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Foreword
Edwin J. Feulner and Senator Jim DeMint

Ideas have consequences, but ideas alone are not 

enough. Ideas must have power behind them, for 

unless we turn our ideas into actions, they can ac-

complish nothing.

Every year, The Heritage Foundation is doing more to put the power of the 
American people behind the ideas needed to build an America where freedom, 
opportunity, prosperity, and civil society flourish. That is our vision and the 
cause of every Heritage member and associate.

Since its founding in 1973, The Heritage Foundation has focused on generating 
ideas that can advance conservative policies and on building national support 
for those ideas so that our leaders will translate them into public policy.

A big part of our mission has been the Mandate for Leadership. The first Man-
date, published in 1980, was a how-to manual for the Reagan Administration. It 
is worth remembering that when President Reagan first came to Washington, 
there was not a very large contingent of conservatives in Washington. Man-
date laid out a blueprint for the new Administration.

Our ideas worked and helped generate the economic growth that has come to 
define the Reagan years.

We have also worked to inspire conservatives outside Washington. As outgo-
ing Heritage president, one of us has traveled hundreds of thousands of miles, 
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speaking to groups large and small about conservative ideas. The other de-
cided to run for Congress after reading dozens of Heritage policy papers that 
explained the organization’s ideas and principles.

There are no permanent victories in politics and no permanent defeats. The 
most recent presidential election returned a staunchly liberal leader to office. 
That presents a hurdle, but we don’t believe it is an insurmountable one.

The problem in the 2012 elections was not that conservative ideas were voted 
down. It is that we did not do a good enough job of presenting our ideas to the 
American people.

That is why Heritage is proud to roll out our latest publication. America’s Op-
portunity for All is an optimistic document, packed with ideas that will get the 
country back on the right course. We look forward to discussing it with opin-
ion leaders, policymakers, and Americans everywhere.

America’s Opportunity for All explains the problems facing the country in areas 
ranging from American exceptionalism to welfare. It highlights the principles 
that guide our thinking, and it provides commonsense policy answers to our 
national problems.

This publication is, as it should be, specific, targeted, and bold—an urgent and 
focused message for these challenging times. But America’s Opportunity for All 
does not exist in a vacuum. It grows out of and expands upon the fiscal solution 
that Heritage first offered two years ago in Saving the American Dream, our 
comprehensive plan to fix the debt, cut spending, and restore prosperity by 
balancing the budget within a decade and restructuring entitlement programs 
to preserve them for future generations of Americans.

In recent years, federal lawmakers have lurched from spending crisis to spend-
ing crisis without ever solving the underlying fiscal problems. Despite a series 
of 11th-hour “solutions,” spending keeps rising, entitlement programs keep 
expanding, and the federal debt keeps climbing. It is time for a different ap-
proach, and that is what America’s Opportunity for All outlines.

We can get spending under control, balance the budget, and shrink our debt. 
We can limit the size of government and set free once again the unlimited ge-
nius of Americans to create wealth and jobs. We can turn the tide and change 
our nation’s course. We have been here before, and every time, the American 
people have risen to the occasion and seized the moment.

In 1776, we were told that no upstart colonists could defeat the strongest 
nation in the world, and we decided to change the course of history. In 1860, 
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we were told that the Union could not hold and that America was over, and 
we brought forth a new birth of freedom. In 1980, we were told that the 
American century was at an end, and we launched a great economic expan-
sion, rebuilt our military, and revived our national spirit. Beginning in 2013, 
we can begin to roll back the cronyism of the welfare state and reintroduce 
limited government.

Our ideas are truly in the ascendant because they work and liberal ideas don’t. 
After you read America’s Opportunity for All, we believe you will share that 
view.    

Onward!

Edwin Feulner 
President

Sen. Jim DeMint 
President-Elect
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It is time to get to work.

Too many Americans are either out of work or have altogether given up look-
ing for employment. Overall compensation is flat, and economic growth is 
anemic. Uncontrolled spending and a surging debt are driving America into 
bankruptcy. High taxes and the crushing weight of endless rules and regula-
tions burden our economy.

