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Understanding the 
JFK Assassination, 
Part 8
by Jacob G. Hornberger

Just before taking office, Presi-
dent Kennedy might have been 
taken aback by the warning that 

outgoing President Dwight Eisen-
hower issued to the American peo-
ple in his Farewell Address. He said 
that while he believed that the mili-
tary-industrial complex had be-
come a necessary part of America’s 
governmental structure, it also, he 
said, posed a grave threat to the 
freedom and democratic processes 
of the American people. 

In issuing his warning, Eisen-
hower was repeating the reason that 
America’s Founding Fathers were 
fiercely opposed to “standing 
armies,” the term used at that time 
to refer to large, permanent military 
establishments. Standing armies, 
they believed, constituted the great-

est threat to the freedom and well-
being of a citizenry. That was why 
the United States, unlike most 
countries throughout history, was 
founded as a limited-government 
republic. The last thing the Framers 
wanted to bring into existence was a 
government with general, omnipo-
tent powers enforced by a powerful 
military establishment.

In fact, if the American people 
had been told after the Constitu-
tional Convention that the Consti-
tution was bringing into existence a 
military-industrial complex or, in 
modern-day terms, a “national-se-
curity state,” there is no doubt that 
they never would have approved 
the deal, in which case the country 
would have continued operating 
under the Articles of Confedera-
tion, a type of political system in 
which the federal government 
didn’t even have the power to tax. 
The last thing our American ances-
tors wanted was a government 
whose officials wielded such totali-
tarian-like powers as assassination, 
indefinite detention, secret surveil-
lance, torture, coups, invasions, and 
regime-change operations.

The big change came at the end 
of World War II, when the U.S. gov-
ernment was converted from a lim-
ited-government republic to a na-
tional-security state, a type of 
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governmental structure that is in-
herent to totalitarian states. Con-
sisting of the Pentagon, a vast per-
manent empire of domestic and 
foreign military bases, the CIA, and 
the NSA, the national-security es-
tablishment came to wield and ex-
ercise vast powers over the citizen-
ry, none of which would ever have 
been approved by our American 
ancestors. 

Americans were told that the 
reason for this revolutionary con-
version, which was accomplished 
without even the semblance of a 
constitutional amendment, was 
that America was now facing a foe 
more dangerous than its World War 
II enemy, Nazi Germany. The new 
postwar foe was the Soviet Union, 
which, ironically, had been Hitler’s 
enemy and America’s partner and 
ally during the war. 

U.S. officials steadfastly main-
tained that there was a worldwide 
communist conspiracy to take over 
the United States and the rest of the 
world, a conspiracy that was based 
in Moscow, Russia. The only way to 
defeat this conspiracy, U.S. officials 
believed, was to adopt the same na-
tional-security state governmental 
structure and dark-side policies 
that the Soviet Union and other 
communist regimes wielded and 
exercised. As soon as the Soviet 

Union and the worldwide commu-
nist conspiracy were put down in 
the Cold War and various hot wars, 
the thinking went, the American 
people could have their limited-
government republic back, but not 
before then.

U.S. officials maintained that 
there was a worldwide 

communist conspiracy to take 
over the United States.

That was why the U.S. govern-
ment intervened in Korea and, later, 
in Vietnam. The Pentagon, the CIA, 
and the NSA never considered the 
conflicts in those two countries to 
be simply civil wars. Instead, in the 
minds of the national-security es-
tablishment, North Korea and 
North Vietnam were committing 
overt acts to advance the worldwide 
communist conspiracy. 

That was how America ended 
up with the fierce anti-communist 
crusade that was waged domesti-
cally during the Cold War, when the 
Pentagon, the CIA, and the FBI 
were doing everything they could to 
ferret out, infiltrate, destroy, or 
smear any person or any organiza-
tion that had had any connection to 
communism (except Lee Harvey 
Oswald, who, as previously noted, 
became a Cold War miracle story 
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because no one laid a finger on him, 
despite his open supposed devotion 
to communism and the Soviet 
Union).

Kennedy’s anti-communist  
mindset made him at least a bit 

suspect in the eyes of the 
national-security establishment.

That’s why they ousted the dem-
ocratically elected leaders of Iran 
and Guatemala, Mohammad Mo-
sadegh and Jacobo Arbenz, in 
coups. It’s also why they conspired 
to assassinate the Congo’s leader 
Patrice Lumumba. All three were 
considered potential or real com-
munists and, therefore, were be-
lieved to pose a grave threat to U.S. 
“national security,” which ultimate-
ly became the most important term 
in the American political lexicon.

