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The Worst Mistake in 
U.S. History
by Jacob G. Hornberger

The worst mistake in U.S. his-
tory was the conversion af-
ter World War II of the U.S. 

government from a constitutional, 
limited-government republic to a 
national-security state. Nothing has 
done more to warp and distort the 
conscience, principles, and values 
of the American people, including 
those who serve in the U.S. military.

A good example of how the na-
tional-security state has adversely af-
fected the thinking of U.S. soldiers 
was reflected in an op-ed entitled 
“What We’re Fighting For” that ap-
peared in the February 10, 2017, is-
sue of the New York Times. Authored 
by an Iraq War veteran named Phil 
Klay, the article demonstrates per-
fectly what the national-security 
state has done to soldiers and others 
and why it is so imperative for the 

American people to restore a con-
stitutional republic to our land.

Klay begins his op-ed by extol-
ling the exploits of another U.S. Ma-
rine, First Lt. Brian Chontosh, who, 
displaying great bravery, succeeded 
in killing approximately two dozen 
Iraqis in a fierce firefight during the 
2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq. Klay 
writes,

When I was a new Marine, 
just entering the Corps, this 
story from the Iraq invasion 
defined heroism for me. It’s a 
perfect image of war for in-
spiring new officer candidates, 
right in line with youthful no-
tions of what war is and what 
kind of courage it takes — 
physical courage, full stop.

Klay then proceeds to tell a story 
about an event he witnessed when 
he was deployed to Iraq in 2007. Af-
ter doctors failed to save the life of a 
Marine who had been shot by an 
Iraqi sniper, those same doctors 
proceeded to treat and save the life 
of the sniper, who himself had been 
shot by U.S. troops. Klay used the 
story to point out the virtuous man-
ner in which U.S. forces carried out 
their military mission in Iraq.

Well, except perhaps, Klay ob-
serves, for Abu Ghraib, the Iraqi 
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prison in which Saddam Hussein’s 
government had tortured and 
abused countless Iraqis and which 
the U.S. military turned into its own 
torture and abuse center for Iraqis 
captured during the 2003 U.S. inva-
sion of the country. Klay tells the 
story of a defense contractor named 
Eric Fair, who tortured an Iraqi 
prisoner into divulging informa-
tion about a car-bomb factory. En-
couraged by that successful use of 
torture, Fair proceeded to employ it 
against many other Iraqis, none of 
whom had any incriminating evi-
dence to provide. 

Klay points out that both Abu 
Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay were 
major turning points in the Iraq 
War because prisoner abuse at both 
camps became a driving force for 
Iraqis to join the insurgency in Iraq. 
Thus, while Fair may have saved lives 
through his successful use of tor-
ture, he and other U.S. personnel 
who tortured and abused people at 
Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay 
may well have cost the lives of many 
more U.S. soldiers in the long term. 

Klay, however, suggests that 
none of that was really Fair’s fault. 
While he might have crossed some 
moral lines, everything he did, Klay 
suggests, was in accordance with le-
gal rules and regulations. Klay 
writes,

And Eric did what our nation 
asked of him, used techniques 
that were vetted and approved 
and passed down to intelli-
gence operatives and contrac-
tors like himself. Lawyers at 
the highest levels of govern-
ment had been consulted, 
asked to bring us to the fur-
thest edge of what the law 
might allow. To do what it 
takes, regardless of whether 
such actions will secure the 
“attachment of all good men,” 
or live up to that oath we 
swear to support and defend 
the Constitution.

Prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib and 
Guantanamo Bay became a driving 

force for Iraqis to join the 
insurgency in Iraq. 

Klay refers to the oath that U.S. 
soldiers take to support and defend 
the Constitution. Clearly patting 
himself and other members of the 
U.S. military on the back, he says 
U.S. soldiers fight with honor to de-
fend a “set of principles” that are 
reflected in the Constitution and 
that define America. 

It would be difficult to find a 
better example of a life of the lie 
than that of Phil Klay. He provides 
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an absolutely perfect demonstra-
tion of what a national-security 
state does to soldiers’ minds and 
why the Founding Fathers were so 
opposed to that type of governmen-
tal structure.

The rights of invaders

Notice one big omission from 
Klay’s self-aggrandizing article: Iraq 
never attacked the United States or 
even threatened to do so. Instead, it 
was the U.S government, operating 
through its troops, that was the ag-
gressor nation in the Iraq War. Wars 
of aggression — i.e., attacking, in-
vading, and occupying other coun-
tries — were among the crimes of 
which the defendants at Nurem-
burg were convicted.

It is absolutely fascinating that 
that critically important point 
seems to escape Klay so completely. 
It’s as if it just doesn’t exist or just 
doesn’t count. His mindset simply 
begins with the fact that U.S. troops 
are engaged in war and then it pro-
ceeds from there to focus on the 
courage and humanity of the 
troops, how their bravery in battle 
inspired him, and how they treated 
the enemy humanely. It never oc-
curs to him to ask the vital ques-
tion: Did U.S. troops have any legal 
or moral right to be in Iraq and to 
kill anyone there, including Iraqi 

soldiers, insurgents, civilians, and 
civil servants working for the Iraqi 
government?

Many years ago, I posed a ques-
tion about the U.S. invasion and oc-
cupation of Iraq to a libertarian 
friend of mine who was a Catholic 
priest. I asked him, If a U.S. soldier 
is placed in Iraq in a kill-or-be-
killed situation, does he have a right 
to fire back at an Iraqi who is shoot-
ing at him? 

The U.S government, operating 
through its troops, was the 

aggressor nation in the Iraq War. 

My friend’s answer was un-
equivocal: Absolutely not, he re-
sponded. Since he has no legitimate 
right to be in Iraq, given that he is 
part of the aggressor force that initi-
ated the war, under God’s laws he 
cannot kill anyone, not even by 
convincing himself that he is only 
acting in “self-defense.” 

I responded, “Are you saying 
that his only choice is to run away 
or permit himself to be killed”? He 
responded, “That is precisely what I 
am saying. Under the laws of God, 
he cannot kill anyone in Iraq be-
cause he has no right to be there.”

Suppose a burglar enters a per-
son’s home in the dead of night. The 
homeowner wakes up, discovers 
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the intruder, and begins firing at 
him. The burglar fires back and kills 
the homeowner. 

The burglar appears in court 
and explains that he never had any 
intention of killing the homeowner 
and that he was simply firing back 
in self-defense. He might even ex-
plain to the judge how bravely he 
reacted under fire and detail the 
clever manner in which he outma-
neuvered and shot the homeowner. 

The judge, however, would re-
ject any claim of self-defense on the 
part of the burglar. Why? Because 
the burglar had no right to be in the 
homeowner’s house. Like the U.S. 
soldier in Iraq, when the home-
owner began firing the burglar had 
only two legal and moral options: 
run away or be killed.

That’s what my Catholic priest 
friend was pointing out about U.S. 
soldiers in Iraq. They had no right 
to be there. They invaded a poor, 
Third World country whose gov-
ernment had never attacked the 
United States and they were killing, 
torturing, and abusing people 
whom they had no right to kill, tor-
ture, or abuse. 

That’s what Klay as well as most 
other members of the U.S. military 
and, for that matter, many Ameri-
cans still don’t get: that the Iraqi 
people were the ones who wielded 

the right of self-defense against an 
illegal invasion by a foreign power 
and that U.S. forces, as the aggres-
sor power in the war, had no legal 
or moral right to kill any Iraqi, not 
even in “self-defense.”

Klay waxes eloquent about the 
U.S. Constitution and the oath that 
soldiers take to support and defend 
it, but it’s really just another perfect 
demonstration of the life of the lie 
that he and so many other U.S. sol-
diers live. The reality is that when 
U.S. soldiers vow to support and de-
fend the Constitution, as a practical 
matter they are vowing to loyally 
obey the orders and commands of 
the president, who is their military 
commander in chief. 

The Iraqi people were the ones 
who wielded the right of 

self-defense against an illegal 
invasion by a foreign power.

There is no better example of 
this phenomenon than what hap-
pened in Iraq. The U.S. Constitu-
tion is clear: The president is pro-
hibited from waging war without a 
declaration of war from Congress. 
No declaration, no war. Every U.S. 
soldier ordered to invade Iraq knew 
that or should have known that.

Everyone, including the troops, 
also knew that Congress had not 
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declared war on Iraq. Yet, not a sin-
gle soldier supported or defended 
the Constitution by refusing George 
Bush’s order to attack and invade 
Iraq. Every one of them loyally 
obeyed his order to attack and in-
vade, knowing full well that it 
would mean killing people in Iraq 
— killing people who had never at-
tacked the United States. And they 
all convinced themselves that by 
following the president’s orders to 
invade Iraq and kill Iraqis, they 
were supporting and defending the 
Constitution.

How do U.S. soldiers reconcile 
that? They convince themselves 
that they are supporting and de-
fending the Constitution by obey-
ing the orders of the president, who 
has been democratically elected by 
the citizenry. It’s not their job, they 
tell themselves, to determine what 
is constitutional and what isn’t. 
Their job, they believe, is simply to 
do what the president, operating 
through his subordinates, orders 
them to do. In their minds, they are 
supporting and defending the Con-
stitution whenever they loyally and 
obediently carry out the orders of 
the president.

That means, then, that the 
standing army is nothing more 
than the president’s private army. 
As a practical matter, soldiers are 

going to do whatever they are or-
dered to do. If they don’t, they are 
quickly shot or simply replaced, 
which provides a good incentive for 
others to do as they are told. That’s 
why soldiers invaded Iraq, which 
had never attacked the United 
States, and killed people who were 
defending their country against an 
unlawful invasion. That’s also why 
soldiers and defense contractors 
tortured and abused people at Abu 
Ghraib, Guantanamo Bay, and else-
where. They all believed they were 
carrying out the orders of their su-
periors, from the president on 
down, and that they were support-
ing and defending the Constitution 
in the process.

