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A WORD OF ADVICE 
TO YOUNG AMERICANS

You have reached a time in life  when you’ll begin 
to ask yourself some important questions: What am I 
going to do with myself ? How am I going to make a living? 
How will I be successful? What do I find fulfilling? How 
do I live a good life?

You’re not going to figure out the answers all at 
once. It will take a while. Some of the questions may 
change over time. It’s a long process that’s a big part of 
adulthood.

There are lots of places you can look for advice. Start 
with adults you know and  trust—  your parents, most of 
all. Grandparents. Teachers. Coaches. Clergy. Members 
of your house of worship. They have traveled the road 
you are on now, and they can help you along your way.

Great  books—  starting with the  Bible—  are loaded 
with clues about how to live a successful life and how 
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to avoid trouble. The classics you may have met in high 
school (like Pride and Prejudice or Macbeth) are full of 
insights. They’re definitely worth second and third 
looks. Biographies of great lives like Abraham Lincoln 
and Mother Teresa will help guide you. Some of those 
bestselling advice books on the shelves at the library or 
bookstore can be useful too.

There is one source of guidance that’s often 
 overlooked—  your country. The United States is one of 
the greatest success stories in history. It didn’t get that 
way by accident.

At the core of this nation are some ideas and prin-
ciples that have made it great, principles that are worth 
studying and knowing for many reasons. One reason 
is that, just as those principles have made our country 
good and successful, they can help each of us live good, 
successful lives.

So here’s a word of advice about success: study, 
know, and love America and its principles. The United 
States is an unparalleled model of achievement. Any 
such model is worth studying. It’s worth asking, How in 
the world has it achieved so much? What has it done right? 
How can I put those same principles to work in my life?

It’s easy to forget this country’s greatness. Mostly we 
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seem to read and hear about what’s gone wrong. That’s 
partly due to the nature of the news media, which often 
focuses on the negative. Bad news sells. It’s partly due to 
the fact that we Americans are a  self-  critiquing people. 
We’re problem solvers, always driving to make things 
better. We draw attention to our nation’s problems so 
we can fix them.

There’s another reason it’s easy to overlook America’s 
greatness. Unfortunately these days, some people take 
the view that America is a severely flawed place. They 
see its history mainly as a long series of injustices: steal-
ing land from Native Americans, fouling the environ-
ment, enslaving Africans, withholding rights from 
women, exploiting laborers, discriminating against 
people of color, and waging imperialist wars against the 
third world. Being proud of America and praising it as 
an incredible place is viewed as unsophisticated.

Shortchanging the American record is a shame 
because, first of all, it’s simply wrong. Yes, the United 
 States—  like any other  nation—  has committed some 
grave wrongs and has some dark chapters in its past. 
Those chapters should of course be studied and their 
lessons learned. But a country, like a person, should 
be judged by the totality of its acts. In any honest 
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assessment, America’s record stands  tall—  tall enough 
to be called great.

It’s also a shame because in focusing so much on 
the negative, a lot of people are casting away some real 
pearls of wisdom. They’re losing sight of some great les-
sons and principles for building successful lives.

This book examines some principles on which 
America was founded, principles that conservatives 
admire and hold dear. (More about what the word con-
servative means a bit later.) These principles have made 
America great, and they can give you a running start in 
your own life.

Of course, a short book like this can’t cover this 
topic completely. But we hope it will inspire your own 
study of America and the principles behind its achieve-
ment. Armed with that knowledge, you’ll have some 
good tools to make your own unique contribution.

The American founders recognized the link between 
the life of this country and the kind of lives its citizens 
lead. A nation governed by the people depends on the 
wisdom, values, and choices of its citizens. As James 
Madison observed, democracy depends on virtues like 
industriousness,  self-  reliance, and respect. “Republican 
government presupposes the existence of these qualities 

STRENGTH FOR YOUR FUTURE

4



in a higher degree than any other form” of government, 
he wrote.1

The success of this country depends on people like 
you. And in many ways, your success depends on the 
strength and greatness of this country. Your chances 
are  all the better if you know what has made this 
 country great and good. Its principles can help you 
make your way in the world of academics, work, fam-
ily, and citizenship. They can help you take advantage 
of your liberty to build a life that is good and dedicated 
to high purpose. 
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APPRECIATING 
AMERICA’S GREATNESS

From its beginning,  the United States has been one of 
the most amazing countries in history. If you step back 
and look at the broad picture, you see just how remark-
able the American record is.

