for it, the risk of social and democratic disintegration grows acute. And here is the cruel irony of our moment: at precisely the time when we need government to bind us together, we are at risk of allowing it to become just another arena for self-dealing. When the rules of our economy no longer create mutual obligation, when technology spins us into cycles of isolation, when our education system cleaves us into two separate castes—we become even more dependent on government to be the place that lifts up our common cause. It may be the last institution capable of reminding us that we are, in fact, in this together. And so when government itself becomes monetized—as Trump has made it—and we simply look the other way, then there may be nothing left. Nothing to forge a common identity and purpose. Just a nation of individuals, each out for themselves, wondering why it all feels so hollow.



THE TILLMAN ACT

Senator Benjamin “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman was a vile human being. He was an avowed white supremacist, and even after his elevation to the U.S. Senate in 1901, he had a habit of openly bragging about his participation in the Hamburg Massacre of July 1876, in which a large group of armed white South Carolinians attacked a much smaller group of Black militiamen, overwhelming it and then executing several of its members. Tillman became a Senate power broker by assembling a Democratic coalition in the South that rested on channeling agrarian discontent into white supremacist politics with an economically populist bent.

In the Senate, he was a notorious bully. In February 1902, after being verbally insulted by his fellow South Carolina senator, John McLaurin, on the Senate floor, Tillman turned toward McLaurin and punched him square in the jaw. Both senators drew a vote of censure from the Senate, and two weeks later the body adopted a new rule of decorum—Rule 19—which stands to this day as the controlling rule guiding Senate debate.

Tillman, a Dixie Democrat, saw President Theodore Roosevelt, a northeastern Republican, as his mortal enemy. When Roosevelt invited Booker T. Washington to dine with him at the White House in 1901—the first such invitation ever extended to a Black American—Tillman excoriated Roosevelt with a racist barrage. “The action of President Roosevelt in entertaining that nigger will necessitate our killing a thousand niggers in the South before they will learn their place again,” declared Tillman. After the assault on Senator McLaurin the following year, Roosevelt banned Tillman from entering the White House.

But shortly after his landslide reelection to the presidency in 1904, Roosevelt found himself in need of allies, no matter how unlikely. A New York state investigation had discovered that the New York Life Insurance Company had made a $48,700 contribution (about $1.7 million today) to Roosevelt’s campaign. That caused the floodgates to open, with nearly daily revelations of other major corporations having made large secret contributions to Republican campaigns.

In the early 1900s, the country was on the downslope from the Gilded Age, an era with eerie parallels to our modern cult-of-profit America. From 1870 to 1900, economic power and political power were—like today—vested in the hands of an extraordinarily small group of Americans. Men like John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, and J. P. Morgan amassed fortunes that dwarfed anything previously seen in American history, wielding influence that allowed them to purchase state legislators and senators. Writing from his home in Hartford, Mark Twain gave the era its name, and the metaphor was apt: a surface layer of golden prosperity concealing staggering inequality and a democracy hollowed out by the capture of its levers by the rich and powerful.

But by the time Roosevelt became president in 1901, a popular backlash was growing across the nation against the excess and wealth consolidation of the late 1800s. In Chicago, Jane Addams was building a model community where middle-income Americans and low-income first-generation immigrants shared intertwined roots. Violent strikes by organized labor were laying bare the desperation of a working class being denied basic dignity by the owner class. And exposés by Ida Tarbell and Upton Sinclair were fueling public sympathy for new rules to regulate runaway industrial power.

Roosevelt’s Republican Party existed, at the time of his elevation to the presidency, to maintain the Gilded Age status quo. Its power brokers in the Senate were the protectors of the trusts and monopolies controlled by Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan. But Roosevelt saw a realignment afoot in America—the combination of an increasingly powerful labor movement and a middle class moved by the injustice of the abuses of trusts and industrialists—that threatened his party’s grasp on power.

Roosevelt was not simply tacking with the political winds. He was also personally convinced that the concentration of wealth during the Gilded Age had brought America to a crossroads—and that the wrong choice would be catastrophic. “I regard this contest,” he declared, “as one to determine who shall rule this free country—the people through their governmental agents, or a few ruthless and domineering men whose wealth makes them peculiarly formidable because they hide behind the breastworks of corporate organization.” Roosevelt understood that populist rage at the accumulation of power in so few hands could boil over into mass violence if left unaddressed. Reform, in his view, was not a concession to radicalism but a protection against it.

So, as part of his second-term agenda to rein in the power of the trusts and the economic elites, Roosevelt proposed, in a December 1905 address to Congress, a new law to definitively ban corporate money in elections. Republicans were cold to his proposal; not a single Republican senator would introduce the bill, worried that it would undermine the power of the party’s corporate allies. And so Roosevelt reached out across the aisle to a senator who had a talent for steering the increasingly potent anti-corporate sympathies of rural America, but who was still banned from the White House: Pitchfork Ben Tillman.

The Harvard-pedigreed president who pushed the envelope of civil rights and the thuggish southern populist who race-baited at every turn were an unstoppable team when working together on their one area of alignment: restraining corporate power. Their alliance was a symbol of the broader realignment taking shape in American politics: socially conservative farmers and workers finding common cause with educated professionals in the growing middle class, united by a determination to curb the monopolists who had captured the economy. Within roughly a year of the bill’s introduction, the Tillman Act—a ban on corporate contributions to federal elections—passed both the House and Senate without debate.

The passage of the Tillman Act began a hundred-year project: the protection of our elections from corporate political spending—that is, from spending designed to rig our democracy against the common people and in favor of the wealthy. Subsequent legislation, including the 2002 McCain-Feingold Campaign Finance Reform Act, built on the Tillman Act, and received bipartisan support. During that century, no serious political effort was mounted to challenge this project and no court doubted whether Congress had the power to act. That is, until the dawn of the new Gilded Age, when the consensus approach to keeping corporate influence in check was struck down in the Citizens United case.

The story of the Tillman Act carries a simple lesson: the political alignment of the Gilded Age was not permanent, and neither is ours. In 1900, the dominance of the trusts and monopolies seemed unassailable. Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan had purchased the political system, and the Supreme Court acted as their willing ally. Yet within a decade, a popular uprising—expressed through journalism, labor organizing, and middle-class outrage—had fundamentally reordered American politics. The Gilded Age gave way to the Progressive Era, of which Roosevelt’s presidency was the leading edge. The same corporate titans who once seemed invincible found themselves on the defensive—their money was banned from elections, and their trusts were shattered or trimmed. Congress passed a progressive income tax and formed the Federal Trade Commission; states outlawed child labor and enacted minimum-wage laws. Of course, corporate influence never disappeared—it often held pivotal sway. But what seemed like the natural order turned out to be a choice, and Americans just chose differently.

That transformation required an unlikely coalition. Roosevelt and Tillman agreed on almost nothing. But they shared a belief that democracy could not survive if purchased by people like Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan. The parallels to modern times are almost spooky. Americans across the political spectrum—rural and urban, conservative and progressive—are united in their suspicion that the economy is rigged because our democracy is rigged, too. They know that the wealthy play by different rules and have undue influence over our government.

The Gilded Age ended because people chose for it to end and took action toward that goal. Americans organized, demanded change, and found leaders willing to act. The Progressive Era was not a natural occurrence; it arrived only with a fight, conducted by union activists, muckraking journalists, citizen reformers, progressive politicians, and, yes, even notorious racists with a populist bent—all willing to stand up to concentrated power.