A standing army is the means by 
which a tyrant imposes and 

enforces his will on the citizenry.

As people throughout history 
have learned, that is also why a 
standing army constitutes such a 
grave threat to the freedom and 
well-being of the citizenry. It is the 
means by which a tyrant imposes 
and enforces his will on the citizen-
ry. Just ask the people of Chile, 
where the troops of a military re-
gime installed into power by the 
U.S. national-security establish-
ment rounded up tens of thousands 
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of innocent people and incarcerat-
ed, tortured, raped, abused, or exe-
cuted them, all without due process 
of law and with the support of the 
U.S. government.

Many people forget that 
throughout the 1990s the U.S. 
government was hell-bent on 

regime change in Iraq.

Prior to the invasion of Iraq, I 
read that some Catholic soldiers 
were deeply troubled by the pros-
pect of killing people in a war that 
the U.S. government was initiating. 
I was stunned to read that a U.S. 
military chaplain told them that 
they had the right under God’s laws 
to obey the president’s order to in-
vade Iraq and kill Iraqis. God would 
not hold it against them, he said, if 
they killed people in the process of 
following orders.

Really? Are God’s laws really 
nullified by the orders of a govern-
ment’s military commander? If that 
were the case, don’t you think God’s 
commandment would have read: 
“Thou shalt not kill, unless your 
ruler orders you to do so in a war of 
aggression against another nation”?

To this day, there are those who 
claim that George W. Bush simply 
made an honest mistake in claim-
ing that Saddam Hussein, Iraq’s dic-

tator, was maintaining weapons of 
mass destruction (WMDs) and that 
U.S. soldiers were justified in trust-
ing him by loyally obeying his or-
ders to invade and occupy Iraq to 
“disarm Saddam.”

They ignore three important 
points: it was a distinct possibility 
that Bush and his people were sim-
ply lying. It certainly wouldn’t be 
the first time that a president had 
lied in order to garner support for a 
war. Lyndon Johnson’s lies regard-
ing a supposed North Vietnamese 
attack on U.S. warships in the Gulf 
of Tonkin in Vietnam come to 
mind. Two, Bush didn’t secure the 
constitutionally required congres-
sional declaration of war, most like-
ly because he knew that congres-
sional hearings on the issue would 
expose his WMD scare for the lie it 
was. And three, only the UN, not 
the U.S. government, was entitled 
to enforce its resolutions regarding 
Iraq’s WMDs.

Moreover, the circumstantial 
evidence establishes that Bush was 
lying and that the WMD scare was 
entirely bogus. Many people forget 
that throughout the 1990s the U.S. 
government was hell-bent on re-
gime change in Iraq. That’s what the 
brutal sanctions were all about, 
which contributed to the deaths of 
half a million Iraqi children. When 
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U.S. Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Madeleine Albright was asked 
on Sixty Minutes whether the deaths 
of half a million Iraqi children from 
the sanctions were “worth it,” she 
responded that such deaths were 
“worth it.” By “it,” she was referring 
to regime change.

That desire for regime change in 
Iraq grew with each passing year in 
the 1990s, both among liberals and 
conservatives. Demands were ever 
growing to get rid of Saddam. 
Therefore, when Bush started com-
ing up with his WMD scare after 
the 9/11 attacks, everyone should 
have been wary because it had all 
the earmarks of an excuse to invade 
Iraq after more than 10 years of 
sanctions had failed to achieve the 
job. 

The best circumstantial evi-
dence that Bush lied about the 
WMD scare appeared after it was 
determined that there were no 
WMDs in Iraq. At that point, if 
Bush had been telling the truth, he 
could have said, “I’m very sorry. I 
have made a grave mistake and my 
army has killed multitudes of peo-
ple as a consequence of my mistake. 
I am hereby ordering all U.S. troops 
home and I hereby announce my 
resignation as president.”

Bush didn’t do that. In fact, he 
expressed not one iota of remorse 

or regret over the loss of life for 
what supposedly had been the re-
sult of a mistake. He knew that he 
had achieved what the U.S. national-
security state had been trying to 
achieve for more than a decade 
with its brutal sanctions — regime 
change in Iraq — and he had used 
the bogus WMD scare to garner 
support for his invasion. And sig-
nificantly, the troops were kept oc-
cupying Iraq for several more years, 
during which they killed more tens 
of thousands of Iraqis.

By the time Phil Klay arrived  
in Iraq in 2007, he knew full  

well that there had been  
no WMDs in Iraq.

One thing is for sure: By the 
time Phil Klay arrived in Iraq in 
2007, he knew full well that there 
had been no WMDs in Iraq. He 
also knew that Iraq had never at-
tacked the United States. By that 
time, he knew full well that the U.S. 
government had invaded a country 
under false or, at the very least, mis-
taken pretenses. He knew there had 
been no congressional declaration 
of war. He knew that there was no 
legal or moral foundation for a mil-
itary occupation that was continu-
ing to kill people in an impoverished 
Third World country whose worst 
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“crime” was simply trying to rid 
their country of an illegal occupier.

Yet, reinforced by people who 
were thanking them for “their ser-
vice in Iraq,” Klay, like other U.S. 
troops, convinced himself that their 
“service” in Iraq was a grand and 
glorious sacrifice for his nation, 
that they were defending Ameri-
cans’ rights and freedoms, and that 
they were keeping us safe. It was a 
classic life of the lie because our na-
tion, our rights and freedoms, and 
our safety were never threatened  
by anyone in Iraq, including the 
millions of Iraqis who were killed, 
maimed, injured, tortured, abused, 
or exiled, or whose homes, busi-
nesses, or infrastructure were de-
stroyed by bombs, missiles, bullets, 
and tanks.

In fact, the entity that actually 
threatened the rights and freedoms 
of the American people was the 
U.S. government, given the totali-
tarian-like powers that it assumed 
as part of its effort to keep us safe 
from the enemies its interventionist 
policies were producing. Coming to 
mind are the totalitarian-like power 
to assassinate Americans, secret 
mass surveillance, and the incar-
ceration and torture of American 
citizens as suspected terrorists — all 
without due process of law and 
without trial by jury.

This is what a national-security 
state does to people — it warps, 
damages, or destroys their con-
science, principles, and values; in-
duces them to subscribe to false 
bromides; and nurtures all sorts of 
mental contortions to enable peo-
ple to avoid confronting reality. 

Many years after Brian Chon-
tosh’s exploits in Iraq, Phil Klay was 
surprised to learn that Chontosh 
was experiencing some ambiva-
lence about what he had done. “It’s 
ugly, it’s violent, it’s disgusting. I 
wish it wasn’t part of what we had to 
do,” Chontosh later wrote.

Perhaps that’s because con-
science was beginning to stir within 
him. That’s a good sign. Maybe it 
will begin to stir in Phil Klay too. 
And other members of the military 
as well.

Jacob Hornberger is founder and 
president of The Future of Freedom 
Foundation.

NEXT MONTH: 
“Separating Economy  

and State”  
by Jacob G. Hornberger



Of all tyrannies a tyranny sincerely exercised for 
the good of its victims may be the most oppressive. 
It may be better to live under robber barons than 
under omnipotent moral busybodies. The robber 
baron’s cruelty may sometimes sleep, his cupidity 
may at some point be satiated; but those who tor-
ment us for our own good will torment us without 
end for they do so with the approval of their own 
conscience. They may be more likely to go to Heav-
en yet at the same time likelier to make a Hell of 
earth. Their very kindness stings with intolerable 
insult. To be “cured” against one’s will and cured of 
states which we may not regard as disease is to be 
put on a level of those who have not yet reached the 
age of reason or those who never will; to be classed 
with infants, imbeciles, and domestic animals. But 
to be punished, however severely, because we have 
deserved it, because we “ought to have known bet-
ter,” is to be treated as a human person made in 
God’s image.

— C.S. Lewis
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Janet Reno:  
Saint or Tyrant?
by James Bovard

When former Attorney 
General Janet Reno died 
last November, the me-

dia heaped praise on her as if she had 
been justice incarnate. Reno had 
long enjoyed sainthood inside the 
Beltway; the Women’s Bar Associa-
tion of the District of Columbia even 
created a Janet Reno Torchbearer 
Award. But Reno’s record of deceit, 
brutality, and power grabs should 
not be forgotten by any American 
who cares about freedom. 

Shortly after Reno became at-
torney general in 1993, she ap-
proved the FBI final assault on the 
Branch Davidians holed up in a 
rickety building outside of Waco, 
Texas. She went on Nightline the 
evening after 80 people died in a 
conflagration and announced, “I 
made the decision. I’m accountable. 

The buck stops with me.” Reno then 
asserted that the fiery end was all 
somebody else’s fault: “I don’t think 
anybody has ever dealt with a Da-
vid Koresh, who would purposely 
set people afire in that number.” 
Nightline host Ted Koppel asked 
Reno why the feds used “tanks to 
ram the compound down.” Reno 
replied, “I think that what we were 
trying to do was to give everybody 
an opportunity to come out in the 
most unobtrusive way possible, not 
with a frontal assault.” 

Reno masterminded a cover-up 
of the federal role at Waco. Ameri-
cans did not learn until 1999 that 
the FBI had fired pyrotechnic gre-
nades into the Davidians’ home, 
which could have started the fire 
that left 80 people dead. She also 
muzzled federal officials who had 
been involved at Waco. When she 
traveled to Oklahoma to hype Clin-
ton’s crime bill in a speech in April 
1994, FBI agent Bob Ricks, who had 
been the agency’s daily spokesman 
during the 51-day siege, told Reno 
that many people were still agitated 
by Waco and asked that the gag or-
der be lifted on himself and other 
officials. Reno replied, “I don’t think 
the American people care about 
Waco anymore.” 

