
America’s Atomic Habits

Amidst this crisis of public trust, we need to

remember that abstractions and slogans don’t save

institutions. Virtues do.

brian pawlowski

T
he  250th  anniversary  of  the  declaration  of

Independence invites celebration, but it also demands that we

confront a hard truth: admiration alone will not hold our

republic together. Standing in awe of the Declaration matters, but awe

without a renewed willingness to build, maintain, and reform our civic

structures would be a failure to realize this anniversary’s full potential.

I was reminded of this truth from an unlikely source: Atomic Habits by

James Clear. The book is approaching McDonald’s territory; soon the cover

may as well boast “billions served.” Its success is well deserved. Clear’s

prescriptions have helped millions improve their lives, and revisiting my
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own well-worn copy made me think that he may also be an accidental

political philosopher—one the country would do well to learn from in this

pivotal year.

Early in the book, Clear delivers a sentence that is mantra-worthy across

nearly every domain of life: “You do not rise to the level of your goals; you

fall to the level of your systems.” I first applied this idea to fitness.

Wanting to work out is fine, but insufficient. What matters more is

putting systems in place to ensure you actually do it—and do it

consistently. One-offs won’t get you where you want to go. Just ask the

people you see running in January who are back on the couch by

February, reminded—often ruefully—of how hard habit formation really

is.

I then applied the same insight to nutrition. I wanted to eat better and

assumed willpower and self-discipline would be enough. Shocker: they

weren’t. Stand in front of a glass of milk and a few Oreos—or donuts, ice

cream, whatever your particular vice is—late at night and see how long

your resolve holds. Systems mattered far more than intentions. They led

me to change behavior upstream: don’t buy junk food, and it won’t be in

the house; remove the temptation, and you remove the midnight shame-

eating altogether. The real shift came from arranging things so that the

better choice was also the easier one.

The lesson becomes obvious in hindsight. Habits are not isolated acts but

patterns that compound. Creating the habit allows behavior to become

consistent, and consistency, over time, gives way to identity. What begins

as discipline ends as character. Powerful stuff.

While underlining yet another sentence, it occurred to me that Clear’s

prescription applies just as directly to our political moment as it does to

self-improvement. Put simply, we as a country do not rise to the level of

our ideals; we fall—slowly, predictably, and cumulatively—to the level of

our governing systems. Civic failure is rarely sudden. Like personal

failure, it is usually the result of small breakdowns repeated long enough

to become normal.
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Thomas Jefferson enshrined our ideals in the Declaration of

Independence with words every American recognizes: “We hold these

truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” But he

immediately followed that soaring statement with something just as

important: “That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted

among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.”

Ideals alone were never meant to stand. They required durable forms

capable of securing and sustaining them. Those forms were later

prescribed in the Constitution.

Abraham Lincoln understood this relationship profoundly, and it shaped

his statesmanship. He famously described the Declaration as the “apple of

gold” and the Constitution as the “frame of silver.” The apple, he noted,

would be worthless without the frame to preserve it—but the frame

existed for the apple, not the other way around. While Lincoln’s metaphor

stresses the principles of the Founding, it also reminds us that only we as

Americans, bound together in constitutional order, can realize them

concretely. Ideals and institutions are inseparable. Without institutional

strength, ideals decay into abstraction.

This insight is hardly unique to Lincoln. Many thinkers have warned

about the consequences of institutional decline, but few have been as

clear-eyed—or as timely—as Yuval Levin. As I was writing, Levin

published a powerful essay on the meaning of America’s 250th

anniversary in The Free Press, and I agree with him wholeheartedly.

Drawing heavily on Lincoln, Levin argues that the Founding should not be

understood merely as a birthday or even as a historical milestone, but as

an inherited commitment that binds generations together. We did not

create the American order; we received it. And that inheritance, Levin

insists, places obligations on us precisely because we did not choose it.
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Keeping our republic demands sustained investment in the
systems that make those ideals real.

Those obligations come in many forms, but our most important are to the

institutions that carry this inheritance forward. As Levin has argued, “The

problem is not that Americans are too attached to institutions, but that

our institutions no longer form us as they once did.” In A Time to Build, he

sharpens the point further: “Institutions are not just instruments we use

to get what we want. They are formative—they shape our character and

help make us who we are.” When they fail in this role, society fragments

into individuals armed with ideals but lacking the durable structures

needed to translate those ideals into a shared civic life.