Americans were told by the Obama Administration that prosperity requires more 
spending, more government, and more taxes. The country continues down this 
phony path even though most Americans think government does too much.

Important questions are unsettled, and our politics remain divided: The presiden-
cy and the Senate are in the hands of one party, and the House of Representatives 
and a majority of state legislatures and governorships are in the hands of the other.

Some argue that conservatives should accept all of this. They say we must be re-
signed to permanent economic stagnation, bureaucratic rule, and national decline.

We disagree. We believe this is the time to reaffirm the principles that guide us, 
to champion our ideas of opportunity and upward mobility, and to redouble 
our efforts to change America’s course.

There are important lessons to be learned from the recent election and the 
current trends in American politics, to be sure. But the answer is not to change 
ideas based on election returns. It is to articulate more powerfully a compel-
ling vision of a prosperous and secure nation in which the American Dream is 
within reach of everyone.

We propose bold reforms that meet the demands of the moment and address 
the magnitude of the challenges before us. We will fight wherever possible, 
constantly point out the failures of liberalism, be ready with conservative 
alternatives at every turn, and lay the ground for change to come.

AMERICA’S 
OPPORTUNITY 

FOR ALL
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And we will take our arguments to all Americans: to middle-class families 
struggling in a bad economy, to young people worried about their prospects, 
to those who are stuck in poverty and reaching out for the ladder of opportu-
nity, to retirees worried about their grandchildren, to entrepreneurs and job 
creators seeking to expand prosperity.

THE PROMISE OF AMERICA

America is the land of opportunity.

The American Dream grows directly out of our country’s exceptional prin-
ciples. That all are fundamentally equal and self-governing, and that gov-
ernment is limited to its core functions, means that we have the liberty and 
opportunity to live our lives, control our fate, and pursue our happiness. That 
each has a right to the rewards of his own labor—the promise that you can keep 
what you earn and that what you save and acquire is your property—creates a 
society in which every member can work hard, achieve success, and advance in 
life to the benefit of all.

The monumental achievement of America is that it makes comfort and general 
affluence, safety and security, self-government and the blessings of liberty—all 
traditionally the province of the privileged few—available to everyone.

Based on the principles proclaimed in the Declaration of Independence and 
guaranteed by the United States Constitution, generations of Americans have 
created a nation unlike any other. Our economy produces almost a quarter of 
the world’s wealth; our military forces are the most powerful on the globe. The 
institutions of civil society—families, religious communities, and private as-
sociations—thrive in America. We are an independent people, among the most 
hard-working, generous, and forward-looking in the world.

It is the potent combination of liberty under the rule of law, the endless cre-
ativity of the marketplace, and the enduring moral character of the American 
people that assures opportunity for all and fuels the unlimited promise of 
America.

LOST OPPORTUNITY?

Today, we face an unprecedented dilemma.

Intended to be a catalyst for opportunity, government has instead become the 
chief barrier to opportunity.
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In recent years, the federal government has been on an unprecedented binge of 
spending, taxing, borrowing, and regulating that is making America economi-
cally moribund and more government-centric than ever. The general trend, 
aided and abetted by both major political parties, has been going on far too long.

Congress after Congress and President after President have made unwise and 
unaffordable promises. The federal government is bloated, is vastly overex-
tended, and operates beyond its proper bounds. It is centralized and bureau-
cratic, and we are wrapped in its endless rules and regulations. The welfare 
state takes a toll on our finances, but worse, it ensnares an ever-larger share of 
the population in dependence. This trajectory is unsustainable, and it threat-
ens to destroy the foundations of our economy and our civic culture and to 
steal the American Dream from our children.

It does not have to be this way. Nothing about today’s conditions is inevitable 
or irreversible. We can reduce the size and scope of government and let the 
private sector restore economic productivity and opportunity. We can reform 
the core programs of government and provide assistance to those who need it 
because they have fallen on hard times.