• The United States was the first nation in history 
created out of the belief that people should 
govern themselves. The US Constitution is 
the oldest written constitution in operation. It 
has been a model for country after country as 
democracy has spread around the world.

• The US military is the greatest defender of 
freedom in the world. From the Revolutionary 
War to World War II to the fight against 
terrorism, American soldiers have stood for 
freedom. They have brought more liberty to 
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more people than any other military force 
in history.

• No other country has done a better job of 
establishing equal rights for all citizens. 
Certainly there have been times when the 
United States has fallen short of its founding 
principles. But especially in recent decades, 
no country has worked harder to eliminate 
discrimination and protect the rights of 
minorities. Simply put, this is one of the best 
countries in the  world—  if not the  best— 
 in which to be a minority.

• No other country has welcomed and united so 
many people from so many different shores. 
Never before have so many people from different 
backgrounds, races, nationalities, and religions 
lived and worked together so peacefully.

• American companies have made the United States 
one of the most powerful economic engines the 
world has known and one of the most prosperous 
countries in history. American companies provide 
some of the best jobs in the world. They’ve 
also built innumerable hospitals, libraries, and 
parks; created great universities; filled museums 
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with works of art; found cures for diseases; 
and improved life in countless ways.

• The United States is the world’s greatest 
market place for the free exchange of ideas 
and information. The staggering volume 
of information traded here every  day—  via 
books, newspapers, magazines, the Internet, 
TV, and  radio—  makes this the liveliest 
center of thought and debate in history.

• America is a world leader in scholarship 
and invention. It is home to the world’s 
finest collection of universities and research 
institutions. The record of American inventions 
and discoveries goes on and on, from the 
mechanical reaper to the microchip.

• This country is the planet’s largest source of 
humanitarian aid. Government programs and 
private giving make up one of the greatest efforts 
to help people in history. When disasters strike 
overseas, Americans are among the first to offer 
help and support.

This doesn’t mean that Americans are better than 
everyone else, or that the United States is always right, 

APPrEcIATING AmErIcA’s  GrEATNEss

9



or that the country is without faults. Of course it has 
many faults; its history includes wrongs such as slavery 
and segregation. All human institutions are imperfect. 
Yet over the years Americans have shown themselves 
to be pretty good at taking a hard look at the nation’s 
wrongs and trying to make them right.

What makes this country truly exceptional are the 
promises and principles of  America—  the old truths 
written into the Declaration of Independence and 
the Constitution. Freedom of thought and speech. 
Equality before the law. The right to worship God as 
we please. The dignity of each individual. The freedom 
to pursue dreams and the opportunity to live to our 
fullest potential.

It’s important to understand America’s  achievement— 
 and to be unembarrassed to say that this is a great and 
good nation. Why?

First, because it is the truth, and the truth is always 
worth saying. If we forget the truth about this country’s 
greatness, we stop being a great people. We weaken the 
American spirit.

Second, recognizing America’s greatness helps make 
us grateful. No other country has ever offered so much 
opportunity to learn, to grow, to make a living, to make 
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a mark. We can’t take that for granted. Let us not com-
mit the sin of ingratitude for so many blessings.

Third, recognizing America’s goodness helps us 
appreciate and love this country. And loving it makes 
us want to protect it. Nothing good lasts when people 
don’t cherish and protect it. If we don’t stand up for 
America, it will disappear. It’s up to all of  us—  you and 
 me—  to take care of this miraculous country, to keep it 
great, to love it.

Finally, appreciating this country’s achievements 
can help you improve yourself. Think of it this way. 
Smart business executives study successful companies 
to sharpen their business skills. Athletes who want to 
win study successful teams. Getting to know some of 
the principles that have made your country great can 
improve your own chances of success. 