It was against this backdrop that 
John F. Kennedy became president. 

Like nearly everyone else in the 
United States, Kennedy came into 
office with pretty much a standard 
Cold War mindset: that the com-
munists were coming to get us as 
part of the worldwide communist 
conspiracy and that it was up to the 
national-security establishment to 
prevent that from happening.

There was one major difference 
in Kennedy’s anti-communist mind- 

set, however, that made him at least a 
bit suspect in the eyes of the nation-
al-security establishment. The Pen-
tagon and the CIA were convinced 
that Third World independence 
movements were part of the world-
wide communist conspiracy. That’s 
why the CIA conspired to kill Lu-
mumba, a leader in the fight for 
Congolese independence. Kennedy 
rejected that notion, believing that 
Third World movements were sim-
ply nationalist movements that re-
flected the desire of people to throw 
off the shackles of imperialist rule.

Cuba

Soon after taking office, Kenne-
dy had his first run-in with the  
U.S. national-security establish-
ment. The CIA presented Kennedy 
with a plan for a regime-change op-
eration against Cuba, the island na-
tion 90 miles from American shores 
that had been under U.S. control 
since the Spanish-American War in 
1898. In 1959, Cuban revolutionar-
ies led by Fidel Castro ousted the 
brutal and corrupt dictatorship that 
U.S. officials had been supporting 
and partnering with. 

Castro soon established a com-
munist regime and reached out to 
the Soviet Union. It goes without 
saying that the Pentagon and the 
CIA immediately labeled commu-
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nist Cuba a grave threat to U.S. na-
tional security, much more so than 
Iran, Guatemala, or the Congo. 
Cuba was targeted with a regime-
change operation, notwithstanding 
the fact that it had never attacked 
the United States or even threat-
ened to do so.

The CIA’s regime-change plan 
consisted of a paramilitary invasion 
by CIA-trained Cuban exiles. Al-
though Eisenhower had approved 
the plan, the CIA had not had time 
to carry it out before he left office. 
Thus, the CIA presented Kennedy 
with its plan soon after he took of-
fice. The U.S. role in the operation 
was to be kept secret. The president’s 
role was to lie to the American peo-
ple and the world about U.S. par-
ticipation in the operation.

Given the fact that Kennedy was 
pretty much a standard Cold War-
rior, he approved the operation, al-
beit with one caveat: there would be 
no overt U.S. participation in the 
actual invasion, including U.S. air 
support. In fact, Kennedy expressly 
asked the CIA whether it felt that 
air support would be needed. The 
CIA said no. 

There was one big problem, 
however: the CIA was lying. In fact, 
it knew that the operation could not 
succeed without air support. The 
CIA was setting up Kennedy. It fig-

ured that once the operation was in 
danger of failing, Kennedy would 
have no effective choice but to send 
U.S. forces to the rescue. The alter-
native of letting Cuba patriots go 
down to defeat at the hands of the 
communists would simply be un-
palatable. 

When the fateful day came and 
the Cuban exiles were getting shot 
up or captured at the Bay of Pigs, 
the CIA approached Kennedy and 
requested the air support, which it 
was convinced would be forthcom-
ing. But Kennedy said no, remind-
ing the CIA that he had told them 
in advance that there would be no 
air support. 

Kennedy said no,  
reminding the CIA that he had told 
them in advance that there would 

be no air support.

The CIA’s forces went down to 
defeat at the hands of a communist 
regime 90 miles away that suppos-
edly posed a grave threat to U.S. na-
tional security. When given the op-
portunity to come to the rescue and 
achieve regime change, in the eyes 
of the national-security establish-
ment Kennedy had hesitated and 
faltered. He had shown weakness, 
even cowardice, in the face of the 
communist enemy.
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For his part, Kennedy was just 
as livid. He realized that the CIA 
had set him up and put him in the 
position of either breaking his vow 
of no air support or appearing weak 
in the face of the communist re-
gime in Cuba. He fired the much- 
revered CIA director, Allen Dulles, 
along with his chief deputy. He put 
his brother Bobby in charge of su-
pervising the CIA, which was 
anathema to an agency that had 
pretty much had free rein during 
the waning years of the Eisenhower 
administration. The president is re-
puted to have vowed to tear the CIA 
into a thousand pieces.

Under the plan, the attacks and 
hijackings were to be carried out 

by CIA agents posing as Cuban 
communists.