In our new Gilded Age, billionaires and corporations once again wield outsize power over our elections and our government, leaving ordinary Americans feeling powerless and alone. But if history teaches us anything, it is that this moment is not permanent. Some version of the coalition that broke the first Gilded Age can be rebuilt.




THE UNRIGGING

Right outside the chamber of the lower house in the Connecticut State Capitol, a long velvet rope on brass stanchions winds through a narrow hallway, separating two classes of people: state legislators and lobbyists. In one sense, it offers sparse protection—nothing really stops a persistent lobbyist from grabbing the attention of a passing state representative for a brief chat. Still, over the last twenty years, the infamous maroon rope has assumed new significance: due to a successful reform effort, those lobbyists, no matter how many hallway audiences they conjure with legislators, have far less power over state government than ever before.

As I noted earlier in this chapter, I arrived at the state legislature as its youngest member, by a wide margin, at age twenty-five. I had just come through an election in which I had to raise $25,000, a meager sum compared to the millions I raise today. But it was a heavy lift for a twentysomething, and when I got to Hartford as a first-term incumbent, I was both relieved and concerned to learn that, once elected, representatives had an easier time with fundraising. Why? Because corporate lobbyists would help fill your campaign coffers, through a variety of dubious means.

One of those avenues was a campaign-law loophole called the ad book donation. Like federal law at the time, state law forbade the direct transfer of corporate money to elections—with one exception. Corporations could buy advertisements in publications sponsored by candidates. So state legislators would often throw small in-person fundraisers that would net a few thousand dollars in ticket sales, with the real prize coming in the sale of full-page advertisements in the fundraiser’s program book. It was an egregious loophole—a daily scandal happening in plain sight—but it gave those lobbyists behind the velvet rope, who could easily round up stacks of donations and advertisements for their favored state legislator, real influence.

I didn’t play hero; I published my own fundraiser ad books. But I knew the whole system was corrupt, and I knew that many good, decent people chose not to run for the state legislature in the first place because they didn’t want to go through the ignominy of asking hundreds of friends, neighbors, and strangers for campaign donations. So, shortly after having been sworn in, I approached another young legislator, Andy Fleischmann, to ask to join his crusade to eliminate lobbyist and corporate fundraising from state politics.

Andy gladly took me under his wing, but when his legislation to substitute private fundraising for elections with a public elections grant came before the House for debate on a Saturday afternoon in June 1999—just days before the mandated end of that year’s legislative session—Republicans and a handful of Democrats still aligned with the corporate lobby killed it. I sat next to Andy for the entirety of the debate, acting as his right hand in retrieving whatever information or grabbing any colleague he needed. It was my first up-close experience with real legislating, and I was heartbroken at our defeat.

But Andy never gave up. He kept pushing for his bill, and when five years later the Rowland scandal exposed for all of Connecticut the deep integration between the rich and powerful and the top officials in state government, the new Republican governor, Jodi Rell, pulled Andy’s bill off the shelf and called on the legislature to enact a version of it into law. In October 2005, Connecticut became the first state to pass legislation publicly financing its state elections—a system that greatly reduced corporate influence.

Though some wealthy candidates—including our current governor, Ned Lamont—opt out of the system and spend their own money, the impact on the quality of state governance has been noticeable. Citizen-led legislative campaigns have a greater chance of success in Connecticut than in other states. That’s why Connecticut has the second-highest minimum wage in the nation and was first to pass a law mandating that every employer with more than fifty workers provide paid sick and family leave.

Connecticut responded to Governor Rowland’s abuse of power by expeditiously removing him from office and passing groundbreaking legislation to transfer political power from the wealthy and corporations to ordinary citizens. Rowland’s corruption was a window into the special access that rich and powerful interests have to government officials—and how, without protections, regular people can be left on the sidelines, their voices drowned out by those who can write big checks. That dynamic breeds a sense of powerlessness and hopelessness in people, a feeling that the game is rigged and participation is pointless.

I think about this feeling often, because I hear it constantly from the people I represent, like Maria and Victor. It’s the sense that the system wasn’t built for you—that the rules were written by someone else, for someone else’s benefit. It’s the feeling that democracy is something that happens to you, not something in which you have a central role. If Tocqueville could see this version of America—where people withdraw from political life because they believe the big decisions have already been made in rooms they aren’t allowed to enter—he would guess that the great American experiment is approaching its end. He knew that when people stop believing that their voice matters, they stop using it, and authoritarians and demagogues rush into the breach.

Today, Americans see a political system awash in money, where a single billionaire can reshape an election and a handful of corporations can buy enough influence to write their own regulations. They see a media landscape designed to manipulate their emotions for profit. They watch a president who rewards his friends and punishes his enemies, who treats the machinery of government as a personal instrument of power and enrichment. And they wonder: Where do I fit in this picture? What power do I actually have?

There is no reason to view the current corruption of our federal government as permanent or inevitable. Our nation could make the same choice Connecticut made twenty years ago: to look at a broken system, refuse to accept it, and rebuild it in a way that puts citizens back at the center. We did it once, in the Progressive Era, when Americans rose up against the robber barons and reclaimed their democracy. Connecticut did it again in 2005. The question is whether we have the will to do it now, at the national level, when the stakes are even higher.

So what would it look like for our nation to make that choice?

First, we must reclaim our elections from industries and billionaires who are hijacking them for their own selfish, predatory purposes. The Citizens United decision makes this task difficult, especially since the current Supreme Court seems willing to go even further than Citizens United in removing the right of elected bodies to limit the impact of money in politics. Connecticut’s system of public financing is voluntary; no candidate is forced to accept the public grant. And such a system, deployed on a national basis, would likely be constitutional and would blunt the need for candidates to spend hours in the call room, dependent on rich donors for their political survival. But it would not limit the Fairshakes of the world—efforts by the very wealthy to elect their favored candidates through independent spending.

At this point, then, we need to consider a bold option: amend the Constitution to make it crystal clear that Congress has the power to ban corporate, billionaire, and anonymous money from our elections or reduce its sway. With this clarification of our founding document, Congress could once again prohibit corporations from unlimited campaign spending, put firm caps on individual donations, and create a sturdy public financing system. This may sound like a radical notion, but why? Amending our Constitution is hard, but prior generations did not view this task with the same fatalism or defeatism we do. During the Progressive Era, Americans amended the Constitution four times in seven years.

At every public meeting and town hall I held in 2025, the biggest applause line, without fail, is this call to amend the Constitution to prohibit big money in our politics. Yes, my meetings are filled largely with Democrats, but the polling shows, once again, that limiting the influence of the wealthy in elections is a priority for all Americans regardless of party or ideology. In Pew’s 2024 survey work, limiting the influence of money in politics was the third most important issue to voters, behind only strengthening the economy and stopping terrorism. There was zero separation between the parties: 60 percent of Republicans and 60 percent of Democrats said it should be a top priority for Congress. A recent survey in the swing state of Pennsylvania found that 61 percent of Republicans and 77 percent of Democrats supported a constitutional amendment like the one I described.

Imagine the power of a nationwide campaign to confront the influence of corporate and billionaire money in American elections. Consider how powerful it would be to have Republican and Democratic voters, for once, marching in the same direction. A constitutional amendment campaign—something America hasn’t seen in a generation—could rally Americans around a solution as big as the problem it seeks to confront. It would give citizens something they desperately lack today: a sense of agency, a project to allow citizens to rise above the algorithmic divides and lock arms on the one reform that would make progress on everything else more possible.