All of this is possible if we make a concerted effort to change America’s course, 
making clear the dire circumstances we face; building a consensus in favor of a 
new direction; and advancing a forward-looking reform agenda to strengthen 
free enterprise and eliminate cronyism, fire up the engines of opportunity and 
upward mobility, provide for our nation’s defense and champion liberty, and 
rebuild constitutional self-government.

Consistent with Saving the American Dream: The Heritage Plan to Fix the Debt, 
Cut Spending, and Restore Prosperity and our other major policy publications, 
this is our opportunity agenda for America.

FROM CRONY GOVERNMENT 
TO FREE ENTERPRISE

Free markets, private enterprise, and individual initiative will always lead to 
more opportunity and prosperity than income redistribution, central plan-
ning, and the cronyism they inevitably breed.

Today’s governing elites think government should micromanage the economy 
and redistribute wealth to even out inequalities. But such policies simply do 
not work, instead restricting opportunity and impeding economic growth. The 
expanding size and scope of government that results and the growing class 
of so-called experts that oversee it produce pork-filled earmarks, a tax code 
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riddled with loopholes, and a regulatory regime that rigs the rules in favor of 
special interests. This approach to the nation’s economic life is unfair, destroys 
economic competition, and has brought us to the brink of fiscal crisis.

Conservatives advocate a program of vigorous economic growth that will cre-
ate prosperity across the board and expand opportunity for all Americans—not 
just those with friends in high places. Economic growth does not come from 
some master economic plan managed by government; it is the result of the de-
cisions and actions of millions of people working, creating, spending, exchang-
ing, and pursuing millions of different avenues of individual opportunity. The 
best policies are those that encourage work, savings, and investment; expand 
the economy; and lead to more jobs and higher earnings.

A growing economy puts more money in families’ pocketbooks and charities’ 
budgets, helps the poor and unemployed find jobs, and helps families save 
for retirement and their children’s education. Rather than trying to guaran-
tee economic outcomes, government should be a limited support structure 
for opportunity, economic growth, and human flourishing. It should remove 
arbitrary obstacles to economic markets, break down artificial structures that 
prevent competition, keep tax rates low, reduce government spending that 
crowds out private ventures and capital, and prevent the overregulation of 
private enterprise.

America’s Opportunity for All is our plan to:

■■ Rein in uncontrolled bureaucracy. 

■■ Empower America with affordable energy.

■■ Free America’s workers from outdated labor laws.

■■ Overhaul financial regulation and remove barriers to investment.

■■ Conserve the environment through responsible stewardship.

■■ Reform taxes to spur economic growth and create jobs.

■■ Cut spending, fix the debt, and reform entitlements.

FROM WELFARE STATE 
TO OPPORTUNITY SOCIETY

The American Dream promises a dynamic society in which everyone can ad-
vance without artificial barriers based on their talent and ability.

Our modern cradle-to-grave welfare state is structured in such a way that it 
hinders rather than boosts upward mobility. Despite a massive array of pro-
grams and colossal budgets, poverty rates remain high, our public education 
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system is failing us, and the family—whose importance for the future well-be-
ing of children cannot be overstated—is falling apart among poor and low-in-
come Americans. The do-it-all federal government crowds out the very private 
activities and social institutions that provide the best support and make up 
society’s best safety net for the disadvantaged.

What conservatives propose is an agenda to encourage upward mobility, not 
just for poor and low-income Americans, but also for an anxious middle class 
concerned about health care and retirement security—indeed, for everyone on 
the economic ladder.

For those who cannot care for themselves or who stumble along the path, there 
should be a basic, temporary safety net formed with the active involvement and 
leadership of civil society supplemented with assistance at the appropriate lev-
el of government. In the end, however, cultural renewal—the habits of work and 
good character, strong families and vibrant social institutions, a robust ethic of 
self-improvement—depends on fundamentally restructuring the welfare state 
to secure basic commitments, introduce private choice and market incentives 
for earned success, and focus on upward mobility and opportunity, the most 
important elements of which are to be found outside and beyond government.