As Kennedy’s term continued, 
his relations with the Pentagon 
went in the same direction as those 
with the CIA. For example, the Pen-
tagon, which was just as certain as 
the CIA about the threat to national 
security posed by communist Cuba, 
presented Kennedy with a top-se-
cret plan called Operation North-
woods. It called for terrorist attacks 
on American soil and hijackings of 
American planes. Under the plan, 
the attacks and hijackings were to 

be carried out by CIA agents posing 
as Cuban communists. The presi-
dent would then use the attacks and 
hijackings as a pretext for a full-
scale U.S. military invasion of Cuba, 
ousting the communist regime and 
installing another pro-U.S. dicta-
torship. 

To the anger and chagrin of the 
Pentagon, Kennedy rejected Opera-
tion Northwoods. 

The Pentagon also presented 
Kennedy with a plan to initiate a 
full-scale surprise nuclear attack on 
the Soviet Union, much like the 
surprise attack that Japan had car-
ried out against the United States at 
Pearl Harbor. Kennedy asked the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff what casualties 
the United States could be expected 
to suffer, even with a surprise attack 
against the Soviet Union. The Joint 
Chiefs estimated around 40 million 
American deaths, which they con-
sidered would be a victory, given 
that the death toll in the Soviet 
Union would be around 100 per-
cent. When Kennedy departed 
from that meeting, he indignantly 
remarked to an aide, “And we call 
ourselves the human race.”

In October 1962, the CIA dis-
covered the Soviet Union was  
installing nuclear weapons in Cuba. 
The Pentagon and the CIA were  
furious. As far as they were con-
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cerned, if Kennedy had provided the 
needed air support at the Bay of Pigs 
or had approved Operation North-
woods, this problem wouldn’t exist 
because the island would now be 
run by a pro-U.S. dictatorship. With 
the installation of the Soviet Union’s 
nuclear missiles, the Pentagon and 
the CIA insisted that Kennedy now 
had what was needed — a reason 
for bombing and invading Cuba.

Kennedy realized that the Cold 
War threatened the existence and 

well-being of the United States 
and the rest of the world.

What the CIA didn’t know, 
however, was that the nuclear weap-
ons were fully armed and ready to 
be fired and, more ominously, So-
viet commanders on the ground 
had been given battlefield authority 
to fire their nuclear missiles in the 
event of an attack. It is a virtual cer-
tainty that had Kennedy complied 
with the dictates of the Pentagon 
and the CIA, the outcome would 
have been all-out nuclear war be-
tween the United States and the So-
viet Union.

Kennedy instead worked out a 
deal with Soviet Premier Nikita 
Khrushchev to resolve the crisis. 
Mainstream historians and com-
mentators have always said that 

Khrushchev “blinked.” Actually 
though, it was Kennedy who 
“blinked,” and it was a good thing 
he did. The deal called for the with-
drawal of Soviet missiles from Cuba 
in return for a vow that the U.S. 
government would not invade or 
attack Cuba again. Kennedy also se-
cretly promised to remove U.S. nu-
clear missiles in Turkey that were 
pointed at the Soviet Union.

The Joint Chiefs of Staff were fu-
rious. Gen. Curtis LeMay called it 
the worst defeat in U.S. history. 
Kennedy was considered a weak-
ling, a coward, an appeaser, a presi-
dent who had left a communist 
dagger 90 miles away from Ameri-
can shores permanently pointed at 
America’s neck. In one fell swoop, 
Kennedy had agreed to the perma-
nence of the communist regime in 
Cuba, a permanent threat to U.S. 
national security.

With the resolution of the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, Kennedy achieved 
one of the most remarkable personal 
breakthroughs in history. Having 
come to the very precipice of all-out 
nuclear war, he concluded that the 
entire Cold War was nothing more 
than a racket, one that threatened 
the existence and well-being of the 
United States and the rest of the 
world. He decided that he was go-
ing to bring it to an end and work  
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to establish normal relations be-
tween the United States and the 
communist world. 

On June 3, 1963, Kennedy threw 
down the gauntlet in what has gone 
down in history as his “Peace 
Speech.” Delivered at American 
University, Kennedy declared, in ef-
fect, that the Cold War was now 
over. From that day forward, the 
United States would attempt to es-
tablish friendly relations with the 
Soviet Union and the communist 
world, the exact type of policy that 
had gotten Mosadegh and Arbenz 
removed from power and Lumum-
ba executed. 

Kennedy told close associates 
that as soon as he won the 1964 
presidential election he would 

complete the pullout.

At the same time, Khrushchev 
may have experienced the same 
breakthrough. He broadcast Ken-
nedy’s Peace Speech all across the 
Soviet Union, the first time that had 
ever been done.