Short of a constitutional amendment, there certainly are other worthwhile reforms. Much of the money the crypto companies spent to defeat Sherrod Brown was anonymously donated, allowing the individuals or companies to avoid criticism or scrutiny. The total amount of anonymous donations in the 2024 election is estimated to be close to $2 billion. A law to require public disclosure of all political donations is certainly constitutional, even with this Supreme Court, and would at least create a mechanism for accountability for all corporate donations.

Another way corporations exert power over legislation is to keep a turnstile going between government and corporate service, creating a cozy, often symbiotic relationship between those who make laws and those who try to influence lawmaking. A congressional staffer working on technology issues who hopes to cash in one day with a job lobbying for Facebook or Google isn’t going to reach that goal without giving favorable treatment to those companies’ interests while on the job. Today, a weak law exists that simply prohibits staffers from doing direct lobbying for a short one-year period. That ban should be permanent or, at the very least, extended to five years. Republican and Democratic voters support ending this revolving door between government and government influence operations.

None of these reforms will be easy. The industries that profit from the corrupt status quo—the corporations, the billionaires, the political consulting class that skims billions from the political organizations the corporations and billionaires fund—will fight to preserve their power. But the point of cataloging these solutions is not to suggest they are simple. It is to demonstrate that the powerlessness Americans feel is a choice. And of course, voters on both the right and left of the spectrum are despondent about their lack of influence in the face of big money in politics and the state of American media. There is no real partisan divide when it comes to the demand for reform.

Thus, like almost all the other reforms suggested in this book, we could put together a nontraditional coalition to build a different version of American democracy that is not rigged by the wealthy and powerful. Every reform described in this chapter is a way of telling citizens: You matter. Public financing of elections says your $10 donation is worth as much as a billionaire’s check. Disclosure laws and revolving-door bans say the people who govern you should answer to you, not to the industries they regulate. These are not just policy fixes. They are acts of spiritual restoration—attempts to free us from our winner-takes-all politics and the resulting cult of corruption, and rebuild American government so that it works for the common good, not the benefit of a select few.

Alexis de Tocqueville saw something in America that many of its own citizens had not yet fully realized: that democracy was not merely a system of government but also a source of meaning. In a nation of fierce individualistic strivers—people who did not share a common heritage or a common faith—democracy was what bound them together. It gave them a stake in something larger than their own ambitions. It told them that for all their differences, they were engaged in a shared project: that the direction of their common life was something they would decide together.

That project has been stolen from Americans by a corporate and billionaire class that has hijacked our political process. More than any other change in American society over the last fifty years, the corruption of our democracy has eaten away at our national character. The reforms I’ve argued for in this chapter are not an end in themselves. They are a means of restoration, of giving Americans back the one thing that can make a sprawling, diverse, ambitious nation cohere—the belief that they are, in fact, in charge.







CONCLUSION: 
THE CULT OF THE COMMON GOOD



THE CITY UPON A HILL

President Ronald Reagan loved the phrase “city upon a hill.” He used the image—a metaphor for America—throughout his political career: on the eve of the 1980 election, on the campaign trail in 1984, and most iconically in his farewell address on January 11, 1989.

In that speech, delivered from the Oval Office nine days before leaving office, Reagan spoke of what the idea meant to him. “I’ve spoken of the shining city all my political life, but I don’t know if I ever quite communicated what I saw when I said it. But in my mind it was a tall, proud city built on rocks stronger than oceans, windswept, God-blessed, and teeming with people of all kinds living in harmony and peace; a city with free ports that hummed with commerce and creativity.” Reagan credited the phrase to John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. He called Winthrop “an early Pilgrim, an early freedom man” who “journeyed here on what today we’d call a little wooden boat … looking for a home that would be free.”

Reagan’s city upon a hill was defined by one singular idea: freedom. The “free ports” allowed global commerce to flow seamlessly. The free “people of all kinds” could fashion talents and work hard together to make their fortunes and receive their just rewards. He believed the government’s chief task was not to stitch a diverse people more closely together but to ensure that all individuals had the means and the capacity to succeed in their own right.

His concept of the free city upon a hill echoed one put forth by his close friend and ideological soulmate, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who famously said in 1987: “Who is society? There is no such thing! There are individual men and women and there are families, and no government can do anything except through people and people look to themselves first.”

Reagan and Thatcher believed in the common good—they simply believed the market would deliver it. Neighborliness was a worthy virtue, but government need not enforce or support it. Self-sacrifice for collective ends was unnecessary, even counterproductive, because the free market would channel individual ambition into prosperity for all. If everyone strove for personal achievement and betterment, the invisible hand would do the rest. It was an optimistic vision, even an idealistic one. But it left little room for those the market failed to reward—in fact, by design their struggle was to be a cautionary tale meant to keep others in line, rather than a call for collective response. A society of striving, atomized individuals, sifted and sorted by the market—that was Reagan’s path toward purpose and meaning in the city upon a hill.

Five days after Reagan’s final speech, the weekly edition of Time magazine arrived at the White House residence—the last one Reagan would receive as president. On the cover was, for the first time, a New York real estate developer who, according to the issue, was America’s avatar in a new era of individualism: Donald J. Trump. “Something about his combination of blue-eyed swagger and success,” wrote the cover article’s author, Otto Friedrich, “has caught the public fancy and made him in many ways a symbol of an acquisitive and mercenary age.” Friedrich’s article also quoted the noted gossip columnist Liz Smith: “Even if Trump is the truest, most flamboyant child of Mammon yet produced at this waning moment of the 20th century, I like his style.”

Reagan’s farewell address and Trump’s first Time cover serve as near-perfect markers for a decade in which America accelerated its hard turn away from the social contract and toward the cult of profit, away from hometowns and toward rootlessness, away from the playground and toward the screen, away from citizenship and toward consumerism, away from democratic education and toward credentialism, away from accountable democracy and toward oligarchic capture.

That was nearly four decades ago. Those turns are now complete.

The America my generation has inherited remains singular and exceptional. Still the world’s most powerful, affluent nation. Still the world’s greatest-ever experiment in self-rule and the establishment of human rights. But our six transitions, from a we America to a me America, have come with a deep spiritual cost. Ordinary workers feel powerless in an economy that values only profit and discards the common good. Daily life has become flattened and homogenized as global chains replace local identity. Loneliness spreads as social media and artificial intelligence insert machines into basic human functions: friendship, discovery, creation. The belief that one can purchase a path to happiness leads to emptiness and anxiety. The nation cleaves in two as those priced out of credentials are made to feel judged and deficient. And, perhaps most worryingly, as government becomes captured by powerful interests, Americans lose hope that any of it will change.

The result is a nation of millions who have lost a defining sense of meaning and identity. They drift into addiction and other rituals of self-harm. They cling to the warm but false security of algorithms and virtual connection. They search for explanations—conspiracy theories, scapegoats, someone to blame. They check out of civic life and turn toward the politics of destruction.

This does not, of course, describe a universal American experience. While many have succumbed to despair, far more of us still find meaning and purpose in our daily lives. Happiness remains abundant. Nor does it describe all Trump voters. His coalition may include angrier and lonelier people than Harris’s did, but plenty of fulfilled, contented Americans support the current president. Yet let’s be honest: America would not have elected a man this corrupt and divisive—a clean break from every president in our lifetimes—if something were not badly wrong. Our country would not have sought out such radical, untested medicine if the body politic were not deeply sick.