APPrEcIATING AmErIcA’s  GrEATNEss

11





CONSERVATIVE 
PRINCIPLES: 

AN OVERVIEW

This chapter gives a brief overview  of what it means 
to be a conservative. For a little more detail, look at 
the chapters in the rest of this book. There you’ll find 
 issue-  by-  issue answers to questions about conservative 
ideas and values.

The term conservative comes from the Latin word 
conservare, which means to keep safe, maintain, or 
preserve. Conservatives want to preserve society’s best 
values and wisdom. In America, that includes some 
principles on which this country was founded and 
which have made this nation great.

Although there is no neat and tidy list of American 
conservative beliefs, there are several ideas that conser-
vatives tend to agree with. One handy way to remember 
those ideas is the acronym FLINT, which corresponds to 
the five concepts of Free enterprise, Limited government, 
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Individual liberty, National defense, and Traditional val-
ues. These five concepts are critical for understanding 
American conservative thought.

Free Enterprise

Conservatives recognize that free  enterprise—  or capital-
ism, as it’s also  known—  is the best system the world has 
ever known for creating jobs and good living conditions. 
It has lifted millions of people out of poverty and made 
their lives better.

The liberty we enjoy is closely connected to free 
enterprise. At its best, free enterprise makes possible 
the liberty we have to choose our own paths, to work 
toward our goals and dreams.

Free enterprise is by no means perfect. It can cause 
excessive materialism. Wide gaps can open between rich 
and poor. We’ll always need sensible laws and people 
with good values to help keep our economic system 
free and fair.

Despite its drawbacks, the free enterprise system is 
without equal in giving people the opportunity to earn 
a good living. It is a cornerstone of our republic, our 
liberty, and our nation’s success.

STRENGTH FOR YOUR FUTURE
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Limited Government

Limited government means government powerful 
enough to protect people’s liberty and rights and vig-
orous enough to help make the country a better place 
but not so powerful that it keeps sticking its nose into 
people’s business and stepping on their rights, liberties, 
and opportunities.

The American founders realized that over time gov-
ernments have a natural tendency to assume greater 
power and exert more control over people. In framing 
the Constitution, the founders did their best to set up 
checks and balances to curb government’s power.

Despite their efforts, today’s federal government 
keeps growing, spending, borrowing, taxing, and reg-
ulating. It has run up a huge debt that threatens the 
country’s future.

Conservatives recognize that government has impor-
tant work to do, but they want to rein in its  out-  of- 
 control growth and spending. More government is not 
the solution to every problem. Other  institutions—  such 
as families, neighborhoods, houses of worship, schools, 
and volunteer  groups—  are often the best places to solve 
problems and improve lives.

coNsErVATIVE PrINcIPLEs:  AN oVErVIEW
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Individual Liberty

The Declaration of Independence states that all people are 
endowed by their creator with the right to liberty. That 
right does not come from the government. It is a gift from 
God. The government’s job is to protect our liberty.

Most of the world’s history is one of rule by kings, 
dictators, and governments that told people how they 
must live. That’s still true today in many places. Liberty 
is very precious, and we must never take it for granted.

Liberty doesn’t mean doing whatever we want with-
out regard for others. That is licentiousness, a lack of 
moral restraint. True liberty comes with responsibili-
ties. It involves a commitment to acting the right way. It 
means using our freedom to take charge of our conduct 
and owning up to it.

Liberty worth having requires virtues like  self-  restraint, 
honor, and respect for others. It involves living up to obli-
gations. It involves thinking not just of self but of the 
common good.

National Defense

We owe our liberty and our existence as a country to 
the US military. It is the greatest defender of freedom 
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in the world. There have been times when America has 
made mistakes with its armies and has even committed 
grave injustices. But overall the world is a much better 
place because of the American soldier, and it’s a much 
safer place because our military is strong.

Defending the country from foreign attack is argu-
ably the federal government’s most important job. 
No other part of society is capable of taking over that 
responsibility.

We live in dangerous times. Maintaining a powerful 
military is not only the best way to defend ourselves; 
it’s also the best way to keep the peace. It’s an expensive 
obligation. But as General Douglas MacArthur once 
said, “The inescapable price of liberty is an ability to 
preserve it from destruction.”