Ending the Cold War

Kennedy then entered into a 
treaty with the Soviet Union that 
called for an end to above-ground 
nuclear testing by both nations. 
Over the fierce objections of the na-

tional-security establishment, Ken-
nedy was able to garner public 
opinion in favor of the treaty. The 
Senate ratified his nuclear-test ban 
treaty.

While Kennedy told television 
networks in September 1963 that 
he opposed a U.S. withdrawal from 
Vietnam, it is a virtual certainty that 
he was playing politics because in 
the fall of 1963 he ordered a with-
drawal of 1,000 troops from Viet-
nam and told close associates that 
as soon as he won the 1964 presi-
dential election he would complete 
the pullout. That was anathema to 
the U.S. national-security establish-
ment, which was convinced that the 
pullout would mean a communist 
takeover of Vietnam and the start of 
a long string of other nations’ fall-
ing to the communist conspiracy.

Most important, Kennedy and 
Khrushchev began a secret series of 
direct very personal and intimate 
negotiations in which they circum-
vented their respective national- 
security establishments. In fact, at 
the very time he was assassinated, a 
personal unofficial emissary of 
Kennedy was meeting with Fidel 
Castro with the aim of normalizing 
relations between the United States 
and Cuba.

Kennedy was a not a naive man. 
He knew the danger that he faced in 
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his conflict with the national-secu-
rity establishment. By ending the 
Cold War and reaching out to the 
Soviets and the Cubans, Kennedy 
understood that not only was he 
threatening the anti-communist 
paradigm of the Pentagon, the CIA, 
and the NSA, he was also implicitly 
threatening their existence. After 
all, the conversion of the federal 
government from a limited-gov-
ernment republic to a national-se-
curity state had been justified by the 
supposed need to oppose the Soviet 
Union and the supposed worldwide 
communist conspiracy based in 
Moscow. No more Cold War would 
have meant no more need for a na-
tional-security state. Americans 
might demand the restoration of 
their republic.

During the Cuban Missile Cri-
sis, Bobby Kennedy told a Soviet of-
ficial that his brother was under se-
vere pressure by the military to 
initiate a strike against Cuba and 
that a military coup was not out of 
the question. 

It was not the only time that 
Kennedy had expressed concern 
about a domestic regime-change 
operation at the hands of the U.S. 
national-security establishment. A 
friend once asked Kennedy wheth-
er he felt a coup was possible. Ken-
nedy responded that the military 

would permit a young president 
who was considered inexperienced 
to make one, maybe two, major 
mistakes but that after that a coup 
to protect “national security” was 
entirely possible.

Also, Kennedy had read the 
novel Seven Days in May, which 
posited a domestic military coup. 
He persuaded friends in Hollywood 
to turn it into a movie, one that ulti-
mately starred Burt Lancaster, Kirk 
Douglas, and Ava Gardner. Kenne-
dy wanted the movie to serve as a 
warning to the American people of 
the grave danger that the national-
security establishment or military-
industrial complex posed to the 
freedoms and democratic processes 
of the American people. It was es-
sentially the same warning that 
President Eisenhower had issued in 
his Farewell Address just before he 
left.

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

NEXT MONTH: 
“Understanding the JFK  

Assassination, Part 9”  
by Jacob G. Hornberger
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Trump’s  
“No Coercion” Sham
by James Bovard

In his State of the Union address 
on February 5, Donald Trump 
received rapturous applause 

from Republicans for his declara-
tion, “America was founded on lib-
erty and independence — not gov-
ernment coercion, domination, and 
control. We are born free, and we 
will stay free.” But this uplifting sen-
timent cannot survive even a brief 
glance at the federal statute book or 
the heavy-handed enforcement tac-
tics by federal, state, and local bu-
reaucracies across the nation.

In reality, the threat of govern-
ment punishment permeates Ameri- 
cans’ daily lives more than ever be-
fore: 

•  The number of federal 
crimes has increased from 3 in 1789 
to more than 4,000 today. Accord-
ing to the Buffalo Criminal Law Re-

view, Congress has criminalized 
“transporting alligator grass across 
a state line; unauthorized use of the 
slogan ‘Give a hoot! Don’t pollute’; 
and pretending to be a 4-H club 
member with intent to defraud,” 
among a vast array of other niggling 
nonsense. 