My current guess is that Trump will neither defy the Constitution’s two-term limit nor succeed in installing a handpicked successor. But even if a Democrat prevails in 2028, that victory will be a temporary shot of dopamine unless our country reckons with how the six cults have corrupted our capacity for true happiness and meaning—for healthy identity and real, genuine connection.

Winning an election is not enough. We need a concerted effort to build a more communitarian society: a common-good capitalism that balances bootstraps individualism with fairness, neighborliness, and shared prosperity. To do so would be to recapture something of the original American spirit—the actual city upon a hill, as Governor Winthrop envisioned it.



THE REAL CITY UPON A HILL

Reagan said that Winthrop was a Pilgrim. He was not. Winthrop was a Puritan, and it’s a distinction with a key difference. The Pilgrims, who came to America in 1620, were English Separatists fleeing religious persecution; they first went to the Netherlands, then to the American colonies. The Puritans arrived a decade later, and while their comparably austere version of reform Protestantism put them in a disadvantageous position in England, they were seeking reform, not a full break from the Church of England. Winthrop’s Puritans were angry about the corruption in the Church, as new “popish” practices were introduced into the liturgy and those who refused to conform—like themselves—were forced to pay massive fines that padded the pockets of Church leaders. Winthrop, a member of the British gentry and the owner of an inherited five-hundred-acre estate, suffered under the king, Charles I, but his decision to organize and lead seven hundred people across the treacherous Atlantic was not a simple act of survival like that of the Pilgrims. Because in addition to fleeing harassment, Winthrop had a second motive: to establish a community that might provide a model for the corrupt nation he was leaving behind.

The source of the “city upon a hill” metaphor that Reagan so often cited as the symbol for his vision of America was a compact Winthrop proposed before he and his followers reached the New World, likely before embarking with his convoy from England. In it, Winthrop laid out for his followers his vision for the community they would soon form in the dangerous new land—and it had little to do with personal liberty, individualism, or free markets. In fact, he called for the construction of a community organized around mutual obligation and shared sacrifice.

This would be a community where the common good would prevail over individual success or material accumulation. “We must be willing to abridge ourselves of our superfluities, for the supply of others’ necessities,” Winthrop famously said. In his new community, material accumulation simply for the sake of accumulation was an evil, not a virtue. Living outside yourself, for others—not simply for yourself—was the colony’s credo. “Make others’ condition our own,” Winthrop exhorted.

In the new colony, rich and poor, owners and workers, educated and uneducated would live together in one connected, interdependent community. The new Puritan settlement would “rejoice together, mourn together, labor and suffer together, always having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, as members of the same body.” No castes, no secession from the whole by the powerful elites: a community that stuck together and shared one connected fate.

At the heart of the new settlement was a covenant— a binding agreement not only between individuals and God but also among the members of the community itself. This covenant required all members to put the common good ahead of their personal station. In this new place, no one would be permitted to flourish while others starved. In fact, Winthrop warned that “seeking great things for ourselves and our posterity” would bring God’s wrath and break the covenant. The pursuit of private wealth and individual or family advancement—the very values Reagan and Trump would later celebrate as quintessentially American—was precisely what Winthrop identified as the path to ruin.

Reagan was wrong. The city upon a hill was not a place defined by freedom from bonds and ties; in fact, it was defined by bonds and ties—to the community writ large and among individual neighbors. Winthrop would have been aghast to see his phrase used to justify the Reagan revolution—the destruction of worker power and social safety net programs, all as means to justify the further accumulation of wealth by those already at the top.

Indeed, early America is replete with examples of groundbreaking acts of communitarianism. The most charming may be “the club of mutual improvement” for “Leather-Apron Men,” described by the twenty-one-year-old Benjamin Franklin, which was made up of a dozen of his craftsmen friends. At the weekly meetings, questions would be asked, like “What benefits have you lately received from a man not present?” and “Do you know of a fellow citizen who had lately done a worthy action?” From this small group came actionable proposals for the nation’s first lending library, a local fire department, Pennsylvania Hospital, and the University of Pennsylvania.

That thread of mutual obligation has frayed and strengthened at various points over our 250 years as a nation. Our story is not linear; at many times, we’ve forgotten our original charge to balance concern for the common good with the values of individualism and entrepreneurship.

But there is reason to worry that our modern struggles are unique—and potentially cataclysmic if ignored or explained away as just another chapter in the push and pull of competing American values. Americans are unhappier, more isolated, and less economically powerful than ever before. Our society’s tolerance for concentrating a lion’s share of the nation’s wealth and political power in a handful of rapacious elites has never been higher. The new technology is not just “this era’s printing press”—addictive algorithms, superpowered by an unprecedented race to create artificial superintelligence, threaten to unmoor humans from their spiritual foundations. And once corruption and election buying become normalized in our politics, we risk reaching a point of no return: a permanent transition from democracy to oligarchy.

The cults—of profit, globalization, technology, consumption, credentialism, and winner-takes-all politics—currently have us by the throat. It is time to undertake a purposeful effort to weaken their grip, and to replace them with something far healthier.




A HIDDEN ALIGNMENT

Puritan Massachusetts was not a particularly free place. In fact, the Puritans could be cultlike in their adherence to strict behavioral norms and their hostility to outsiders. Puritan leaders bored holes in the ears of those who spoke badly of ministers; cut off the ears of members who failed to attend church; executed both men and women (in the Salem witch trials, for instance); and led brutal massacres of Native people (most notably, the Mystic Massacre in southeastern Connecticut, an event I described in detail in my first book, The Violence Inside Us), whom the Puritans viewed as hostile to their strict moral code.

And while some scholars, most notably Max Weber, have argued that the Puritans’ fervent belief in hard work as a tribute to God laid the groundwork for modern capitalism, the Massachusetts colony was, mostly—true to Winthrop’s sermon—an exercise in frugality and shared prosperity. In 1639, a local shopkeeper named Robert Keayne became the subject of great public shame for charging eight pence for sixpenny nails. According to Winthrop, “the cry of the country was so great” against this attempted price gouging that Keayne faced trial before the General Court, which fined him £200 (an exorbitant sum), and then an ecclesiastical trial before his own church, which publicly admonished him for “selling his wares at excessive rates, to the dishonor of God’s name.” He narrowly escaped excommunication—a sentence the colony imposed on eight people for economic offenses during this period.

The Puritans were cultish not only in their strict moral codes but also in their zealotry about shared obligation and the sin of material accumulation for its own sake. The idea that a community member would hoard wealth while others did not have enough to eat would have been considered pure evil to America’s early settlers. The idea that life was better lived in isolation, rather than in communion with others, would have shocked their sensibilities. A permission structure for corruption—an acceptance of settlement leaders stealing from poorer members—would have been unthinkable.

Can we recover the best parts of that vision? Throughout this book, I have argued that the cults robbing Americans of happiness and fulfillment—profit, globalization, technology, consumption, credentialism, corruption—are not accidents of nature. They are the products of deliberate policy choices, made over decades, that tilted the balance of American life so far toward profit obsession, market fundamentalism, and winner-takes-all politics that we now stand on the brink of spiritual and democratic collapse. And if policy created these crises, then policy must help lead us out.