The Oklahoma City bombing 
the following April showed other-
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wise. In a speech a few weeks later, 
Reno told federal law-enforcement 
agents, “There is much to be angry 
about when we talk about Waco — 
and the government’s conduct is 
not the reason. David Koresh is the 
reason.” She also revealed that the 
“first and foremost” reason for the 
tank and gas assault was that “law-
enforcement agents on the ground 
concluded that the perimeter had 
become unstable and posed a risk 
both to them and to the surround-
ing homes and farms. Individuals 
sympathetic to Koresh were threat-
ening to take matters into their own 
hands to end the stalemate, were at 
various times reportedly on the 
way.” This new “first and foremost” 
reason was a convenient ex post 
facto rationale after the Oklahoma 
City bombing. There was no evi-
dence that FBI agents faced real 
threats from an uprising during the 
Waco siege. Previously, Reno had 
justified the final assault because 
she heard children were being 
abused. 

That terrorist attack helped pro-
pel congressional hearings on Waco 
— the first time that Congress had 
seriously examined the carnage 
(thanks to the Republican takeover 
of Congress in the 1994 elections). 
Reno testified on August 1, 1995. In 
response to a specific question 

about why the FBI tanks began  
destroying the building before the 
fire, Reno responded, “I share your 
frustration when you have such a 
tragedy as this, and you try to figure 
out what to do in the future to avoid 
the recurrence of it, not in an ex-
periment, but in a thoughtful way.”

There was no evidence that FBI 
agents faced real threats from an 
uprising during the Waco siege.

The confidential FBI report that 
Reno received before approving the 
attack stated that the impact of the 
CS gas on “infants and children 
cannot be ignored because gas 
masks are not available for infants 
and younger children.” When Rep. 
John Mica (R-Fla.) presented Reno 
with a gas mask to illustrate the 
point that it could not have fit chil-
dren, Reno casually tossed the gas 
mask onto the floor and announced 
that “it’s not very helpful, in terms 
of trying to understand what hap-
pened there, to just show gas masks. 
We’ve got to show the people what 
went into the process.” And Reno 
continued ensuring that damning 
information did not come out. 

The highlight of Reno’s testimo-
ny was her revelation that the  
54-ton tanks that smashed through 
the Davidian ramshackle home 
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should not be considered as military 
vehicles — instead, they were “like a 
good rent-a-car.” When she was 
challenged on this, she added, 
“These tanks were not armed. They 
were not military weapons. And I 
think it is important, Mr. Chairman, 
as you deal with this issue, not to 
make statements like that that can 
cause the confusion.” Reno later 
added that it would be wrong to fo-
cus on the “menacing quality” of the 
tanks, since “those tanks had been 
around. People [inside] knew about 
the tanks. I think they were very ac-
customed to the tanks, at that point.” 
But the Davidians were not accus-
tomed to the tanks’ flattening their 
home. 

Trashing free speech and privacy

In October 1993, Reno, uphold-
ing a long tradition of attorney gen-
erals in the forefront of sabotaging 
the Constitution, called for govern-
ment censorship of television vio-
lence. In Senate testimony, she 
warned, “If immediate voluntary 
steps are not taken [by television 
producers] and deadlines estab-
lished, government should respond 
and respond immediately. We must 
move forward to set a schedule for 
compliance with proper standards, 
or government should set those 
standards.” Reno did not say when 

she would be sending in the SWAT 
teams to take down Beavis and 
Butthead. But her intimidation tac-
tics ensured her a tidal wave of pos-
itive press as a person who truly 
cared about children.

Reno called for government 
censorship of television violence.

In 1996 Congress passed and 
Bill Clinton signed the Communi-
cations Decency Act. The measure 
would have effectively curtailed all 
sexual expression on the Internet, 
imposing a two-year prison sen-
tence and a $250,000 fine for any-
one who engaged in speech that 
was “indecent” or “patently offen-
sive” on the Internet if his words 
might somehow be viewed by chil-
dren. A three-judge panel found the 
law “profoundly repugnant” to the 
First Amendment. Despite the set-
back, Reno defended the law. She 
declared in early 1997, 

But one of the points we have 
to remember is, if you have an 
absolutely incredible technol-
ogy that ... provides new and 
incredible opportunities for 
learning, for communication, 
and for understanding, it also 
has incredible opportunities 
to put stuff on there that can 
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be damaging, harmful, and 
hurtful, particularly to chil-
dren. We have seen the prob-
lem that exists in this country 
of children who are unsuper-
vised for many hours of the 
day…. We have got to design a 
system that can ensure the 
availability of this marvelous 
tool without damaging the 
children that will have access. 
And I think that there are 
ways and effective means, and 
I think that this will be the ba-
sis of the argument.

Reno was the chief law-
enforcement officer who vastly 

expanded illegal government 
spying on private citizens.

Reno was referring to the argu-
ment that Justice Department law-
yers made before the Supreme 
Court to defend the law’s draconian 
penalties. NewsBytes summarized 
the government’s argument before 
the Supreme Court: “In the brief, 
the government asserts that a fear 
of encountering ‘indecency’ online 
could deter potential users from ex-
ercising their First Amendment in-
terest in accessing the new medi-
um.” An ACLU lawyer commented, 
“It is supremely ironic that the gov-

ernment now says it is protecting 
the First Amendment rights of 
Americans by threatening people 
with jail for engaging in constitu-
tionally protected speech.” The Su-
preme Court trounced the Justice 
Department, ruling the law uncon-
stitutional.

Reno was the chief law-enforce-
ment officer of an administration 
that vastly expanded illegal govern-
ment spying on private citizens. In 
2000, controversy erupted over 
“Carnivore,” the FBI’s email wiretap 
software that allowed the agency to 
vacuum up vast amounts of private 
email — regardless of whether the 
feds had a search warrant. FBI offi-
cials “explained” the program’s om-
inous name by stressing that they 
never thought the public would 
learn of the program’s existence.  
Janet Reno took charge by an-
nouncing she would require the 
FBI to change Carnivore’s name.

Nonviolent machine guns

The highlight of Reno’s final 
year in power was an immigration 
raid by 130 federal agents in Mi-
ami’s Little Havana section on April 
22. The raid went pretty much as 
planned — the agents seized six-
year-old Elián Gonzalez and left 
shattered doors, a broken bed, 
roughed-up Cuban-Americans, and 
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two NBC cameramen writhing in 
pain from stomach kicks or rifle-
butts to the head. The only prob-
lem: Associated Press stringer Alan 
Diaz snapped a photo of a Border 
Patrol agent pointing his subma-
chine gun towards the terrified boy 
being held by the fisherman who 
initially rescued the boy out of the 
Atlantic Ocean.

Alan Diaz snapped a photo of a 
Border Patrol agent pointing his 

submachine gun towards the 
terrified boy.

Reno called a press conference a 
few hours after the raid and, when 
asked about the photo, replied, 
“One of the beauties of television is 
that it shows exactly what the facts 
are. And as I understand it, if you 
look at it carefully, it shows that the 
gun was pointed to the side, and 
that the finger was not on the trig-
ger.” Yet, the photo clearly shows a 
gun pointed towards the fisherman; 
admittedly, the muzzle of the gun 
was not in the boy’s mouth. The 
Heckler and Koch MP-5 subma-
chine gun sprays 800 rounds a min-
ute — and a finger a half-inch away 
from the trigger means nothing. 
The agent did not even have both 
hands on the machine gun: if the 
weapon had fired, he would have 

had no control over where the bul-
lets sprayed. Two days later, during 
a puff-piece interview on NBC To-
day, Reno declared, “One of the 
things that is so very important is 
that the force was not used. It was a 
show of force that prevented people 
from getting hurt.” That would be 
news to the NBC cameraman who 
was hospitalized after the raid after 
being smashed in the head with a 
rifle-butt. 

The reaction to the raid epito-
mized the media’s coverage of Re-
no’s term as Attorney General. The 
Washington Post ran a laudatory 
article on how Reno had suppos-
edly personally ensured that not all 
journalists would be beaten during 
the raid. New York Times columnist 
Thomas Friedman, in an article 
headlined, “Reno for President,” de-
clared that the machine-gun photo 
“warmed my heart” and that it 
should be put “up in every visa line 
in every U.S. consulate around the 
world, with a caption that reads: 
‘America is a country where the rule 
of law rules. This picture illustrates 
what happens to those who defy the 
rule of law and how far our govern-
ment and people will go to preserve 
it.’” But the feds’ mandate to seize 
Elián and send him back to Cuba 
was legally shaky and they pretty 
much ignored the “knock and  
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announce” rule for carrying out a 
search warrant. 

Justice incarnate

For Reno, government was al-
ways the good guy. In a 1996 speech 
to government prosecutors, she de-
clared, “All of you public lawyers are 
but little lower than the angels, and 
I salute you.” Reno showed her be-
lief in angels in 1994 when she de-
creed that federal prosecutors 
would no longer be bound by the 
ethics guidelines issued by state bar 
associations prohibiting lawyers 
from contacting adverse parties di-
rectly without their lawyers’ being  
present. Reno’s power grab for fed-
eral prosecutors was unanimously 
condemned by the Conference of 
Chief Justices, representing all the 
state supreme courts.

Reno’s greatest achievement was 
to teach Americans that “Justice 
Department” is an oxymoron. She 
proved that the federal government 
cannot be trusted to police itself. 
Unfortunately, that seems to be the 
same lesson that every attorney 
general teaches — and the media 
and most Americans ignore.