•  Law-enforcement agencies 
arrested more than ten million peo-
ple in 2017 — roughly 3 percent of 
the population. Trump momentari-
ly noticed the existence of govern-
ment coercion in January when he 
complained that the FBI had used 
“29 people” and “armored vehicles” 
for the arrest of Roger Stone. But 
SWAT teams conduct nearly 80,000 
raids a year, according to the ACLU, 
mostly for drug arrests or to carry 
out search warrants. Many inno-
cent people have been killed in such 
raids. Courts have rubber-stamped 
no-knock raids to the point where 
some locales send in SWAT teams 
to conduct routine searches. This 
has worked out well for carpenters 
and badly for the Constitution. 

•  Trump in his speech nicely 
highlighted the case of Alice John-
son, unjustly sentenced to life in 
prison for a nonviolent drug of-
fense. Trump’s commutation of her 
sentence is no consolation to the 
targets of 1.6 million drug arrests in 
2017 — and it is not like those per-
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sons showed up voluntarily at po-
lice stations asking to be “cuffed-
and-stuffed.” More people are ar-
rested for marijuana offenses each 
year than for all violent crimes 
combined, according to FBI statis-
tics. Drug laws spur violence that 
has turned many inner cities into 
hell-holes and permitted govern-
ment agents to stop and search peo-
ple’s pockets on any pretext. 

•  No coercion? Tell that to the 
scores of thousands of victims of 
asset-forfeiture laws, which entitle 
law enforcement to confiscate peo-
ple’s cash, cars, and other property. 
Hearsay evidence is all that is re-
quired: A mere rumor or scrap of 
gossip can justify government sei-
zure of a person’s most valuable be-
longings. Federal law-enforcement 
agencies seized more property un-
der asset-forfeiture provisions in 
2014 year than all the burglars stole 
from homeowners and businesses 
nationwide. Indiana’s Solicitor Gen-
eral told the Supreme Court in No-
vember 2018 that police should be 
able to confiscate any vehicle ex-
ceeding the speed limit by more 
than 5 miles per hour — even 
though federal surveys have found 
that most cars exceed posted speed 
limits. Trump and his first attorney 
general, Jeff Sessions, strove to 
make asset forfeiture even more op-

pressive. Happily, a few weeks after 
Trump’s speech, the Supreme Court 
issued a unanimous ruling that may 
curb robbery with a badge. 

More people are arrested for 
marijuana offenses each year 

than for all violent crimes 
combined.

What term would Trump prefer 
to use in lieu of “coercion” for inno-
cent people’s being shot or beaten by 
law-enforcement agents at every 
level of government? Police kill more 
than a thousand Americans per year, 
and many of the shootings are un-
justifiable by any reasonable stan-
dard. Does Trump consider people 
wrongfully killed by government 
agents to be nonentities? What about 
the persons who are framed by po-
lice who plant drugs or guns on 
them to ruin their lives, as happened 
in Baltimore and elsewhere in recent 
years? Are they “no coercion aster-
isks”?

If there is no coercion, then why 
has the number of people confined 
in American prisons increased by 
more than 500 percent since 1970? 
Almost 10 percent of all American 
males will end up in prison at some 
point in their lives, according to a 
1997 Justice Department report. 
More than 10 percent of black men 
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age 20 to 34 were behind bars as of 
2006, according to the Journal of 
American History. Does Trump as-
sume that people simply choose to 
stop by and spend some time be-
hind bars, sort of like catching up 
with an old friend? Being a prison 
guard was one of the fastest grow-
ing occupations in the 1990s — not 
a good sign for anyone who favors 
human dignity or decency.

The number of different penalties 
the IRS imposes on taxpayers has 

increased more than tenfold 
since 1954.

•  Citizens and businesses pay 
more than $3 trillion in federal tax-
es each year, thanks largely to the 
array of threats and penalties for 
noncompliance. Each week, the IRS 
attacks scores of thousands of 
Americans: it seizes their bank ac-
counts, puts liens on their homes or 
land, subjects them to a tax audit, or 
sends them notice of penalties and 
demands for additional payment of 
taxes. The number of different pen-
alties the IRS imposes on taxpayers 
has increased more than tenfold 
since 1954. Congress has neglected 
either making the tax code compre-
hensible or reining in abusive tax-
collection schemes. The IRS relies 
on fear to ensure compliance. As 

former IRS Commissioner Sheldon 
Cohen observed, “Power is not hav-
ing to exercise power.” 

•  No one has a good estimate 
of the number of Americans who 
fall victim to arbitrary and capri-
cious regulations by federal agen-
cies. When the Supreme Court 
heard the case of the Agriculture 
Department’s dictates prohibiting 
raisin farmers from selling much of 
their harvest in 2014, Justice Elena 
Kagan suggested that the regime 
was “the world’s most outdated law.” 
But there are many other senseless 
provisions that the media and the 
courts simply ignore.