Only government can break up the monopolies strangling our economy. Only government can regulate the technologies polluting our children’s brains. Only government can rebuild the public institutions—schools, libraries, parks, transit—that once stitched communities together. Of course, there is no easy way to enact this agenda. And yet an opening is available to the party—or movement—that is able to break the hold of the six cults I have detailed in this book and realign our politics around community, connection, and the common good.

Yes, a traditional left-right divide persists on issues not discussed here, like abortion, immigration, and climate. And winning those fights matters greatly to me. Hell, I wrote an entire book about the urgency of my side winning the battle over gun laws—that’s how strongly I feel about solving a crisis that remains trapped in a deadly stalemate.

But because we have organized our political trenches almost entirely around these conventional divides, we have blinded ourselves to the possibility of scrambling our politics. Huge majorities of Americans want to break up corporate power and empower workers. They want to breathe life back into their unique, distinctive hometowns. They want to protect their families from increasingly poisonous and disruptive technologies, withdraw from the consumerist buy-more rat race, end the credential caste system, and get big money out of politics.

Of course they do. Because while all the other hard-fought battles in American politics matter, the crises described in this book cut closest to the spiritual unraveling happening in America—the slow disappearance of meaning, connection, purpose, and positive identity from more and more American lives. So why do we keep pretending this consensus doesn’t exist?

I don’t understand enough about the current American right to answer this question for Trump supporters. But from afar, the answer seems simple. Yes, as discussed earlier, between Trump’s two terms, elements of the right were gathering strength that supported a greater role for government—breaking up concentrated corporate power, regulating technology. But upon Trump’s return to power, he unceremoniously obliterated this wing of his party.

Why? Because the organizing principle of Trump’s second term is grift—personal enrichment for Trump, his family, and his billionaire enablers. Trump isn’t interested in capturing the realignment, even though he might be surprisingly successful if he tried. He’s a lame duck with no interest in enlarging his coalition through legitimate democratic means. His plan is simpler: make as much money as possible, and rig the rules of government and elections to keep his faction in power regardless of how unpopular their agenda becomes. So Trump won’t lead this realignment. And as long as he dominates the right, neither will anyone who follows him.

Trump’s dominance of his party also forecloses the second route to effect the new alignment: cross-party cooperation. The cult of Trump demands total loyalty, and so the few Republicans in Congress who might want to work with Democrats to raise the minimum wage or put age restrictions on social media use are too wary of drawing Trump’s ire to stick out their neck. And the few who do, like Missouri Senator Josh Hawley, are treated like pariahs by their colleagues and the broader MAGA movement.

So then, why not us? Why does the Democratic Party not take the necessary steps to bring together traditional progressives and disaffected conservatives to create a new coalition?

I think I know why. In the wake of my suggestion that Chris Lunsford’s song “Rich Men North of Richmond” be taken as an invitation to reach out to Trump voters—voters who might be open to Democratic ideas such as using government power to hold corporations accountable and give workers more leverage—many on the left had little interest. One respected progressive, Charlotte Clymer, wrote: “Senator, they are never gonna love you. That ship has sailed. And praising a song full of dog whistles because you think it’s gonna make them like you will not change that.” Another critic was blunter: “It’s a racist white supremacist song. Stop this crap right now, Senator.” The critique boiled down to this: people who found solace in Lunsford’s song are irredeemable bigots, incapable of joining a Democratic coalition committed to broad human and civil rights.

This backlash—even to the idea of dialogue—helps explain why Democrats have steadily lost share among lower-income voters. The party was once a “big tent,” held up by a tentpole of economic populism with room for diverse views on social issues, guns, energy, and—far less defensibly—civil rights. If you believed in using government to check concentrated power and build a fairer economy, there was space for you. Today, Democrats apply a litany of litmus tests to party leaders and nominees, and even to its members. If you want the party’s endorsement for major office, you’re expected to align perfectly with mainstream progressive positions on abortion rights, LGBTQ rights, guns, climate, voting rights, democracy reform, and immigration.

These tests exist in part because many leaders believe our movement’s power will be compromised if we welcome people who aren’t fully aligned on firearms policy, or climate, or how to respond to racial disparities. I understand the fear—especially in a party that has long used these issues as membership tests and has little practice managing a bigger, more ideologically diverse coalition.

But the cost is a fragile—and maybe vanishing—governing majority. Even in good electoral years, the Democratic coalition rarely exceeds about 53 percent of voters. According to a 2022 Gallup poll, 37 percent of Americans identify as moderate, 36 percent as conservative, and 25 percent as liberal. In 2019, Gallup counted twenty-five states as “more conservative than average,” including nineteen where conservatives outweighed liberals by at least twenty points.

Contrast that with the 1960s and 1970s, when the Democrats’ coalition was far more ideologically varied on issues like abortion, guns, and the environment—and the party held sizable majorities in Congress and across the states. Those majorities delivered landmark economic laws—Medicare, Medicaid, regular minimum-wage hikes—and steady progress on social issues, civil rights, and environmental protection. The big Democratic majorities of the 1970s passed the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and the Endangered Species Act, even though some Democrats opposed those very measures. Are we sure a renewed big-tent approach would endanger abortion access or an assault weapons ban? Or might a larger, more capacious coalition be the key to progress—even with some dissenting voices inside it?

Also, in a polarized, siloed media environment, there’s all the more reason to have dissenting voices inside the tent than outside. If alignment on economic power brings more socially conservative voters into the Democratic fold, we have a better chance to pull them out of the Fox News echo chamber, challenge their biases, and win them over. Keeping them out gives progressives almost no chance to persuade them.

Though painful to admit, it is also not clear Democrats are fully committed to an agenda that breaks up corporate power, especially in the technology economy; holds colleges accountable; and makes clean government a priority. Over the past quarter century, Wall Street interests, technology industry and university elites, and anonymous donors have all gained strong footholds in our party’s power structure. Though Democrats are far, far less compromised than Republicans, it would be a mistake for our side to feign self-righteousness. The status quo—which gleans short-term material advantage as the country spirals into spiritual rot—holds immense power in our party, too.

During the 2024 general election, the meticulous, intense chair of the Federal Trade Commission, Lina Khan, unexpectedly became a campaign lightning rod. A thirty-two-year-old Columbia Law School scholar when nominated, Khan had been President Biden’s surprise pick for the job. She was part of a new movement arguing for revitalized antitrust in the age of tech giants like Google, Amazon, and Facebook.

Once confirmed, Khan jolted awake a sleepy agency—opening investigations and filing cases against dominant firms. If you imagine what a revived FTC would do to counter the cult of profit and cult of technology, Khan was doing it. The agency sued Amazon over practices that harmed competition and sellers, moved to ban noncompete clauses that lock workers in place, and pursued Google in landmark antitrust cases.

To the cult-of-profit crowd (Wall Street bankers, private equity managers) and the technology elites (the Silicon Valley titans whose business model relies on big companies quickly swallowing up smaller companies), Khan became enemy number one. The Wall Street Journal’s editorial page attacked her relentlessly, excoriating efforts to curb concentrated corporate power. Meanwhile, her revitalization of antitrust drew cheers on the left (and some on the right)—and growing calls for the Democratic nominee, Kamala Harris, to pledge Khan’s reappointment.

