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Thomas Friedman: That Used to Be Us is a thought-provoking exploration of the challenges facing

America in the 21st century. In this book, Pulitzer Prize-winning author Thomas L. Friedman, along

with co-author Michael Mandelbaum, discusses the decline of American dominance in the global arena

and the factors contributing to this shift. Through a combination of personal anecdotes, economic

analysis, and historical context, Friedman presents a compelling argument about the need for

innovation, education, and civic engagement to revitalize American society and restore its standing in

the world.

Overview of the Book

In That Used to Be Us, Friedman and Mandelbaum delve into a variety of issues affecting the United

States, including globalization, technological change, and environmental challenges. They argue that a

combination of these factors has led to a sense of disarray and stagnation within the country. The

authors emphasize that America’s past successes are not guaranteed for the future and that proactive

measures must be taken to address contemporary issues.

Key Themes

Several key themes dominate the discussions in That Used to Be Us:

1. Globalization:

- Friedman highlights the impact of globalization on American jobs, industries, and the economy. He

argues that while globalization has led to greater interconnectedness, it has also resulted in significant

challenges, particularly for the working class.

- The authors discuss the outsourcing of jobs and the migration of industries to countries with cheaper



labor, leading to job losses and economic insecurity for many Americans.

2. Technological Change:

- The rapid pace of technological advancement has reshaped industries and job markets. Friedman

emphasizes the dual nature of technology as both a driver of progress and a source of disruption.

- The authors stress the importance of adapting to technological changes and the necessity of

education and training programs to equip workers with the skills needed for the future.

3. Environmental Challenges:

- Climate change and environmental degradation pose significant threats, not only to the United States

but to the entire planet. Friedman discusses the need for sustainable practices and policies to combat

these issues.

- The authors advocate for innovation in energy production and consumption as a means of

addressing environmental concerns while simultaneously creating economic opportunities.

4. Education and Innovation:

- A critical argument presented in the book is the necessity for a renewed focus on education and

innovation. Friedman and Mandelbaum emphasize the role of an educated workforce in maintaining

competitiveness in the global economy.

- They call for reforms in the education system to better prepare students for the realities of the

modern job market.

The Decline of American Exceptionalism

One of the central premises of That Used to Be Us is the idea that American exceptionalism is under

threat. The authors explore the factors contributing to this decline and the implications for the nation’s

future.



Historical Context

To understand the current state of America, Friedman and Mandelbaum provide a historical context

that highlights the country’s past achievements:

- Post-World War II Era: Following World War II, the United States emerged as a global superpower,

leading in economic, military, and cultural domains.

- Innovation and Growth: The mid-20th century was marked by significant technological advancements

and economic growth, driven by a strong educational system and a culture of innovation.

However, the authors argue that these conditions have changed dramatically in recent decades:

- Economic Inequality: The growing divide between the wealthy and the poor has created social

tensions and hindered economic mobility.

- Political Polarization: Increasing partisanship has made it difficult for the government to address

pressing issues effectively.

Comparative Analysis

Friedman and Mandelbaum also compare America’s current trajectory with that of other nations:

- China and India: The authors highlight the rise of countries like China and India as economic

powerhouses, capable of competing with and surpassing the United States in various sectors.

- Global Competitiveness: Friedman emphasizes the need for America to remain competitive by

investing in education, infrastructure, and innovation.



Proposed Solutions and a Call to Action

In That Used to Be Us, Friedman and Mandelbaum do not merely lament the current state of affairs;

they propose a series of solutions aimed at revitalizing America. These recommendations can be

categorized into several key areas:

Education Reform

- Investment in Education: The authors call for increased funding for education at all levels, particularly

in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) fields.

- Vocational Training: Recognizing that not all students will pursue a four-year college degree,

Friedman advocates for expanding vocational training programs to equip students with practical skills.

Innovative Policies

- Support for Research and Development: The book encourages government and private sector

investment in research and development to foster innovation and technological advancement.

- Entrepreneurship: Friedman emphasizes the importance of creating an environment conducive to

entrepreneurship, with access to capital and resources for startups.

Environmental Sustainability

- Green Energy Initiatives: The authors propose policies to promote renewable energy sources, reduce

carbon emissions, and address climate change.

- Sustainable Practices: They advocate for businesses to adopt sustainable practices that benefit both

the economy and the environment.



Civic Engagement

- Reinvigorating Democracy: Friedman and Mandelbaum urge citizens to become more engaged in the

political process, emphasizing the importance of voting and community involvement.

- Bipartisanship: They stress the need for cooperation across party lines to tackle pressing national

issues effectively.

Conclusion: A Vision for the Future

That Used to Be Us serves as both a warning and a guide for the future of America. Thomas

Friedman and Michael Mandelbaum present a clear-eyed assessment of the challenges the nation

faces, while also outlining actionable solutions that can lead to a revival of American exceptionalism.

The authors stress that the responsibility for change lies with both leaders and everyday citizens,

emphasizing that a collective effort is necessary to reclaim the promise of America.

In an ever-changing global landscape, the lessons drawn from That Used to Be Us remind us that

while the past may not be easily replicated, the potential for a better future is firmly within reach—if we

are willing to work for it. Through education, innovation, and civic engagement, America can once

again become a leader on the world stage, proving that the narrative of decline can be rewritten into

one of resurgence and resilience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'That Used to Be Us' by Thomas Friedman?

The main theme of 'That Used to Be Us' revolves around the challenges the United States faces in a

globalized world, including economic competition, environmental issues, and the need for education

reform.



How does Friedman address globalization in 'That Used to Be Us'?

Friedman discusses globalization as a double-edged sword, presenting both opportunities and

challenges, and emphasizes the need for the U.S. to adapt to remain competitive.

What solutions does Friedman propose for the issues faced by

America?

Friedman proposes investing in education, fostering innovation, and implementing sustainable energy

practices as key solutions to the problems highlighted in the book.

How does the book relate to the current political landscape?

The book critiques the political paralysis affecting the U.S. and calls for bipartisan cooperation to

address pressing national issues, which remains relevant in today's political climate.

What role does technology play in 'That Used to Be Us'?

Technology is portrayed as a critical factor in driving economic growth and innovation, but Friedman

warns that it must be managed wisely to avoid exacerbating inequality.

What historical context does Friedman provide in the book?

Friedman provides a historical context by discussing America's past successes and how the nation has

thrived through innovation and adaptability, contrasting this with current stagnation.

How does Friedman suggest America can regain its competitive edge?

Friedman suggests that America can regain its competitive edge by embracing education reform,

enhancing infrastructure, and promoting entrepreneurial spirit.



What is the significance of the title 'That Used to Be Us'?

The title signifies a nostalgic reflection on America's past strengths and achievements, while

highlighting the urgent need for change to reclaim that former status.

What impact has 'That Used to Be Us' had on public discourse?

The book has sparked discussions on the importance of addressing economic and educational

challenges in America, influencing policymakers and educators to rethink strategies for the future.
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