Paying and obeying

Trump perpetuates one of 
Washington’s fondest myths — that 
the federal government is not coer-
cive unless the president or some 
agency boss formally announces 
plans to brutally punish some group 
without cause. That notion is avidly 
supported and propagated by many 
of the nation’s pundits and political 
scientists as a way to keep people 
paying and obeying. 

But force is the essence of gov-
ernment power, the lever that poli-
ticians use to compel submission to 
their demands. The Supreme Court 
observed in a 1909 decision, “‘Law’ 
is a statement of circumstances in 
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which public force will be brought 
to bear on men through the courts.” 
A 1996 Justice Department report 
observed, “The feature distinguish-
ing police from all other groups in 
society is their authority to apply 
coercive force.”

The greatest irony in Washington 
is that the people who distrust 
Trump the most are seeking to 

vastly increase government power.

Trump followed his “no coer-
cion here” assertion with the fol-
lowing line: “Tonight, we renew our 
resolve that America will never be a 
socialist country.” Democrats re-
sponded with a stony if not irritable 
silence. Perhaps the greatest irony 
in Washington is that the people 
who distrust Trump the most are 
seeking to vastly increase govern-
ment power. 

Democratic socialists have of-
fered no evidence that new federal 
takeovers of the economy would 
not produce the same disasters that 
followed federal domineering of  
agriculture or the mortgage indus-
try. The poster boy for American 
socialism — with its itch for hyper-
regulation and economic interven-
tion everywhere — should be Eric 
Garner, who was strangled in 2014 
by a New York City policeman after 

being apprehended selling individ-
ual cigarettes without a license. But 
such abuses have not deterred the 
latest crop of socialists from calling 
for trillions of dollars of new federal 
spending and a vast increase in po-
litical dominance over Americans’ 
daily lives. 

Trump also declared in his State 
of the Union address, “An economic 
miracle is taking place in the United 
States, and the only thing that can 
stop it are foolish wars, politics, or 
ridiculous, partisan investigations.” 
Yet, in the same speech, Trump 
boasted that the United States had 
just “officially recognized the legiti-
mate government of Venezuela, and 
its new interim president, Juan 
Guaidó. We stand with the Venezu-
elan people in their noble quest for 
freedom.” Trump omitted citing the 
provision in the Venezuelan consti-
tution that permits Washington to 
select that nation’s president. In the 
weeks after Trump’s speech, the U.S. 
government ramped up the pres-
sure on the Maduro regime, boost-
ing the danger of dragging this na-
tion into an open and pointless 
conflict in South America. Trump 
also boasted, “My administration 
has acted decisively to confront the 
world’s leading state sponsor of ter-
ror — the radical regime in Iran.” 
But the Iranians are pikers on the 
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Trump’s “No Coercion” Sham

terrorist front compared with 
Trump’s bosom buddies in Saudi 
Arabia. If Trump blunders into a 
Middle East war, then the Washing-
ton swamp will have perhaps its 
greatest victory over him. 

Andrew Johnson observed  
“that the greatest wrongs 
inflicted upon a people are 

caused by unjust and arbitrary 
legislation.”

 Trump’s insinuation that the 
U.S. government is noncoercive 
was almost plausible compared 
with his assertion that the U.S. Cap-
itol is “the home of American free-
dom.” If that is the case, then it is no 
wonder that so many Americans 
feel like constitutional refugees in 
their own nation. At least Trump 
didn’t try to exonerate the Fugitive 
Slave Act of 1850. 

“Good for one night”

Trump’s “home of freedom” line 
was the type of palaver that perme-
ates such televised spiels but that 
does not make it any less ludicrous. 
State of the Union speeches have 
been façades for decades. 

In his 1996 State of the Union 
address, Bill Clinton announced, 
“The era of Big Government is over.” 
This hokum may have helped his re-

election campaign but as soon as he 
renewed his tenancy at 1600 Penn-
sylvania Avenue, he opened the stat-
ist floodgates. In his 1997 State of 
the Union address, he called for a 
“national crusade for education 
standards” and federal standards 
and national credentials for all new 
teachers; announced plans “to build 
a citizen army of one million volun-
teer tutors to make sure every child 
can read independently by the end 
of the third grade”; called for $5 bil-
lion in federal aid to build and re-
pair local school houses, a new 
scholarship program to subsidize 
anyone going to college, a $10,000 
tax deduction for all tuition pay-
ments after high school, and federal 
subsidies for private health insur-
ance; advocated a constitutional 
amendment for “victims’ rights”; 
urged Congress to enact a law crim-
inalizing any parent who crossed a 
state line to avoid paying child sup-
port; and proposed enacting juve-
nile crime legislation that “declares 
war on gangs,” hiring new prosecu-
tors, and increasing federal spend-
ing on the war on drugs. Clinton 
also announced plans to expand 
NATO, just in case the United States 
would ever run short of pretexts for 
entering foreign conflicts. 