James Bovard serves as policy advi- 
sor to The Future of Freedom Founda-
tion and is the author of an ebook 
memoir, Public Policy Hooligan, as 
well as Attention Deficit Democracy 
and eight other books.

If ye would go up high, then use your own legs! Do 
not get yourselves carried aloft; do not seat your-
selves on other people’s backs and heads!

 
— Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche

NEXT MONTH: 
“How World War One  
Still Haunts America” 

by James Bovard
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An America First  
Foreign Policy
by Laurence M. Vance

In his inaugural address, Donald 
Trump stated, “From this day 
forward, a new vision will gov-

ern our land. From this day for-
ward, it’s going to be only America 
first, America first.” Trump appar-
ently first used his catchphrase in  
a March 2016 interview with the 
New York Times in the context of 
foreign policy. The interviewer sug-
gested that Trump was taking 
something of an “‘America First’ 
kind of approach, a mistrust of 
many foreigners, both our adver-
saries and some of our allies, a sense 
that they’ve been freeloading off of 
us for many years.” Trump replied, 
“Not isolationist, I’m not isolation-
ist, but I am ‘America First.’ So I like 
the expression. I’m ‘America First.’” 
Trump’s catchphrase actually has a 
long history.

Historic America First
The America First Committee 

was organized in 1940 to keep 
America out of another European 
war. It was formed to keep the Unit-
ed States from repeating the terrible 
mistake of intervening in World  
War I. The organization’s 800,000 
members included Robert Wood of 
Sears-Roebuck, Robert McCormick 
of the Chicago Tribune, future presi-
dents John Kennedy and Gerald 
Ford, future Peace Corps director 
Sargent Shriver, future Supreme 
Court Justice Potter Stewart, Ameri-
can Socialist Party leader Norman 
Thomas, and progressives Charles 
Beard, John Dewey, Bernard Ba-
ruch, and Robert La Follette. Per-
haps the America First Committee’s 
most notable member was aviator 
Charles Lindbergh, who, in a speech 
in 1941 after the Lend-Lease Act 
was passed, explained that the 
America First policy

is based upon the belief that 
the security of a nation lies in 
the strength and character of 
its own people. It recommends 
the maintenance of armed 
forces sufficient to defend this 
hemisphere from attack by any 
combination of foreign pow-
ers. It demands faith in an in-
dependent American destiny. 
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This is the policy of the Amer-
ica First Committee today. It is 
a policy not of isolation, but of 
independence; not of defeat, 
but of courage. It is a policy 
that led this nation to success 
during the most trying years of 
our history, and it is a policy 
that will lead us to success 
again. We have weakened our-
selves for many months, and 
still worse, we have divided 
our own people by this dab-
bling in Europe’s wars. While 
we should have been concen-
trating on American defense 
we have been forced to argue 
over foreign quarrels. We must 
turn our eyes and our faith 
back to our own country be-
fore it is too late.

The America First Committee 
disbanded after the bombing of 
Pearl Harbor.

The Anti-Imperialist League was 
formed in 1898 in the midst of the 

Spanish-American War.

America First sentiments pre-
date the America First Committee. 
After World War I, the U.S. Senate 
rejected the Treaty of Versailles and 
membership in the League of Na-
tions. The America First slogan was 

used in the 1920 Republican presi-
dential election campaign. One 
candidate, progressive Sen. Hiram 
Johnson, had said in 1919, “Bring 
home American soldiers. Rescue 
our own democracy. Restore its free 
expression. Get American business 
into normal channels. Let Ameri-
can life, social and economic, be 
American again.” The Anti-Imperi-
alist League was formed in 1898 in 
the midst of the Spanish-American 
War in response to what was per-
ceived as U.S. imperialism and co-
lonial ambition. It included among 
its members former president Gro-
ver Cleveland, industrialist Andrew 
Carnegie, labor leader Samuel 
Gompers, and author Mark Twain.

Trump’s America First

In his interview with the New 
York Times, Trump went on to ex-
plain his vision of America First: 
“We’re going to be friendly with ev-
erybody, but we’re not going to be 
taken advantage of by anybody. We 
won’t be isolationists — I don’t want 
to go there because I don’t believe in 
that. I think we’ll be very worldview, 
but we’re not going to be ripped off 
anymore by all of these countries.” 

On the White House website 
under “Issues,” there is a section ti-
tled “America First Foreign Policy” 
that begins well: “The Trump Ad-
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ministration is committed to a for-
eign policy focused on American 
interests and American national 
security. Peace through strength 
will be at the center of that foreign 
policy. This principle will make 
possible a stable, more peaceful 
world with less conflict and more 
common ground.” But then we see 
that Trump’s idea of an “America 
First Foreign Policy” includes a 
large military buildup with foreign 
military actions:

Defeating ISIS and other radi-
cal Islamic terror groups will 
be our highest priority. To de-
feat and destroy these groups, 
we will pursue aggressive joint 
and coalition military opera-
tions when necessary. In addi-
tion, the Trump Administra-
tion will work with inter-  
national partners to cut off 
funding for terrorist groups, to 
expand intelligence sharing, 
and to engage in cyberwarfare 
to disrupt and disable propa-
ganda and recruiting.

Next, we will rebuild the 
American military. Our Navy 
has shrunk from more than 
500 ships in 1991 to 275 in 
2016. Our Air Force is roughly 
one-third smaller than in 
1991. President Trump is 

committed to reversing this 
trend, because he knows that 
our military dominance must 
be unquestioned.

What started on a good note 
ends on a good note as well: “Final-
ly, in pursuing a foreign policy 
based on American interests, we 
will embrace diplomacy. The world 
must know that we do not go 
abroad in search of enemies, that 
we are always happy when old ene-
mies become friends, and when old 
friends become allies.”

Trump’s idea of an “America First 
Foreign Policy” includes a large 

military buildup.

This concept of America First 
was a major theme of Trump’s pres-
idential campaign. In a major  
address on foreign policy delivered 
on the campaign trail at the May-
flower Hotel in Washington, D.C., 
he stated,

My foreign policy will always 
put the interests of the Ameri-
can people and American se-
curity above all else.

America First will be the 
major and overriding theme 
of my administration.
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Trump talked about the need to 
“rebuild our military,” “deploy mili-
tary force,” modernize and renew 
the U.S. nuclear-weapons arsenal, 
contain “the spread of radical Is-
lam,” and prevent Iran from obtain-
ing nuclear weapons. But he also 
included some good things in his 
vision of U.S. foreign policy:

We’re getting out of the na-
tion-building business and in-
stead focusing on creating sta-
bility in the world.

Our goal is peace and 
prosperity, not war and de-
struction. The best way to 
achieve those goals is through 
a disciplined, deliberate, and 
consistent foreign policy.

Under my administration, 
we will never enter America 
into any agreement that re-
duces our ability to control 
our own affairs.

I will seek a foreign policy 
that all Americans, whatever 
their party, can support — so 
important — and which our 
friends and allies will respect 
and totally welcome.

Trump’s foreign-policy vision is 
random, unpredictable, and con-
tradictory. Under the Trump ad-
ministration, American foreign 

policy is not returning to the “isola-
tionism” of the historical America 
First movement. His actions thus 
far show him to be a militarist. Ac-
cording to U.S. Central Command, 
on the first three days of his presi-
dency, he authorized drone strikes 
in central Yemen and conducted air 
strikes on targets in Syria and Iraq.

Although he claims to be a free- 
trader, for him free trade is good 

only when it is “fair.”

A cornerstone of Trump’s 
America First foreign policy is 
trade. Although he claims to be a 
free-trader, for him free trade is 
good only when it is “fair.” His vi-
sion of free trade is for the U.S. gov-
ernment to “negotiate fair trade 
deals that create American jobs, in-
crease American wages, and reduce 
America’s trade deficit.” “We must 
protect our borders from the rav-
ages of other countries’ making our 
products, stealing our companies, 
and destroying our jobs,” said the 
president in his inaugural address.

An America First foreign policy

If Trump has a flawed, inconsis-
tent, and incomplete America First 
foreign policy, then the question 
that must naturally be asked is this: 
What would a real America First 
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foreign policy look like? What fol-
lows is a number of issues related to 
American foreign policy along with 
a brief description of what they 
would look like under a real Ameri-
ca First foreign policy; that is, a for-
eign policy that benefits Americans 
as a whole, not just those individu-
als and businesses who benefit from 
government policies, have some 
grievance with the government or 
the people of another country, want 
the government to protect them 
from competition, receive govern-
ment contracts, or depend on the 
government in some way.

An America First foreign policy 
would not send other countries for-
eign aid. Foreign assistance can take 
the form of cash transfers, food 
commodities, weapons systems, mil- 
itary assistance, equipment such as 
generators or computers, infrastruc-
ture projects, school and health-clin-
ic construction, loan-guarantee pro-
grams, or technical assistance. Aid is 
provided almost exclusively on a 
grant basis. But foreign aid is simply 
the forced looting of American tax-
payers. If any American objects to 
his money’s being taken from him 
and given to foreigners, there is 
nothing he can do about it. But not 
only is it not the proper role of gov-
ernment in one country to take 
money from its citizens and give it to 

governments and organizations in 
other countries, it certainly doesn’t 
make sense for the U.S. government 
to send taxpayer money overseas to 
alleviate poverty, help the unem-
ployed, and invest in education and 
infrastructure, when those things 
are problems here in America. If it is 
not a proper function of the U.S. 
government to dispense welfare to 
its own citizens, then it is certainly 
inappropriate to bestow welfare on 
foreigners. All foreign aid should be 
individual, private, and voluntary. 
Doling out foreign aid does not put 
America first. 

An America First foreign policy 
would not send other countries 

foreign aid.