Traditional Values

When conservatives study human activity and history, 
they recognize certain truths that run through all  time— 
 principles about how best to live and how to treat our 
fellow human beings. Values like “love your neighbor as 
yourself” and “honesty is the best policy.” Moral truths 
like “thou shalt not steal,” as the Ten Commandments 
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put it. Such standards of right and wrong are crucial to 
having a good life.

In America, being conservative also involves a commit-
ment to principles on which this country was  founded— 
 ideals such as the belief that all people are created equal 
and that all have the right to think and speak freely. These 
traditional American principles have made the United 
States a powerful force for good in the world.

Conservatives don’t claim to be morally superior to 
anyone else. Like everyone else, they are imperfect crea-
tures. But they are concerned with preserving our best 
values and ways that help us live up to them.

Conservatives understand that culture shapes and 
reflects people’s values. Music, art, books, movies, tele-
vision shows,  websites—  they all send messages about 
right and wrong, acceptable and unacceptable behav-
ior. It makes a big difference whether the culture is 
sending messages that marriage is a serious matter and 
that doing drugs is dangerous and wrong, or whether 
it sends messages that no one expects marriages to last 
and that smoking pot is fine. Traditional values have a 
hard time surviving if the culture is at war with them.

None of this means that conservatives don’t like 
change or the modern world. It’s true that they often 
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look to the past for guidance. They want to preserve the 
best values and wisdom handed down through the cen-
turies. But conservatives also look to the future. They 
are eager to embrace change that makes sense and is 
in line with good, sound values. After all, if we never 
change, we can never make ourselves better.

Conservatives are dedicated to these principles 
because they keep this country free, strong, and good. 
Conservatives also realize that these principles can help 
us all build successful lives.

coNsErVATIVE PrINcIPLEs:  AN oVErVIEW
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Part 1

FREE ENTERPRISE

America is a prosperous nation because here you are 

free to profit from your own labor. You are free to 

put your talents and passions to work, to offer the 

best you can, to live to your fullest potential. You 

are blessed with the liberty and opportunity to raise 

yourself up. If you take advantage of that freedom 

with energy, dedication, and perseverance, you have 

a very good chance of sharing in this nation’s success.





WORKING, STRIVING, 
ACHIEVING

Whatever career you choose,  your work will be 
possible because of the free enterprise system. It’s the 
engine that powers our nation’s economy. Without it, 
the modern world as we know it would not exist.

Free enterprise is an economic system in which 
property, resources, and industry are controlled by indi-
viduals and  businesses—  not the  government—  to make 
profits. Another name for free enterprise is capitalism, 
although free enterprise is in many ways a more accu-
rate term since the freedom to conduct business is one 
of its bedrock principles.

Free enterprise is more than being able to own your 
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own property or start a business, although those things 
are very important. It means the freedom to work hard 
at something you care about, to strive toward a goal 
you choose, and to achieve perhaps more than you once 
thought possible.

Is free enterprise good or bad for the world?

Free enterprise has its drawbacks, but overall it’s a ter-
rific economic  system—  the best the world has known. 
It’s certainly the best system in history for creating jobs 
and material  well-  being.

One way to appreciate free enterprise is to look at 
what life was like before it came along. Modern free enter-
prise began in Great Britain along with the Industrial 
Revolution in the latter part of the eighteenth century. 
Before then, cities such as London were filthy, violent 
places where most people struggled simply to make it 
from one day to the next. Most people were illiterate. 
Poverty and disease were rampant. Jobs were hard to 
come by and often fleeting. The masses owned little more 
than the clothes on their backs.1

In the short term, free enterprise and industrialism 
did little to improve people’s  conditions—  in some ways, 
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they may have made things worse. You may have read 
Charles Dickens’s descriptions of early industrial towns 
full of  soot-  covered streets and dark factories with chim-
neys “out of which interminable serpents of smoke trailed 
themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled.”2

But over time, as nations and cities adjusted to the 
upheaval brought on by rapid change, something close 
to miraculous happened. For millions of people, life 
got immeasurably better as they gained access to  mass- 
 produced  goods—  clothes, furniture, books, and auto-
mobiles. As business increased, so did job opportunities. 
A middle class emerged. Literacy spread. Incomes rose. 
People began to live much longer. Free enterprise was 
not solely responsible for these changes, but it had a 
great deal to do with them.