The media ignored Clinton’s de 
facto mockery of his 1996 State of 
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James Bovard

The most formidable weapon against errors of  
every kind is reason. I have never used any other, 
and I trust I never shall.

— Thomas Paine

the Union address in his 1997 ad-
dress, but that was par for the Belt-
way’s 24-hour statute of limitations 
for holding presidents liable for 
their hokum. But “sounds good for 
one night” is a paltry standard for 
governing a republic. 

President Andrew Johnson 
rightly observed in an 1868 message 
to Congress, “It may be safely as-
sumed as an axiom ... that the great-
est wrongs inflicted upon a people 
are caused by unjust and arbitrary 
legislation.” But the federal statute 
book and Code of Federal Regula-
tions are stacks of paper that contain 
vast numbers of punitive provisions 
that unjustly ruin or blight citizens’ 
existence. Trust the Washington es-
tablishment to continue pretending 

that “there is nothing to see here” in 
the continuing federal ravaging of 
Americans’ lives.

James Bovard is a policy advisor to 
The Future of Freedom Foundation 
and is the author of a new ebook,  
Freedom Frauds: Hard Lessons in 
American Liberty, published by FFF, 
Public Policy Hooligan, Attention 
Deficit Democracy, and eight other 
books.

NEXT MONTH: 
“Attorney General Barr:  

Defender of FBI Snipers”  
by James Bovard
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Asking the Wrong 
Questions
by Laurence M. Vance

In the 1968 presidential election 
that pitted Democrat Hubert H. 
Humphrey against Republican 

Richard M. Nixon, American Inde-
pendent Party candidate George C. 
Wallace famously quipped that 
there was not a dime’s worth of dif-
ference between the two major po-
litical parties. Since Wallace made 
that observation, we have had every 
conceivable combination of Demo-
crats and Republicans in the White 
House, the Senate, and the House. 

We have seen Democrats con-
trol both Houses of Congress and 
the presidency, Republicans control 
both Houses of Congress and the 
presidency, a Democrat in the White 
House while Republicans con-
trolled both Houses of Congress, a 
Republican in the White House 
while Democrats controlled both 
Houses of Congress, a Democrat in 

the White House while Democrats 
and Republicans each controlled 
one House of Congress, and a Re-
publican in the White House while 
Republicans and Democrats each 
controlled one House of Congress. 

But no matter what the political 
party combination has been, the re-
sults are the same: the federal bud-
get increases every year, congres- 
sional spending increases every 
year, the national debt increases ev-
ery year; civil liberties and property 
rights are continually trampled on, 
the federal government becomes 
more intrusive every year; U.S. for-
eign policy is still reckless, belliger-
ent, and meddling, the U.S. empire 
with its hundreds of bases and 
thousands of troops spreads its ten-
tacles over more parts of the globe; 
the welfare state continues to redis-
tribute wealth; tens of thousands of 
Americans are still incarcerated for 
nonviolent crimes; and government 
at all levels continues to regulate al-
most every area of commerce and 
life.

That doesn’t mean that Demo-
crats and Republicans don’t claim 
to be different, even polar oppo-
sites. 

The socialist and statist policies 
of the Democratic Party are well 
known. It is the party of liberalism, 
socialism, progressivism, paternal-
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ism, collectivism, social justice, 
economic egalitarianism, organized 
labor, government regulation, pub-
lic education, government-mandat-
ed employee benefits, environmen-
talism, an ever-increasing mini- 
mum wage, anti-discrimination 
laws, affirmative action, welfare, 
higher taxes on “the rich,” income-
transfer programs, and wealth- 
redistribution schemes. The Demo-
cratic solution to every problem, 
injustice, or crisis is invariably more 
government, more government in-
tervention, or more government 
money. But at least Democrats are 
sometimes honest about being de-
sirous of a more intrusive and more 
interventionist government instead 
of masquerading as advocates of 
the opposite, as the hypocritical Re-
publicans do. 

Democrats and Republicans 
believe that government has a 

claim to a certain percentage of 
every American’s income.