But some of Harris’s prominent financial backers—most notably Mark Cuban—pushed back, arguing that ensuring growth and continued dominance in the global technology race trumped considerations of income distribution, worker power, and consumer protection. “By trying to break up the biggest tech companies,” Cuban complained of Khan’s agenda, “you risk our ability to be the best in artificial intelligence.” Harris had to choose: side with Khan and the anti-monopoly push or with market fundamentalists inside the Democratic coalition.

Harris chose not to rock that boat. She refused to commit to keeping Khan if elected. She closed her campaign standing with cult-of-profit cheerleaders like Cuban and Liz Cheney, rather than populists like Bernie Sanders or UAW president Shawn Fain. After the convention, she even stopped using phrases like “living wage,” “union jobs,” and “paid family leave,” swapping in less populist economic language. Cuban crowed that “the progressive and liberal principles … of the Democratic Party … are gone. It’s Kamala Harris’s party now.” Knowing Harris and her true concern for workers and economic justice, I knew that wasn’t entirely fair criticism, but it did feel like one wing of the party had won—at least temporarily.

But that was then. Since the 2024 election, Trump’s total, transparent abandonment of his lower-income base—prioritizing tax cuts for the wealthy over help for low- and middle-income families and spending most of his time trying to further enrich himself and his rich friends—has created a new opening to persuade his supporters that the Democratic Party is their home if they want government to do the work of destroying the cults that corrupt our civic and spiritual life.

Shortly after his election, I got together with three of my Senate colleagues—Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts, Adam Schiff of California, and Tina Smith of Minnesota—to start exploring what an aggressive agenda would look like to break up concentrated power and infuse meaning back into low- and middle-income work. Our first task was to do some research, to make sure that our theory of the growing economic realignment was accurate. So we commissioned a national poll, and what we found supports the arguments I’ve made in this book: 88 percent of voters supported legislation to ban insurance companies from refusing to pay for treatments doctors recommend, 84 percent of voters wanted a law to stop private equity firms from owning single-family housing, and 78 percent of voters supported breaking up the big tech firms like Google and Meta.

And yet, despite this clear hunger for major, power-shifting economic change, many leading Democrats—and even more in the pundit class—treat populist leaders like Bernie Sanders, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, and Zohran Mamdani as fringe threats to the party’s electoral success. They believe that any pugilistic criticism of corporate power, any policy solution that does more than tweak market rules, and any public-sector effort to stimulate social connection smacks of socialism. This is simply wrong. There’s a reason Bernie Sanders is the only national Democrat who can fill stadiums—and a not insignificant number of people in those stadiums voted for Trump. There is an unmistakable appetite for a politics that not only directly confronts concentrated power, consumerism over citizenship, and government corruption but also offers solutions with real—not incremental—impact on the work of restoring dignity and meaning to American life.

Voters chose Trump because they wanted a revolution. But my party doesn’t yet seem completely ready to seize this moment. That is tragic, unacceptable, and worth having a fight over.




THE WORLD IN WHICH WE WERE MEANT TO LIVE

The good news is that you do not have to wait for Washington. That would be its own kind of spiritual surrender. There is a role for all of us because the common good is not just a set of policies waiting to be enacted. It is a way of living, a decision each of us makes every day about our own priorities. It lives in the millions of small choices made by citizens who decide that their neighbors’ well-being matters as much as their own advancement. The choice to shop at the local hardware store. To coach the Little League team. To show up at the town council meeting. To know your neighbors by name. These choices, too, can crack the foundations of the cults.

On Thanksgiving morning 2025, I was feeling especially lonely. My teenagers were in Washington—our family’s first Thanksgiving apart since my wife and I had separated the year before—and I still had hours before joining my parents and cousins for dinner. So I grabbed a few Dunkin’ Donuts gift cards and headed over to South Green, the modest triangle-shaped park a block from our house, just south of downtown Hartford. Two homeless shelters border the park, and so each day there are a dozen or so men and women socializing and waiting until the shelters open back up for the dinner hour. From time to time, I head over to check in with the regulars and help a few people with money for a meal.

But that morning, I knew I would see another group on the green: a Hartford-area family that every Thanksgiving morning comes to the green armed with a folding table, multiple thermoses of coffee, and a selection of breakfast foods and sandwiches. Zero fanfare, no social media posts, not an ulterior motive in sight. Just three generations of this family, doing a small but meaningful bit of good every Thanksgiving morning.

I was chatting with the regulars at the pop-up breakfast table when one of them mentioned that this was the second nice thing to happen on South Green that week.

“What was the first?” I asked.

“The Christmas lights,” she said, gesturing toward the tree. “I don’t know who puts them up, but every night when they come on, it just … brightens my day a little.”

I glanced over at the tree. In the morning light, the unlit strands were barely visible. But I knew why they were there.

Years ago, I had started sending a simple message to my campaign donors each holiday season—hundreds of thousands of people on an email list—asking if they’d chip in to string lights on South Green. And every year, thousands of them do. Ten dollars here, twenty there. Almost none of them live in Hartford. None of them will ever see the lights they paid for. They just know that people spending Christmas in the city’s shelters will walk outside after dark and find, for a moment, something beautiful waiting for them. I knew who put those lights up—thousands of strangers.

It’s such a small thing. Caught up in conversation, I had nearly forgotten about it that morning. But watching this woman’s face as she talked about those lights—put up by people who would never know her name, paid for by people who would never see them glow—I was reminded that kindness doesn’t need an audience to do its work.

As I walked back to my empty house, I realized the loneliness had lifted. That family and their card table. The woman whose day was brightened by lights she didn’t know I had anything to do with. The thousands of strangers who gave a few dollars so that someone they’d never meet might feel a moment of wonder. None of it was grand. None of it will change anyone’s life. But this is how it happens—not through policy alone but through people turning toward one another, one small act at a time. Standing there on South Green, I had stumbled into what this whole book is about. I was part of something bigger than myself. And once you feel a sense of being bound to others, of mattering to someone, you understand why its absence leaves such a hole, and why our common goods are not luxuries, but necessities.

That family believed deeply in something: not profit, not blind faith in technology, not power. They believed in serving the common good. I am not seriously proposing we replace the hollow cults with a new cult of the common good. What I am asking is this: If Americans are going to devote cultlike energy to anything—and clearly we do—then why is it profit? Why political power? Why the endless accumulation of stuff and status? What if we channeled that devotion toward something else?

There are so many stories about sports in this book because—if you haven’t figured it out by now—I love sports. I played until my abilities couldn’t keep up, and I follow college and professional sports religiously. What draws me to team athletics is simple: purpose, meaning, and community are right there, available the moment the game begins. There is no searching required. You stand beside people who don’t share your politics or your background, united in something larger than any of you. For those hours, your meaning is clear. And you have agency—genuine control over the outcome. Your individual effort matters—everyone has to do their part—but success comes only by entering into communion with your teammates.

This is the world in which we were meant to live. A nation full of teams of individuals, in thousands of unique, vibrant, empowered communities, tied to one another in a collective exercise of improvement. The society I want—the society I think tens of millions of disaffected Americans hunger for—is one in which we wake each day flush with meaningful relationships, feeling true agency over our personal destiny, and connected to our neighbors—our middle ring—through daily interpersonal acts that lift one another up and shared work that improves the place where we live. That, to me, is a society devoted to the common good. A society dedicated to the sense that we can be unique, powerful, striving individuals and at the same time members of a community through which we find purpose not from accumulation but from communion.

What does that look like, in practice? Let’s picture a different life for Izzy than the one that left him impoverished in retirement, sharing a tiny apartment with strangers, feeling alone, abandoned, and at times inhuman.