This is where Levin’s insight converges with Edmund Burke’s famous

maxim that society is “a partnership not only between those who are

living, but between those who are living, the dead, and the unborn.” Our

civic institutions are the practical expression of that partnership.

Engaging with them is how the living honor inherited wisdom while

fulfilling responsibilities to those who come next. When these structures

weaken, that intergenerational contract frays—and with it, the possibility

of sustaining a free and ordered republic.

Sir Niall Ferguson has made a complementary argument focused on the

power—and fragility—of institutions. In Civilization, he traces 500 years of

Western dominance to “six novel complexes of institutions and associated

ideas and behaviors.” The American experiment, he argues, succeeded by

adopting and perfecting British institutions that protected private

property, upheld the rule of law, and restrained arbitrary power. But

Ferguson’s deeper concern, developed most fully in The Great

Degeneration, is that these institutional advantages are not self-sustaining.

Political systems lose the capacity to govern, legal systems collapse under

their own complexity, financial systems drift from productive investment

toward rent-seeking, and educational institutions abandon their

formative purpose. Institutional decay, in Ferguson’s account, is gradual

and often invisible—less a dramatic collapse than a slow hollowing-out

that erodes competence, legitimacy, and trust.

2/23/26, 1:14 PM America’s Atomic Habits – Brian Pawlowski

https://lawliberty.org/americas-atomic-habits/ 4/7

https://www.amazon.com/Time-Build-Community-Recommitting-Institutions/dp/1541699270/
https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/canavan-select-works-of-edmund-burke-vol-2
https://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/canavan-select-works-of-edmund-burke-vol-2
https://www.amazon.com/Civilization-West-Rest-Niall-Ferguson-ebook/dp/B0054TVW04/
https://www.amazon.com/Great-Degeneration-Institutions-Decay-Economies/dp/0141975237/
https://www.amazon.com/Great-Degeneration-Institutions-Decay-Economies/dp/0141975237/


In this respect, Ferguson echoes Abraham Lincoln’s warning in his 1838

address to the Young Men’s Lyceum. In lines that have become among his

most famous, the future president argued that  America would not be

destroyed by a foreign enemy but from within: “If destruction be our lot,

we must ourselves be its author and finisher.” Ferguson’s conclusion is no

less stark. The greatest threat to the West is not external rivals but internal

degeneration—the quiet erosion of the institutions that once made its

ideals livable. When institutions weaken, ideals do not merely fade; their

pursuit slowly comes to seem futile.

Aspects of Ferguson’s work help explain why recommitment cannot mean

blind preservation. If decay is incremental and cumulative, then loyalty

alone cannot arrest it. Institutions do not merely need defenders; they

need repair. It is no secret that many of our core institutions have let us

down in recent years. Since 2020, the resulting distrust has hardened into

a standing crisis rather than a galvanizing cause capable of mobilizing

reform. It often seems that we have drifted from outrage into apathy, from

demands for renewal into resignation.

But institutions worthy of loyalty can—and must—also be capable of self-

correction. Without renewal, preservation becomes nostalgia; without

reform, reverence curdles into denial. Confidence and action return only

when institutions demonstrate that they can once again govern

competently, form character, and justify the trust they ask of the public.

Ideals must drive reform.

Edmund Burke understood this tension better than most. He warned that

“a state without the means of some change is without the means of its

conservation,” recognizing that reform is not the enemy of tradition but

its necessary partner. Yet Burke was equally clear that reform must be

guided by inherited wisdom rather than abstract theory. Institutions

endure not by freezing themselves in time, but by adapting prudently to

new circumstances while remaining anchored to their animating

principles. Reform, properly understood, is an act of stewardship—

strengthening what has been handed down so it can be handed on.

Benjamin Franklin captured the challenge succinctly when, upon leaving

the Constitutional Convention, he was asked what kind of government
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the delegates had created. “A republic,” he replied, “if you can keep it.”

Keeping it requires more than reverence for founding ideals. It demands

sustained investment in the systems that make those ideals real—systems

strong enough to command trust, flexible enough to reform, and worthy

of being revered. As James Clear reminds us, we do not rise to the level of

our intentions; we fall to the level of our systems. A free republic is no

different. If we want our ideals to endure beyond moments of celebration,

we must tend to the institutional habits that secure them, renew them

when they falter, and pass them on—stronger rather than weaker—to

those who come next.

Brian Pawlowski is vice president and chief operating officer at Liberty

Fund.
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