An America First foreign policy 
would not restrict Americans’ free-
dom to travel abroad. Right now 
there are travel categories that 
Americans must fit into before they 
are allowed to travel to certain 
countries. And then there are travel 
restrictions and spending limits 
that must be followed if they want 
to visit those countries. In a free so-
ciety, any American would have the 
right to travel to any country that 
would take him by any means for 
any reason for any period of time, 
spend any amount of his money 
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while he is there, and bring back 
any number of goods without hav-
ing to pay for the privilege. The type 
of government some country has, 
or what the policies of that govern-
ment are, are irrelevant. Restrict-
ing Americans’ freedom to travel 
abroad does not put America first. 

An America First foreign policy 
would not provide relief  

in other countries. 

An America First foreign policy 
would have free trade. Real free 
trade, not “fair” trade or managed 
trade, and certainly not protection-
ism. A country that deprives itself 
of foreign goods because of protec-
tive tariffs is voluntarily impover-
ishing itself. Reducing or eliminat-
ing foreign commerce is exactly 
what countries attempt to do to 
each other during times of war. 
Trade always makes both buyer and 
seller better off or else they wouldn’t 
bother to trade in the first place. 
More choices and cheaper goods al-
ways benefit American consumers. 
In his classic work Socialism, Aus-
trian economist Ludwig von Mises 
noted how protectionist policies 
benefit select individuals at the ex-
pense of society: “A system which 
protects the immediate interests of 
particular groups limits productiv-

ity in general and, in the end, in-
jures everybody — even those 
whom it began by favoring.... The 
greater protection afforded to par-
ticular interests, the greater the 
damage to the community as a 
whole, and to that extent the small-
er the probability that single indi-
viduals gain thereby more than they 
lose.” Protectionism does not put 
America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would not provide relief in other 
countries. That is true whether it is 
food during famines, HIV/AIDS 
initiatives, humanitarian aid, medi-
cine during epidemics, or disaster 
relief. Americans regularly donate 
millions of dollars to charitable or-
ganizations to provide relief in for-
eign countries whenever there is 
some humanitarian crisis or natural 
disaster. The world doesn’t need 
U.S. government largesse. Govern-
ment relief crowds out private relief 
efforts. And it is simply not the 
proper role of government to pro-
vide relief. No American should be 
forced to “contribute” to relief ef-
forts. The decision to do so — like 
the decision to help one’s family, 
friends, neighbors, or community 
— should be entirely voluntary. If it 
is not the proper role of the U.S. 
government to provide relief to its 
own citizens, then no country 
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should receive relief from the U.S. 
government in any amount, at any 
time, for any reason. Providing re-
lief in other countries does not put 
America first. 

An America First foreign policy 
would be noninterventionist.

An America First foreign policy 
would be noninterventionist. Cur-
rent U.S. foreign policy is aggressive, 
reckless, belligerent, and meddling. 
The history of U.S. foreign policy is 
the history of hegemony, nation 
building, bribes, regime change, im-
perialism, and jingoism. With its 
empire of troops and bases around 
the world, the United States acts as 
the self-appointed policeman of the 
world. That only benefits the mili-
tary/industrial complex. All foreign 
bases should be closed, all U.S. 
troops should come home, and the 
U.S. military should be strictly lim-
ited to defense. But a noninterven-
tionist foreign policy would not be 
isolationist. No advocate of nonin-
tervention in foreign affairs wants to 
build a fence around the United 
States and retreat behind it. Having 
a noninterventionist foreign policy 
doesn’t mean that the United States 
should refuse to participate in the 
Olympics, make treaties, issue visas, 
trade, allow foreign investment, ex-

tradite criminals, exchange diplo-
mats, allow cultural exchanges, al-
low travel abroad, or refuse to allow 
immigration. A noninterventionist 
foreign policy simply means no 
more invasions, threats, bombs, 
bullets, maiming, killing, widows, 
orphans, sanctions, embargoes, 
spies, meddling, bullying, policing 
the world, military advisors, troops 
and bases on foreign soil, nation 
building, peacekeeping operations, 
spreading democracy at the point of 
a gun, regime changes, covert ac-
tions, forcibly opening markets, en-
forcing UN resolutions, liberations, 
preemptive strikes, or foreign wars. 
Intervening in other countries does 
not put America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would be one of neutrality. The 
United States regularly takes sides 
in civil wars, territorial disputes, 
and controversies in other nations, 
in addition to picking winners and 
losers. It should instead remain 
neutral. Neutrality guarantees a 
noninterventionist foreign policy. It 
checks presidential power, it pre-
vents hatred of America and Amer-
icans, it doesn’t create enemies and 
terrorists, it respects the sovereign-
ty of other nations, it keeps U.S. sol-
diers from dying unnecessarily, it 
doesn’t cost anything, and it ensures 
that the military is not misused. 
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Not remaining neutral does not put 
America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would not have entangling alliances. 
The United States has committed 
itself to coming to the defense of 
scores of countries. These commit-
ments are the epitome of the entan-
gling alliances the Founding Fa-
thers warned against making. The 
U.S. military should be used only 
for the defense of the United States. 
Each country should provide for its 
own defense. No agreements to de-
fend other countries are in the in-
terests of the American people as a 
whole and they should all therefore 
be rescinded. Making entangling 
alliances does not put America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would not fight the drug war in other 
countries. The U.S. government 
takes tens of millions of dollars a 
year from American citizens to do 
so. It is bad enough that the U.S. 
government wages war against 
drugs in America, but even if it were 
proper for the U.S. government to 
stamp out vice and keep people 
from harming themselves in Amer-
ica, it is absurd to think that it 
should be doing those things in oth-
er countries. And, of course, since 
there is nothing in the U.S. Consti-
tution that authorizes the federal 
government to declare war on drugs 

or even to fight crime, there is cer-
tainly nothing in that document 
that authorizes the federal govern-
ment to help any other country do 
them. Even Americans who fully 
support drug prohibition laws in 
the United States should have a 
problem with that. Fighting the 
drug war in other countries does 
not put America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would not have  

an Export-Import Bank.

An America First foreign policy 
would not have an Export-Import 
Bank. The Export-Import Bank is 
the official export credit agency of 
the United States. Its mission is “to 
assist in financing the export of U.S. 
goods and services to international 
markets” by providing “working 
capital guarantees (pre-export fi-
nancing); export credit insurance; 
and loan guarantees and direct 
loans (buyer financing).” It “as-
sumes credit and country risks that 
the private sector is unable or un-
willing to accept” and matches “the 
financing that other governments 
provide to their exporters.” In the 
words of the Club for Growth, a 
conservative free-enterprise advo-
cacy group, the Export-Import 
Bank is a “corporate welfare slush 
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fund.” The Export-Import Bank is 
an unconstitutional and illegitimate 
function of the federal government 
that breeds crony capitalism. Hav-
ing an Export-Import Bank does 
not put America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would reject membership in NATO. 
The main purpose of NATO was to 
deter Soviet expansionism. But 
since the Soviet Union has col-
lapsed, the communist govern-
ments of Eastern Europe have been 
deposed, the Berlin Wall has been 
taken down, and the Warsaw Pact 
has been disbanded, NATO is obso-
lete. Membership in NATO is an 
unnecessary expense. NATO is the 
quintessential entangling alliance 
warned against by George Washing-
ton in his Farewell Address. NATO 
does not exist for the defense of the 
United States. A NATO military ac-
tion could needlessly cost Ameri-
can lives. Membership in NATO 
does not put America first.

An America First foreign policy 
would reject membership in NATO. 

An America First foreign policy 
would not preclude individual 
Americans from refusing to buy 
products not made in America, re-
fusing to buy products made in cer-
tain countries, supporting foreign 

disaster-relief efforts, refusing to  
do business in certain countries, be-
ing apathetic toward Third World 
poverty, giving aid to foreign gov-
ernments, not hiring immigrants, 
refusing to travel to certain coun-
tries, refusing to vacation in certain 
countries, working in other coun-
tries, not working in other coun-
tries, joining foreign armies, rooting 
for one side in a country’s civil war, 
being unconcerned about the plight 
of refugees, criticizing a foreign gov-
ernment’s human-rights record, 
seeking to improve the living condi-
tions of people in other countries, 
volunteering in organizations work-
ing in other countries, supporting 
NGOs operating in other countries, 
being indifferent to oppressed 
groups in other countries, or wish-
ing ill-will upon the leaders or the 
people of another country. But such 
Americans would have to do those 
things as individuals or as voluntary 
organizations without relying on 
the force of the U.S. government or 
money taken from other Ameri-
cans who don’t share their opinions. 

An America First foreign policy 
also means that Americans who 
travel, work in, or live in other 
countries, or engage in commerce 
with governments or entities in 
other countries, are responsible for 
themselves. They cannot expect the 
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U.S. government to send in the Ma-
rines should they be kidnapped, de-
frauded, or assaulted, or otherwise 
get themselves in trouble. Ameri-
can businesses that wish to sell their 
products in overseas markets 
should bear all the risks of doing do, 
not American taxpayers.

A neutral foreign policy would 
greatly reduce hatred toward 

America and Americans.

If the U.S. government had a 
neutral, nonthreatening, noninter-
ventionist foreign policy, it would 
greatly reduce hatred toward Amer-
ica and Americans and the threats 
they might face when traveling, liv-
ing, or doing business abroad.

The America First pattern

The pattern for an America First 
foreign policy goes back before the 
Anti-Imperialist League. It was set 
by our nation’s first secretary of 
State, second vice president, and 
third president, Thomas Jefferson 
— the principal author of the Dec-
laration of Independence. In his 
first inaugural address, delivered on 
March 4, 1801, Jefferson announced 
what he deemed “the essential prin-
ciples of our government.” As con-
cerning foreign policy, he called for 
“peace, commerce, and honest 

friendship with all nations — en-
tangling alliances with none.” He 
echoed these sentiments through-
out his life:

“The state of peace is that 
which most improves the man-
ners and morals, the prosperity 
and happiness of mankind.”