Yes, there is a troubling side to free enterprise. There 
are booms and busts. People get laid off, sometimes at the 
worst of times, as companies watch their bottom lines. 
In some parts of the world, workers labor in sweatshops.

But overall, the effects of free enterprise have im proved 
people’s lives in countless ways. It is difficult to imagine 
what life would be like without  mass-  produced comput-
ers, phones, lights, washers, medicines, vaccines, motors, 
pens, soap,  tires—  the list goes on and on.

WorkING, sTrIVING, AchIEVING
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Is free enterprise a moral system?

Critics say that free enterprise causes greed and exces-
sive ambition. It turns life into a vicious competition 
in which the ruthless and dishonest exploit others to 
come out ahead.

In truth, sometimes people can and do act immorally 
in  business—  just as people sometimes act immorally in 
government or in their family lives. But we must weigh 
the good against the bad. All in all, free enterprise has 
done enormous good by creating better lives for billions 
of people.

That said, the main purpose of free enterprise is to 
help people prosper materially. To make sure people act 
morally and treat each other fairly in a free enterprise 
system, we have to look outside of free enterprise itself.

Government can help here. Laws that keep busi-
nesses from putting children to work or dumping 
chemicals in streams, for example, are good checks on 
free enterprise. As long as they don’t hamper business 
with too much red tape, legislatures and courts can be 
business’s allies in improving lives.

More important than government, though, is cul-
ture. The morality of any society’s economic system 
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depends on the morality of its culture. A corrupt culture 
will produce corrupt enterprise (and corrupt govern-
ment). A decent culture will produce businesses that 
treat people well.

That means our most important  institutions— 
 families, churches and other houses of worship, neigh-
borhoods, schools, and  communities—  must help 
produce people of good character who make good 
employers and employees. It takes a lot of work to 
maintain a culture that keeps capitalism within moral 
bounds. In a world full of commercialism, attention 
to virtue helps keep money and the things it can buy 
in perspective.

Calvin Coolidge, the thirtieth president of the 
United States, is famous for saying that “the chief 
business of the American people is business.” But he 
also reminded us that for all the prosperity that free 
enterprise has brought this country, without dedica-
tion to some deeper matters, it’s all for nothing. “The 
things of the spirit come first,” he said. “Unless we 
cling to that, all our material prosperity, overwhelm-
ing though it may appear, will turn to a barren sceptre 
in our grasp.”3

WorkING, sTrIVING, AchIEVING
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how can we accomplish good in the world of work?

We all want to make a good living. But we also want 
our work to help us make good lives.

Work can help us become better people because 
it encourages us to exercise virtues. In work we learn 
responsibility when given tasks. We gain perseverance 
in meeting tough deadlines. We learn how to complete 
big jobs by tackling small pieces. “Heaven is not reached 
at a single bound,” as an old poem says.

Entrepreneurs exercise creativity in coming up with 
new ideas. They develop habits of thrift in saving to 
start a business and dedication in getting it off the 
ground. Managers and employees alike learn the value 
of honesty because the reality is that in the world of 
work, dishonesty is one of the surest ways to lose a busi-
ness or to get fired.

Our work can also help make the world a better 
place. That’s what most business owners do when they 
hire people or when they sell products that people need. 
It’s what employees do when they make a product or 
provide a service well. They are helping others while 
they earn a living.

The man working on a road who does his best to 
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make it level is smoothing the way for others. A woman 
who buys produce for a grocery store chain is helping 
put food on families’ tables. They both help move the 
world along.

A farmer was once driving a visitor across his land, 
and they came to a place where he had labored to plant 
acres of tree saplings that would someday be valuable 
timber. “You’ll be dead and gone before they’re ever 
harvested,” his visitor commented. “Why put in a crop 
like that?” They crested a hill, and a stand of tall, thick 
trees stretched before them. “Because my father planted 
these for me,” the farmer said.

No matter what our work, we can always choose to 
do it well and with others in mind, and that adds to the 
supply of universal good. 

WorkING, sTrIVING, AchIEVING
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