What if our economy were structured so that his only option, as someone who valued retail work, wasn’t Walmart or another profit-obsessed national chain? Imagine a Willimantic sprinkled with locally owned hardware stores, grocery stores, and home goods shops—places where Izzy built relationships not just with fellow workers but with the owners, too. Maybe maximizing profit mattered a little less to those owners, and Izzy felt less pressure to stock shelves without a break. Maybe he had time to build relationships with loyal customers, who walked through the door a little gladder because they knew that supporting a local retailer also meant having a chance to chat with their friend Izzy. Maybe after a few years, Izzy gained a small stake in the store’s profits, puffing out his chest a little more each day, knowing his fate and his employer’s fate were bound together.

Imagine he made $24 an hour rather than $12, with a dependable schedule, because our laws required owners to share their productivity gains with workers. Maybe he worked less overtime. Maybe he used his predictable free hours to join a church or a civic club—institutions that proliferated in Willimantic because the public sector had finally decided to invest in them again. Maybe those memberships gave Izzy a network of friends and acquaintances he could lean on in retirement. Maybe he met a woman at church. Maybe they had enough money to afford a place of their own, where they could invite friends over for dinner, and Izzy could regale his guests with stories from his old life back in New York.

I think about a community in which, at every turn, Izzy saw opportunities to join with his neighbors in shared work to make Willimantic a healthy, connected, distinctive place. His sorrow over his wife’s death would never leave him—that kind of loss doesn’t fade. But his life’s left turn might have delivered him somewhere gentler, with easier access to new communities and companions. A life he could live, not simply survive.

Consider a different future for those young people at Amity High School. What if they lived in a community that offered more meaningful places to connect than social media and taught them that their health and well-being came before profit and others’ wealth—the reason, for instance, that adults had decided to turn off the algorithm in their phones? When they struggle, they are not alone with a screen and a counterfeit friendship designed to monetize their loneliness—they are surrounded by people and places ready to catch them before they disappear into themselves.

Imagine the hallway conversations about whether to do their six-month service project before or after college, whether to teach, or work at the local rec center, or maybe choose the military—every student awakening to the meaning that comes from shared work and common purpose. And not one student has to fake a smile while her friends talk about college, hiding the truth that her family can’t afford it—because in this America, every young person knows the doors are open. In this world, luck matters less because there is a floor beneath everyone’s feet—education, childcare, health care—that teaches a simple lesson: everyone matters, not just those who drew life’s long straws.

It’s a world of thousands of threads connecting people together. It’s a world where individuals feel power—to change their fate and the fate of their community. It’s a world where meaning and purpose, positive identity and real connection, are right there waiting, not out of reach for millions.

This book has been a story of cults—false idols that promised freedom and meaning but delivered loneliness, that offered abundance but left us feeling empty. I’m not seeking a world that forsakes profit-seeking capitalism, global trade, technological innovation, consumer abundance, liberal arts education, or the pursuit of political influence by the powerful. Just a society that balances those aspects of American life with a firm belief in something else: the common good. The simple, ancient idea that what matters most is that we belong to one another as well as to ourselves.

In a common-good America, Izzy still takes his daily walk. But it doesn’t end at the liquor store. It ends at the diner where he’s well-known, or at the church where they expect him, or at the porch of a neighbor who waves him over. His grief never leaves. But he no longer bears it alone.







APPENDIX



Toward a Politics of the Common Good

What follows is a concise list of this book’s main proposals for reversing our spiritual decline. While the enactment of such an agenda may seem far-fetched, the fact is that all these items are rooted in shared American values, and most of them enjoy broad support across the political spectrum.

To give workers a greater sense of power and value:

Wages should be high enough so that one income can sustain, at least for a time, a family of four. This would be close to a $30/hour minimum wage. Studies show that 86 percent of Americans believe the minimum wage needs to be raised; 74 percent of Americans support a $20/hour wage.

Companies should not be able to bind workers to jobs—and therefore suppress wages—with noncompete and no-poach agreements. Polling suggests that the majority of Americans support a ban on these abusive contract riders. When the FTC sought to prohibit them during the Biden administration, 95 percent of the twenty-five thousand comments it received supported the ban.

Congress should tip the management-labor balance toward unions. Unions should be easier to form, companies should be obligated to quickly negotiate a contract with a union once it’s formed, and workers should have more protections against replacement by artificial intelligence. Today, unions enjoy record high public support—almost 70 percent in most polling, with Republican support crossing 50 percent for the first time in recent history—creating political space for aggressive reforms. There is less polling on specific policies, such as union recognition via majority sign-up (or “card check”) or giving workers vulnerable to AI more targeted bargaining power.

Incentivize more companies to give employees a share of the company’s profits. Not only do 70 percent of Americans believe that giving employees an ownership share is “all American,” but 70 percent of workers also would prefer to work for an employee-owned company.

Reform corporate governance laws to require more concern for community and worker health. One poll showed a majority of both parties’ voters in support of more worker representation on corporate boards, and another found that a remarkable 86 percent of Americans believe that corporations “often hide behind public declarations of support for stakeholders but don’t walk the walk.”

Bring key manufacturing sectors back from overseas with a thoughtful mix of tariffs and domestic incentives. While 70 percent of Americans generally support the idea of bringing manufacturing jobs back to the United States, 61 percent oppose Trump’s tariffs because they are erratic and ineffective. Generally, more Republicans than Democrats favor policies to reshore these jobs.

To provide individuals with a new sense of belonging to place:

Revitalize locally owned commerce with a combination of antitrust and anti-price-fixing actions. By far, most Americans—81 percent—believe that the consolidation of market power is hurting small businesses, and half of Americans think that antitrust power should, at the very least, be used to break up the dominant technology companies.

Companies with a dominant market share in an industry should pay a higher corporate tax. While there is little specific polling on a progressive corporate tax, surveys consistently show that higher tax rates on corporations are one of the most broadly popular proposals, held by more than 60 percent of Americans.

Provide more deliberate government support for locally owned businesses. Polling regularly shows that both Republican and Democratic voters want policies to keep commerce in local, rather than national, hands. The available tools include government contracting preferences, zoning restrictions on chain stores, and regulations that give local buyers the right to make a first offer when a store may be sold to a national company.

Require that a portion of existing federal education dollars be used to support vibrant community-based parent-teacher organizations (PTOs). PTOs give parents a sense of ownership and agency in their community. And there is a major gap between the number of parents who want to participate in PTOs and the number who do, suggesting that better-run, more inclusive PTOs might draw more parent involvement.

Create a new Social Capital Fund to support organizations, projects, and “third places” in communities that serve to connect individuals to one another. Local infrastructure—like parks, playgrounds, pools, walking trails, and libraries—enjoys broad bipartisan support. For instance, 58 percent of Trump voters and 85 percent of Harris voters said they would pay more to improve their community’s public parks.

Pass legislation to mandate more definite work schedules to increase workers’ ability to plan leisure activities during time off. The Schedules That Work Act would require employers to set work schedules in advance, rather than at the very last minute; it is supported by 73 percent of Democrats, 57 percent of Independents, and 51 percent of Republicans.

Change local zoning to create more connected, intergenerational residential communities. Front porches, sidewalks, and smaller lots create more opportunities for neighbors to connect. Polling here is mixed, and admittedly many local efforts to create increased housing density run into robust local opposition.