“Instead of embarrassing 
commerce under piles of regu-
lating laws, duties and prohibi-
tions, could it be relieved from 
all its shackles in all parts of 
the world, could every country 
be employed in producing that 
which nature has best fitted it 
to produce, and each be free to 
exchange with others mutual 
surpluses for mutual wants, 
the greatest mass possible 
would then be produced of 
those things which contribute 
to human life and human hap-
piness; the numbers of man-
kind would be increased and 
their condition bettered.”

“I am for free commerce 
with all nations, political con-
nection with none, and little or 
no diplomatic establishment.”

“We wish to cultivate 
peace and friendship with all 
nations, believing that course 
most conducive to the welfare 
of our own.”
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Jefferson often advocated the 
concept of neutrality:

“I have used my best endeavors 
to keep our country uncom-
mitted in the troubles which 
afflict Europe, and which assail 
us on every side.”

“Since this happy separa-
tion, our nation has wisely 
avoided entangling itself in the 
system of European interests, 
has taken no side between its 
rival powers, attached itself to 
none of its ever-changing con-
federacies.”

“We ask for peace and justice 
from all nations; and we will re-
main uprightly neutral in fact.”

“We have produced proofs, 
from the most enlightened and 
approved writers on the sub-
ject, that a neutral nation must, 
in all things relating to the war, 
observe an exact impartiality 
towards the parties.”

Jefferson also recognized Amer-
ica’s unique geographical situation:

“At such a distance from Eu-
rope and with such an ocean 
between us, we hope to meddle 
little in its quarrels or combi-
nations. Its peace and its com-
merce are what we shall court.”

“The insulated state in 
which nature has placed the 
American continent should so 
far avail it that no spark of war 
kindled in the other quarters 
of the globe should be wafted 
across the wide oceans which 
separate us from them.”

An America First foreign policy is 
simply a Jeffersonian foreign policy. 
A real America First foreign policy 
would look nothing like the pseu-
do–America First foreign policy 
articulated by Donald Trump. 

Laurence M. Vance is a columnist and 
policy advisor for The Future of Free-
dom Foundation, an associated schol-
ar of the Ludwig von Mises Institute, 
and a columnist, blogger, and book 
reviewer at LewRockwell.com. Visit 
his website: www.vancepublications 
.com. Send him email: lmvance@
laurencemvance.com.

NEXT MONTH: 
“How Not to Cut Welfare 

Spending” 
by Laurence M. Vance
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Smears and  
Hyperbole:  
Neo-McCarthyism 
Run Amok on Russia 
Policy
by Ted Galen Carpenter

Donald Trump’s comments 
during the 2016 presiden-
tial campaign that he want-

ed the United States to have more-
cooperative relations with Vladimir 
Putin’s Russia have triggered a mix-
ture of hysteria and viciousness 
among his political adversaries. 
Hawks conduct a concerted cam-
paign to demonize Russia and por-
tray it as a dire threat not only to the 
security of the West, but as a spe-
cific threat to America’s political 
system. Claims that Russian intelli-
gence operatives hacked the Demo-
cratic National Committee and 

meddled in the 2016 election have 
intensified that campaign. 

The result is a toxic ideological 
environment in which advocates of 
a hardline policy toward Moscow 
routinely impugn both the patriot-
ism and ethics of their opponents. 
Already in October 2016, Hillary 
Clinton stated that her opponent 
would be “Putin’s puppet.” Al-
though Trump and his current or 
former advisors have been the prin-
cipal targets of such vilification, 
they are by no means the only ones. 
Even scholars and journalists who 
previously enjoyed impeccable cre-
dentials are now the victims of 
character assassination.

Debasing the media and public 
dialogue in that fashion is bad 
enough, but it also has real-world 
policy consequences. The over-
wrought campaign that Sen. Joseph 
McCarthy and some of his col-
leagues conducted during the 1950s 
to ferret out alleged communist 
agents had a long-lasting deleterious 
impact. Modern-day defenders of 
McCarthy note that when the Krem-
lin archives were opened following 
the demise of the Soviet Union, doc-
uments confirmed that some of his 
targets, such as Treasury official 
Harry Dexter White, were in fact So-
viet agents. But McCarthy and his 
supporters hardly confined their ac-
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cusations to the handful of real trai-
tors. Unfounded accusations of 
communist sympathies destroyed 
the reputations and careers of nu-
merous innocent parties. 

Unfounded accusations threaten 
to have a corrosive effect on 

policy toward Russia.

McCarthy’s “loyalty” crusade 
also intimidated critics of Washing-
ton’s existing foreign policy and 
chilled debate, preventing consid-
eration of worthwhile alternatives. 
One consequence of that rigidity 
and the absence of meaningful pub-
lic scrutiny was the simplistic equa-
tion of North Vietnam’s behavior 
with Nazi Germany’s aggression in 
the late 1930s. U.S. leaders then er-
roneously concluded that the Unit-
ed States had to intervene in Viet-
nam’s civil war. More than 58,000 
Americans and more than a million 
Vietnamese paid with their lives for 
that blunder. 

The current bout of neo-McCar-
thyism threatens to have a similar 
corrosive effect on policy toward 
Russia and even on modest modifi-
cations to the U.S. commitment to 
NATO. Outspoken Democrats vie 
with each other to heap abuse on 
Russia and any American official 
who questions the stereotype of that 

country as supreme planetary vil-
lain. Rep. Jackie Speier (D-Calif.) in-
sisted that Russia’s alleged election 
meddling was “an act of war.” Her 
California colleague, Rep. Eric Swal-
well, echoed that assertion. “We 
were attacked by Russia,” he charged, 
and the electronic assault “was or-
dered by Vladimir Putin.” Such ac-
cusations were relatively restrained, 
though, compared to Washington 
congressman Denny Heck’s com-
parison of Russia’s actions to the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and 
the terrorist attacks on 9/11. Worries 
about Russia, he insisted, had noth-
ing to do with politics. Instead, “this 
is about patriotism ... this is about 
country, and the very heart of what 
this country is built on, which is 
open, free, trusted elections.”

Ad hominem attacks

A corollary to the effort to de-
monize Russia is the allegation that 
the motive for Moscow’s actions 
was to help Trump win the election 
because Russian leaders considered 
him either a willing agent of influ-
ence or a dupe. That narrative has 
now become pervasive. Media allies 
of the Democrats, especially the 
New York Times, the Washington 
Post, MSNBC, Salon, and the Huf-
fington Post, feature both official 
editorials and opinion columns, as 
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well as editorials masquerading as 
news stories, either explicitly or im-
plicitly making that case. The prop-
aganda barrage has persisted even 
though the actual evidence ranges 
from thin to nonexistent. 

It has become politically haz-
ardous even for people not associ-
ated with the Trump administra-
tion to advocate a strategy of 
realism and restraint toward Mos-
cow. The innuendoes — and some-
times outright accusations — 
against Trump and his associates 
are mushrooming. And it appears 
to be having an impact on policy. 
Observers note that Trump seems 
to be backing away from adopting a 
conciliatory policy toward Moscow 
regarding Crimea and other issues. 
Widespread speculation that he 
would move promptly to soften or 
even lift the economic sanctions 
that the Obama administration im-
posed on Russia has yet to be borne 
out. Moreover, the president’s rhet-
oric regarding Russia has clearly 
hardened. One reason may well be 
a fear that if he does not ostenta-
tiously display a “tough” line on 
Russia, the accusations of being Pu-
tin’s tool will grow even worse, and 
more Americans will believe them. 

The orchestrated anti-Russia 
sentiment has already reached 
alarming levels. Scarcely a day goes 

by without House Minority Leader 
Nancy Pelosi, Rep. Adam Schiff 
(ranking Democrat on the House 
Intelligence Committee), Senate Mi-
nority Leader Charles Schumer, or 
other prominent Democrats con-
tending, at the very least, that there is 
“circumstantial evidence” that mem-
bers of the Trump campaign collud-
ed with Russian intelligence agents 
during the 2016 election cycle. 

Democratic Party leadership 
exhibited convenient amnesia 

that prominent Democrats met 
with the same Russian diplomats.

Merely having meetings with 
Russia’s ambassador to the United 
States or other Russian diplomats is 
deemed to be strong evidence of 
such collusion. Yet oddly enough 
almost no one makes allegations of 
that sort when similar contacts are 
made with Chinese officials, Israeli 
diplomats, or representatives of nu-
merous other countries. Both the 
Democratic Party leadership and 
their media allies also exhibited 
convenient amnesia that several 
prominent Democrats met with the 
same Russian diplomats that the 
Trump people did. The reality is 
that political figures in both parties, 
as well as journalists and think tank 
scholars, who deal with foreign pol-
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icy issues find that they need to 
meet with, well, foreigners. 

To imply that such contacts 
constitute a treasonous collusion is 
either irrational or terribly cynical. 
But that is the spin that critics put 
on those activities. Unfortunately, 
contradictory statements by Na-
tional Security Adviser Michael 
Flynn and Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions enhanced the credibility of 
such allegations. The carefully culti-
vated political and media frenzy 
about the activities of Trump asso-
ciates with respect to Russia has 
even led to an FBI investigation and 
congressional hearings.

McCain’s outburst was triggered 
by a pending vote to admit 

Montenegro to NATO. 

The new McCarthyism is not 
purely a partisan campaign, howev-
er. Prominent neo-conservative  
Republicans have enthusiastically 
joined in the assault. In fact, they 
sometimes are even more strident 
than liberal Democrats. That point, 
as well as just how ugly the crusade 
has become, was evident when Ari-
zona Sen. John McCain launched a 
vicious verbal assault on fellow GOP 
Sen. Rand Paul in mid March. 