Those who are struggling to get ahead—the poor, minorities, immigrants—suf-
fer the most when government controls the economy. The answer for everyone 
is to vigorously promote economic freedom and foster an environment in 
which we can all pursue the American Dream.

America’s Opportunity for All is our plan to:

■■ End Obamacare and finally fix health care.

■■ Preserve Social Security as real insurance.

■■ Make welfare work for the poor.

■■ Improve education by expanding options.

■■ Strengthen immigration through commonsense reform.

■■ Revitalize marriage, family, and civil society.

FROM MANAGED DECLINE 
TO CHAMPIONING LIBERTY

In the Declaration of Independence, the people are said to possess the right 
to institute the government that “to them shall seem most likely to effect 
their Safety and Happiness.” Happiness is the ultimate objective, but safety 
comes first.
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Today, while government spending is soaring, defense spending relative to the 
size of the economy is near historical lows. The Obama Administration plans to 
hollow the military even more in the years ahead. Such policies jeopardize our 
safety, our ability to secure our interests, and our legitimate role in the world.

Strategy should drive the budget, not the other way around: The mission of the 
United States military is determined by America’s vital interests and an assess-
ment of the threats to those interests. Yes, there is waste and inefficiency in the 
defense budget, but the core and undisputed responsibility of the United States 
government to provide for the nation’s security must not be up for negotiation.

Conservatives believe America is an exceptional nation, conceived in lib-
erty and committed to upholding the cause of liberty and constitutional 
self-government. The United States must have the will and the means to 
stay involved in the world, both to defend the nation and protect its citizens 
from freedom’s adversaries. Just as it is naïve to think that we can rid the 
world of tyranny and remake other nations in our image, so it is foolish to 
claim that we can ignore threats to our sovereignty and independence. The 
best course is to defend America’s vital national interests in the light of its 
principles, maintaining the United States’ freedom of action while uphold-
ing liberty.

America’s Opportunity for All is our plan to:

■■ Provide for the common defense and keep America safe.

■■ Secure America’s interests and advance liberty in the world.

FROM IMPERIAL RULE 
TO CONSTITUTIONAL GOVERNMENT

The purpose of the United States Constitution is to secure to the American 
people the rights and liberties promised in the Declaration of Independence. 
It provides an energetic national government of limited powers, focused on 
core functions, with the structural arrangements that preserve liberty and 
make the American experiment in republican government work.

Today, the federal government has acquired a nearly unquestioned dominance 
over virtually every area of American life. The scope and depth of its rules 
mean that the national government regulates more and more of our most basic 
activities, from how much water is in our toilets to what kind of light bulbs we 
can buy. This is a government that is increasingly unlimited, undemocratic, 
and damaging to popular self-government.
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Restoring real limits on government will not occur all at once or across the 
board. Nor will it result from one judicial decision, presidential order, or 
comprehensive piece of legislation. Conservatives mean to focus government 
on its primary obligations, restore its responsibility and democratic account-
ability, and correct its worst excesses by defining and pursuing a strategic path 
that measurably reintroduces constitutional limits on a government that is 
increasingly out of control. And we look to the states and the vitality of federal-
ism to check Washington’s excess, model the successes of conservative ideas, 
and revive self-government.

America’s Opportunity for All is our plan to:

■■ Rebuild limited government.

AMERICA’S OPPORTUNITY FOR ALL

Guided by America’s timeless truths and confident of its unlimited prom-
ise, The Heritage Foundation is advancing an opportunity agenda to change 
America’s course. This is no time to despair, for there is much to be done.

We rededicate ourselves to our country and to advancing principled and 
innovative solutions to the problems confronting us. We will defend these 
principles and pursue these solutions tirelessly, deeply committed to this 
great nation, to conserving its great heritage, and to achieving its even greater 
future.    

—Matthew Spalding 
Vice President, American Studies, and  

Director, B. Kenneth Simon Center for Principles and Politics 
The Heritage Foundation