To protect our spiritual health from poisonous technology:

Restrict children’s use of social media and certain artificial intelligence products, like friendship bots. A huge bipartisan consensus—88 percent of Democrats and 82 percent of Republicans—supports laws to create safeguards for kids’ online activity. Congress could set a series of clear new lines: no social media use for kids under thirteen, no access to friendship bots or social media algorithms for kids under eighteen, and parental consent for all teen use of social media.

Hold social media companies liable for the harms they knowingly impose on users. Two-thirds of Americans believe that technology companies should bear more legal responsibility for the harms caused by their platforms. Amending the notorious Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act is a vital first step.

Regulate AI-generated video and audio content—and make AI companies pay for the content their models train on. Large cross-party majorities want AI to be seriously regulated. For example, 85 percent of Democrats, 84 percent of Independents, and 81 percent of Republicans believe AI companies should be required to label AI-generated content in elections.

Put fees on data center construction so that AI companies pay the true, full cost of processing AI data. A bipartisan coalition is fast developing to oppose the rapid expansion of land-, energy-, and water-guzzling data centers—the necessary precondition for the creation of humanlike AI intelligence. One poll showed that an incredible 41 percent of all Americans now support a total ban on new data centers.

Give Americans a greater chance at non-virtual connection by ending marriage penalties and incentivizing employers to limit remote work. There has always been strong support (89 percent in one older poll) for ending any tax or government benefit penalties for individuals who marry. Admittedly, workers report high satisfaction with remote work, so the case for in-person offices still needs to be made.

To make us citizens again, not just consumers:

Require six months of national service for every young American. Such a policy could restore the idea that citizenship is about contribution, not just consumption. At least one poll shows that two-thirds of Americans support a new mandatory service law, including—interestingly—75 percent of those ages eighteen to twenty-four, the group that would be most affected by such a requirement.

Raise salaries for public-sector work and increase the quality of public services. Despite Trump’s attacks on government employees, broad majorities support better pay for public workers and higher-quality services, like public education. For instance, two-thirds of voters believe that teacher salaries are currently too low.

Protect a public commons. The parts of our life that should never be run for profit include our kids’ schools, our emergency rooms, and our criminal justice system. When voters in deep red Kentucky and Nebraska rejected referendums that would have sent public dollars to for-profit schools, they showed that this isn’t a partisan idea.

Give consumers a nonprofit option in key sectors, like health care. For instance, allowing every American to purchase a Medicare-like plan would give Americans tired of being abused by for-profit insurers a more public-minded alternative. Studies show that 66 percent of Americans support this idea, including a majority of Republicans.

Curtail special access for the wealthy in publicly subsidized infrastructure. There shouldn’t be fast lanes at publicly run airports, and government-funded stadiums shouldn’t have large exclusive seating areas. The bipartisan support for California’s ban of Clear at the state’s airports shows the crossover appeal of such policies.

To end the college-degree caste system:

Guarantee every American some level of post-high-school education. While there probably isn’t a bipartisan agreement that four years of college should be free, there is plenty of polling to suggest that Republicans and Democrats support raising the floor of guaranteed educational benefits, such as free community college or postsecondary trade schools.

Get tough on colleges—hold them more accountable for access, cost, and quality. Close for-profit college scams, direct federal spending away from schools that load up on amenities and skimp on instruction, and push elite schools to expand enrollment (especially for low-income students). Voters are receptive to cutting college costs; one poll showed 75 percent support for full government-mandated caps on college tuition.

Prohibit “credential inflation.” There’s no need to require college degrees for jobs that don’t need post-high-school training. Twenty governors—spanning conservative Republicans to progressive Democrats—have introduced state laws to curb this practice, showing broad nonpolitical appeal.

To put people—not the wealthy—back in charge of government:

Pass a constitutional amendment to allow Congress to regulate money in politics. This is my most ambitious proposal, but surely not the most controversial. For Congress to be able to properly curb the influence of corporate and billionaire money in politics, we need to pass an amendment that makes clear that donations to campaigns are not protected speech, and that Congress has the explicit constitutional ability to regulate donations and spending in elections. Currently, there is a huge bipartisan majority supporting such an amendment: in one poll, 66 percent of Republicans and 85 percent of Democrats. Regulating campaign donations would unrig our democracy and allow other efforts to take power from the rich and affluent to succeed.

Enact a system of voluntary public financing for federal elections. This proposal probably doesn’t have broad national bipartisan support (there are few recent national surveys on the idea), but in the states that use this system, like Connecticut and New York, support crosses party lines.

Require public disclosure of all election spending. Currently, there are many loopholes that allow billionaire and corporate donors to influence elections anonymously. Fewer rich people—especially those trying to influence elections to advance unpopular policies—would spend big if they had to attach their name to the influence operation. This is a wildly popular reform, with one poll showing 83 percent national support.

More fully close the revolving door between government and private industry. Wealthy interests gain influence by the wink and nod they give to government staffers about future jobs outside government in exchange for favorable treatment. It’s a big part of our corrupt system, and a recent University of Maryland poll showed 75 percent support for an aggressive five-year cooling-off period before government employees could take a job in the industry they regulated.





A NOTE ON SOURCES

I am not a full-time writer; this is only the second book I have published. Instead, I am a practitioner of politics and policy change. And thus, the opinions and analysis I have shared here are as much the product of my day job as of dedicated research—they stem from countless conversations with experts and ordinary citizens; experiential learning during my travels in Connecticut and across the nation (some described in this book, such as my trips to Silicon Valley and southern Appalachia); and my ordinary habit of consuming reporting and opinion on a variety of issues required to do my job in the Senate.

The conversations I’ve described, such as my exchanges with Izzy, are recounted to the best of my recollection. I relate the conversations as they happened, but I did not independently verify the claims or events described to me.

A cadre of sources has, over time, especially informed the arguments I have made in this book; that cadre includes specific authors and works I drew from as I wrote these pages.

Throughout this book you will hear repeated echoes of Robert Putnam, Rana Foroohar, Michael Sandel, Anand Giridharadas, Jonathan Haidt, David Brooks, Tim Carney, Yuval Levin, Sohrab Ahmari, Matt Stoller, Angus Deaton, and Patrick Deneen. Here are a few of their works that I found most influential:
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Rana Foroohar, Homecoming: The Path to Prosperity in a Post-Global World (New York: Crown, 2022).

Rana Foroohar, Don’t Be Evil: How Big Tech Betrayed Its Founding Principles—and All of Us (New York: Currency, 2019).

Rana Foroohar, Makers and Takers: The Rise of Finance and the Fall of American Business (New York: Crown Business, 2016).

Michael J. Sandel, The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the Common Good? (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2020).

Michael J. Sandel, What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012).
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Jonathan Haidt, The Anxious Generation: How the Great Rewiring of Childhood Is Causing an Epidemic of Mental Illness (New York: Penguin Press, 2024).

Jonathan Haidt, The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth in Ancient Wisdom (New York: Basic Books, 2006).

Jonathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (New York: Vintage Books, 2012).

David Brooks, The Second Mountain: The Quest for a Moral Life (New York: Random House, 2019).

David Brooks, How to Know a Person: The Art of Seeing Others Deeply and Being Deeply Seen (New York: Random House, 2023).
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Yuval Levin, The Fractured Republic: Renewing America’s Social Contract in the Age of Individualism (New York: Basic Books, 2016).
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