The issue that triggered Mc-
Cain’s outburst was a pending Sen-

ate vote on admitting Montenegro 
to NATO. McCain noted Paul’s pre-
vious opposition, but instead of 
countering his arguments, the Ari-
zona senator resorted to slurs and 
accusations. If one opposed the 
measure promoting Montenegro’s 
membership, he insisted, “You are 
achieving the objectives of Vladi-
mir Putin ... trying to dismember 
this small country which has al-
ready been the subject of an at-
tempted coup.” McCain continued: 
“If they object, they are now carry-
ing out the desires and ambitions of 
Vladimir Putin, and I do not say 
that lightly.” He then asked for 
unanimous consent for an immedi-
ate voice vote to rush the measure 
through. Paul invoked his senatori-
al privilege to object and insist on a 
floor debate and a roll call vote. 

McCain’s infamous temper then 
erupted. “The only conclusion you 
can draw,” he thundered, “is he has 
no justification for his objection to 
having a small nation be part of 
NATO that is under assault from 
the Russians. So I repeat again, the 
senator from Kentucky is now 
working for Vladimir Putin.”

Such an outrageous smear 
might have made even Joe McCar-
thy blush. Paul’s objections to Mon-
tenegro’s NATO membership were 
logical and straightforward. “Cur-
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rently, the United States has troops 
in dozens of countries and is active-
ly fighting in Iraq, Syria, Libya, and 
Yemen (with the occasional drone 
strike in Pakistan),” he said in an in-
terview with the Daily Beast. “In 
addition, the United States is 
pledged to defend 28 countries in 
NATO. It is unwise to expand the 
monetary and military obligations 
of the United States given the bur-
den of our $20 trillion debt.” 
Whether one agreed with his points 
or not, they were perfectly legiti-
mate, and they had nothing what-
ever to do with promoting the in-
terests of Vladimir Putin. Indeed, 
respected scholars had argued that 
adding a small, corrupt, militarily 
insignificant member such as Mon-
tenegro provided no benefit either 
to NATO or to the United States. It 
merely added to America’s already 
worrisome alliance burdens and 
strategic overextension.

Daniel Larison, a columnist for 
The American Conservative, re-
buked McCain for his ad hominem 
attack on Paul. Larison also identi-
fied a broader, unsavory motive for 
resorting to such tactics. “McCain’s 
accusation is obnoxious, but it also 
shows how weak the case for bring-
ing Montenegro into NATO is. If 
there were a strong argument in fa-
vor of adding a new member, Mc-

Cain wouldn’t have to stoop to at-
tacking Paul as a Russian pawn, but 
there isn’t and even he knows that.” 
Reason magazine editor Matt Welch 
was even more repulsed than Lari-
son at McCain’s conduct. Noting 
that he had defended the Arizona 
senator in the past, Welch stated, “To 
see him go rhetorically McCarthyite 
against a fellow American for having 
the temerity to disagree with his  
often questionable foreign-policy 
judgment is one of the most dis-
graceful moments of his long career.” 

Trump loyalists and Rand Paul are 
far from being the only targets of 
the latest bout of McCarthyism. 

Trump loyalists and Rand Paul 
are far from being the only targets 
of the latest bout of McCarthyism. 
The motives of Princeton Universi-
ty professor Stephen F. Cohen, a 
longtime distinguished scholar re-
garding the Soviet Union and Rus-
sia, have been impugned and his 
reputation sullied because he dares 
to advocate a conciliatory policy to-
ward Russia. Such terms as “Putin’s 
American apologist” and “Putin’s 
pal” are routine features of the vit-
riol directed against Cohen. 

He is not a rare victim. Anyone 
who argues that NATO’s expansion 
eastward to Russia’s border need-
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lessly provoked Moscow, or that 
Russia’s actions in Ukraine were 
largely a response to the West’s role 
in helping demonstrators overthrow 
the elected, pro-Russian govern-
ment in Kiev, usually receives the 
same treatment. Targets have in-
cluded Jeffrey Taylor, columnist for 
the Atlantic, University of Chicago 
professor (and dean of the realist 
school among U.S. international re-
lations scholars) John Mearsheimer, 
conservative writer and former 
presidential candidate Pat Buchan-
an, and an assortment of journalists 
with a wide range of ideological ori-
entations, such as Larison, Glenn 
Greenwald, Justin Raimondo, and 
Stephen Kinzer. Epithets such as 
“apologists,” “stooges,” “Russian 
trolls,” and “useful idiots” appear fre-
quently in hawkish attacks on those 
maverick foreign-policy critics.

Vested interests

Such tactics poison the debate 
atmosphere, making meaningful 
dialogue and the consideration of 
intelligent policy alternatives nearly 
impossible. There are multiple 
causes of the new McCarthyism. 
Liberal Democrats, still smarting 
from their party’s unexpected de-
feat in the 2016 presidential elec-
tion, seem to be seeking a scapegoat 
to explain the shocking outcome. 

Believing that it was all the result of 
a Russian plot in conjunction with 
the venal Donald Trump is a lot 
more comforting than admitting 
that the party offered an uninspir-
ing candidate and had an arrogant, 
wildly overconfident campaign or-
ganization. There may also be some 
sentiment to engage in payback for 
the grief (and more than a few 
smears) that Republicans inflicted 
upon Barack Obama. If they have to 
resort to Russia baiting and McCar-
thyite tactics to accomplish their 
goals, many Democratic partisans 
seem perfectly willing to do so.

There are multiple causes of the 
new McCarthyism. 

For more-hawkish Democrats, 
as well as for McCain, Sen. Lindsey 
Graham (R–S.C.), and other neo-
conservative Republicans who have 
signed on to the witch-hunt, there 
also appears to be a deeper policy 
motive. Trump’s critical comments 
about NATO and Washington’s oth-
er alliances indicated a policy shift 
that menaced the status and careers 
of influential figures who are wed-
ded to the foreign-policy status quo. 
If he meant those comments seri-
ously (although there are some 
doubts about that), the United States 
would very likely embrace a sub-
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stantially more restrained foreign 
policy. So-called humanitarian in-
terventions and regime-change 
wars would not be part of an “Amer-
ica First” strategy. Washington’s re-
lations with longtime military allies 
would be less extensive — and some 
relations might even be jettisoned. 
There also would be a less confron-
tational posture toward Russia, the 
nation that ardent interventionists 
have designated as the Great Men-
ace to America’s security.

Even the mere possibility that 
the Trump administration might 
transform U.S. foreign policy in that 
fashion poses a threat to a multitude 
of vested interests. They have struck 
back in an attempt to preserve a 
paradigm that has dominated 
Washington’s approach to global af-
fairs since 1945 and preserve their 
own important roles. Unfortunately, 
they have chosen a political and 
ideological strategy that is intrinsi-
cally odious and has destructive 
policy implications. 

It is never healthy to attempt to 
stifle public debate by demonizing 
dissenting views. Both the McCar-
thy period and the acrimonious 
delegitimizing of dissent surround-
ing the 2003 invasion of Iraq should 
have confirmed that lesson. In the 
latter case, critics who dared oppose 
the rush to war were denounced in 

the ugliest terms. Neoconservative 
author David Frum’s infamous Na-
tional Review article, “Unpatriotic 
Conservatives,” was typical. Frum 
linked a wide array of conservative 
and libertarian critics of the war to a 
few writers he said were anti-Sem-
ites, tarring all of them with that 
brush. He also accused skeptics of 
“having made common cause with 
left-wing and Islamist anti-war 
movements in this country and in 
Europe. They deny and excuse ter-
ror.” Even worse, “some of them ex-
plicitly yearn for the victory of their 
nation’s enemies.” 

The habit of smearing advocates 
of a restrained foreign policy has re-
surfaced. Previous bouts produced 
tragic results, both in terms of the 
nation’s domestic political health 
and the ability to make constructive, 
sometimes imperative, changes in 
foreign policy. The latest manifesta-
tion of McCarthyism threatens to 
do the same, and it needs to be 
strangled in its cradle. 

Ted Galen Carpenter, a senior fel-
low in defense and foreign-policy 
studies at the Cato Institute, is the 
author of 10 books, the contributing 
editor of 10 books, and the author of 
more than 650 articles on interna-
tional affairs.



Why do booms, historically, continue for several 
years? What delays the reversion process? The an-
swer is that as the boom begins to peter out from 
an injection of credit expansion, the banks inject a 
further dose. In short, the only way to avert the on-
set of the depression-adjustment process is to con-
tinue inflating money and credit. For only continu-
al doses of new money on the credit market will 
keep the boom going and the new stages profitable. 
Furthermore, only ever increasing doses can step 
up the boom, can lower interest rates further, and 
expand the production structure, for as the prices 
rise, more and more money will be needed to per-
form the same amount of work. Once the credit ex-
pansion stops, the market ratios are reestablished, 
and the seemingly glorious new investments turn 
out to be malinvestments, built on a foundation of 
sand. [It] is clear that prolonging the boom by ever 
larger doses of credit expansion will have only one 
result: to make the inevitably ensuing depression 
longer and more grueling.... The way to prevent a 
depression, then, is simple: avoid starting a boom.

— Murray Rothbard

Future of Freedom 35 June 2017



Future of Freedom 36 June 2017

Misguided  
Attacks on the Rich
by George Leef
Success and Luck: Good Fortune and 
the Myth of Meritocracy by Robert 
H. Frank (Princeton University Press, 
2016; 208 pages)

In 2002, I reviewed an atrocious 
book for this publication — The 
Myth of Ownership, by Liam 

Murphy and Thomas Nagel. It ar-
gued that we don’t really deserve to 
own anything because society makes 
everything possible. Therefore, what-
ever amount of income or wealth the 
state deigns to let us keep is morally 
fine. It’s wrong to view taxation as 
theft under their view; rather, the 
lack of taxation is generosity.

That kind of argument appeals 
to statists who will advance almost 

any excuse for a bigger and more 
powerful government. The Mur-
phy/Nagle claim has been taken out 
of mothballs in the last few years by 
Barack Obama and Elizabeth War-
ren, both of whom got cheers for 
telling supporters that any success 
Americans have is not really their 
own. As Obama said about entre-
preneurs, “You didn’t build that.”

Now there is a new book ad-
vancing a similar argument — Suc-
cess and Luck, by Robert Frank. He 
approvingly cites Murphy and Na-
gel, but bases his case on the claim 
that rich people were almost always 
lucky to have succeeded as they did, 
and therefore shouldn’t object to 
more taxation.

Frank is an economist who has 
spent decades thinking about the 
role of luck in our society. More 
than twenty years ago, he co- 
authored the book The Winner-
Take-All Society, arguing that we 
have moved into an economy char-
acterized by “winner-take-all” mar-
kets in which one person or com-
pany rakes in almost all the rewards 
of success, with little left for the rest 
of the field. In his latest book, Suc-
cess and Luck, he returns to that 
theme and explains why he finds it 
problematic.

“In recent years,” Frank writes, 
“social scientists have discovered 
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that chance events play a much 
larger role in important life out-
comes than most people once 
imagined.” Despite the American 
belief in meritocracy, Frank says 
that success and failure “often hinge 
decisively on events completely be-
yond any individual’s control.” The 
actor Bryan Cranston, for example, 
is now enjoying a booming career, 
his high demand a result of his star-
ring role as Walter White in the TV 
series Breaking Bad. Frank points 
out that Cranston was offered that 
role only after John Cusack and 
Matthew Broderick had turned it 
down. Yes, Cranston was good, but 
without a lucky break, he would 
have remained in relative obscurity.

Frank says that success and 
failure “often hinge decisively on 

events completely beyond any 
individual’s control.”

The business world, Frank con-
tends, is full of such good-luck  
stories. In the market for tax-prepa-
ration software, for instance, nu-
merous programs that were per-
fectly capable once competed. But 
owing to some favorable reviews, 
Intuit’s Turbo Tax eventually came 
to dominate the field. “Its develop-
ers profited enormously, even as 
those whose programs were almost 

as good were being forced out of 
business,” Frank laments.

It has always been true that a few 
lucky ones manage to reap great re-
wards even though they were little if 
any better than their rivals, but 
Frank maintains that the march of 
technology is magnifying the gap 
between the winners and the losers 
in law, medicine, sports, journalism, 
retailing, and even academia. In a 
revealingly egalitarian passage, he 
says, “It’s one thing to say that some-
one who works 1 percent harder 
than others or is 1 percent more tal-
ented deserves 1 percent more in-
come. But the importance of chance 
looms much larger when such small 
performance differences translate 
into thousand-fold differences in 
earnings.” 

Channeling Galbraith

But is the “winner-takes-all” 
trend really becoming more pro-
nounced? For all of his anecdotes, 
Frank’s claim that it is, rests on noth-
ing more than his ipse dixit. The 
same technological change that al-
lows some to get exceptionally 
wealthy is also making markets 
open to far more people than ever 
before — publishing, for example. It 
also allows competitors to erode the 
positions of the lucky winners more 
rapidly than ever. This part of 



Future of Freedom 38 June 2017

Misguided Attacks on the Rich

Frank’s case, I would say, is very 
doubtful. Let’s assume for the sake 
of argument that he’s right, however.

The key questions remaining 
are why this trend (assuming it ex-
ists) is harmful and what the author 
proposes to do about it.

Even when people don’t achieve 
their dreams, they usually gain 
from their efforts in ways that 

make future success more likely.

One reason the trend is harm-
ful, according to Frank, is that the 
quest for great success “may en-
courage people to compete where 
they have no realistic prospects.” 
True enough, but hasn’t that always 
been so? For the last century, vast 
numbers of young Americans have, 
for example, devoted a great deal of 
time and energy to perfecting their 
jump-shots, fastballs, and tackling 
even though the chance of making 
it into one of the major leagues 
(now with a multi-million dollar 
contract) is vanishingly small. 
Many others have tried to “make it 
big” in music or acting, even though 
the odds of success are similarly mi-
croscopic. And still more, lured by 
the possibility of gigantic profits, 
have tried to invent things and mar-
ket them, but, like the rivals to Tur-
bo Tax, failed. Frank focuses only 

on the wasted effort, but even when 
people don’t achieve their dreams, 
they usually gain from their efforts 
in ways that make future success 
more likely. As Thomas Edison said 
of his many unsuccessful experi-
ments, “I didn’t fail, but learned 
what didn’t work.”

But there is a far bigger problem 
according to Frank, namely that the 
few plutocratic winners damage the 
nation with their prodigious spend-
ing on mansions, hyper-expensive 
cars, and over-the-top weddings. 
All of that conspicuous consump-
tion doesn’t really make them hap-
pier: “Wealthy Americans have 
been building bigger mansions sim-
ply because they’ve received most 
of the country’s recent income 
gains. Yet there’s no evidence that, 
beyond a certain point, bigger 
houses make people any happier. 
Once houses reach a certain size, 
further increases in square-footage 
merely shift the frame of reference 
that defines adequate.”

While the rich are engaged in a 
sort of arms race to out-do each 
other, public investment suffers, 
Frank avers. Channeling John Ken-
neth Galbraith’s complaints in The 
Affluent Society (1958), Frank sees 
an America in which the wealthy 
are living it up at the expense of a 
starving public sector. He employs 
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this analogy to make his point — 
we are like a driver who has a 
$300,000 Ferrari that bumps along 
on pothole-ridden roads when we 
could instead have a $150,000 
Porsche that we drive on perfectly 
smooth roads. 

We suffer from a huge infra-
structure deficit of some $3.6 tril-
lion but, Frank argues, the rich fail 
to understand that they were just 
lucky and therefore oppose paying 
the higher taxes that would lead to 
better roads for all, better education 
for everyone’s children, and so on. 
In short, we’d all be better off — 
even the rich — if they paid more in 
taxes and stopped their wasteful 
spending.

Wishful thinking

Several glaring problems beset 
Frank’s argument. 

First, all of that needless (to 
Frank) spending by the rich pro-
vides the income for large numbers 
of people who are not rich. Con-
sider the outlandish Manhattan 
weddings that now cost on average 
$76,000. Frank sees wasteful one-
up-manship, but to the companies 
employed and their workers, that’s 
the money that pays the bills. The 
de-escalation of the arms race on 
weddings, houses, cars, boats, et ce-
tera that Frank wants would inflict 

serious pain on many Americans 
whose livelihoods depend on rich 
people spending money on their 
lifestyles.

It isn’t true that the super-rich 
have dug in their heels to oppose 
any and all tax increases on them.

Second, it isn’t true that the su-
per-rich have dug in their heels to 
oppose any and all tax increases on 
them. Frank points to one who has 
(Stephen Schwartzman), but a great 
many of America’s billionaires are 
supporters of leftist politicians who 
have pledged to make the rich pay 
much higher taxes. Something oth-
er than insatiable greed of the One 
Percenters is necessary to explain 
why the tax code lets them keep so 
much of the money they’ve been 
lucky enough to acquire.

Third, Frank’s proposed tax 
transfer of much of the wealth of 
the lucky few to the government 
would not produce the social bene-
fits he envisions. That is because he 
assumes that if the federal treasury 
had trillions more, the politicians 
and bureaucrats would spend it 
wisely to give us smooth roads, 
strong bridges, efficient passenger 
rail, and above all, good schools for 
everyone. That is to say, Frank ex-
hibits the standard liberal wishful 
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thinking that we can solve our 
problems by just spending enough 
on them. Could this eminent econ-
omist be unfamiliar with the Public 
Choice critique of government 
spending? Is he unaware that many 
of the school districts that spend 
the most per student have consis-
tently poor results? Apparently so.

Frank’s proposed solution to the 
alleged problem that the lucky are 
receiving too much of “society’s” in-
come and squandering it is not to 
ramp up the highest income-tax 
brackets. Rather, he wants to re-
place the progressive income tax 
with a progressive consumption 
tax. That change would, he con-
tends, reduce wasteful consump-
tion spending while encouraging 
savings and investment.

Whatever might be said about 
the benefit of shifting away from 
the income tax and into a consump-
tion tax, the case for doing so 
doesn’t have anything to do with 
luck or the “expenditure cascades” 
of the rich. Doctor Frank is pre-
scribing a medicine on the basis of 
an erroneous diagnosis of the pa-
tient’s condition.

Success and Luck is not without 
its useful insights. Foremost among 

them is Frank’s statement that the 
“college earnings premium” that 
many educators cite as proof that 
we need to put more young people 
through college is a mirage. That 
“premium” exists, he notes, only be-
cause a small number of college 
graduates have enjoyed spectacular 
earnings. For most college grads, 
earnings are modest and haven’t 
grown much. Coming from a col-
lege professor, that’s quite a rebuke 
to the crowd calling for the United 
States to regain the world’s top spot 
with regard to the percentage of the 
populace with college degrees.

Nevertheless, the book’s big 
point is one that gives aid and com-
fort to redistributionists who will 
use almost any argument to justify 
expansion of the state. “You just got 
lucky” works just as well for them as 
another recent claim: “You didn’t 
build that.” At a time when the need 
to scale back the size, scope, and ex-
pense of government is the national 
imperative, Frank’s book diverts 
our attention and leads us astray.

George C. Leef is Director of Research 
at the James G. Martin Center for 
Academic Renewal.
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