Most Republicans maintain 
how conservative they are, and es-
pecially at election time. They claim 
to be the party of the Constitution 
that stands for limited government, 
federalism, individual freedom, 
private property, traditional values, 
capitalism, free enterprise, free 

trade, and a strong national de-
fense. The truth, of course, is that 
Republicans only selectively believe 
in those things, as they also believe 
in massive government interven-
tion at home and abroad, the prohi-
bition of moral harm, federal su-
premacy, and the welfare/warfare/
surveillance state. The only limited 
government Republicans desire is a 
government limited to control by 
Republicans. 

A case in point

The similarity of not just the 
two major political parties, but 
their underlying ideologies of liber-
alism and conservatism, is no more 
evident than when it comes to the 
subject of taxation. Both groups 
have no philosophical objection to 
taxation. Both groups believe in 
making “the rich” pay their “fair 
share.” Both groups believe in using 
the tax code for social-engineering 
purposes and income-redistribu-
tion schemes. Both groups believe 
in revenue-neutral tax reform, but 
not reduction or tax elimination. 
They may argue about tax types, 
forms, rates, brackets, exemptions, 
deductions, credits, phase-outs, 
and bases, but, in the end, both 
groups believe that government has 
a claim to a certain percentage of 
every American’s income. What 
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that percentage is, what it should be 
applied to, and how it should be 
collected is something that liberals 
and conservatives disagree on be-
tween each other and among them-
selves. 

Is not a hike in the gas tax a 
regressive tax increase that will 

hurt the poorest of families?

It is not just the income tax that 
should come to mind when the 
subject of taxation is broached. 
There are a myriad of other taxes 
that Americans are saddled with 
and countless more that politicians 
would like to impose. And it is not 
just liberals who sanction them. 
While recently on the website of the 
American Enterprise Institute 
(AEI) — a conservative think tank 
“committed to making the intellec-
tual, moral, and practical case for 
expanding freedom, increasing in-
dividual opportunity, and strength-
ening the free enterprise system in 
America and around the world” — 
I was shocked to read articles call-
ing for an increase in the existing 
federal gas tax and the imposition 
of a new carbon tax. 

The current federal excise tax 
on gasoline is 18.4 cents per gallon. 
State gas taxes on top of this range 
from a low of 14.7 cents per gallon 

in Alaska to a high of 58.7 cents per 
gallon in Pennsylvania. And then 
there are local taxes and “other” 
taxes placed on gasoline. But the 
federal tax is not high enough, says 
an AEI “resident scholar”:

Although a gas tax set too 
high would be inefficient, a 
25-cent increase in the federal 
gasoline tax would remain 
safely below the optimal tax 
rate for the United States and 
far below typical gas tax rates 
in other countries in the Or-
ganization for Economic Co-
operation and Development.

After all, “even when the sec-
ondary effect of higher prices for 
other goods is included, the burden 
of the gas tax relative to income is 
small or negligible.” But is not a 
hike in the gas tax a regressive tax 
increase that will hurt the poorest 
of families? Yes it is, but “a simple 
compensation scheme targeting the 
poorest households could feasibly 
protect them from the hardship of a 
gas tax while still increasing net 
revenue and providing efficiency 
benefits.” Using “only a small frac-
tion of revenues to offset the bur-
den” on the poorest households 
“would reduce or eliminate the re-
gressivity of a carbon tax while 
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leaving enough revenue to meet 
other needs.” Our AEI resident 
scholar concludes,

In general, a gas tax hike is 
worth considering. It would 
help us meet environmental 
goals and reduce traffic con-
gestion, and the revenue could 
be used to fund infrastructure 
spending. To address con-
cerns about politicians misus-
ing the funds, revenues from a 
gas tax could be earmarked 
for specific projects and types 
of expenditures to ensure that 
they are not diverted to other, 
less efficient uses.

And it’s not just the AEI. A few 
years ago, a popular conservative 
writer in the right-wing National 
Review proclaimed that “there may 
be circumstances under which a 
gas-tax hike would be a good idea.” 

As if a defense of an increase in 
the federal gas tax on a right-of-
center website weren’t bad enough, 
the same AEI resident scholar then 
proposes a new carbon tax. Such a 
tax “is appealing because it serves 
the dual purpose of benefiting the 
environment and generating sig-
nificant revenue to use to achieve 
other goals.” Although, like a gas 
tax, a carbon tax is regressive, “good 

policy design can offset this regres-
sivity” by channeling part of the 
“revenues from a carbon tax” to 
“fund an expansion of the EITC, 
thus using a regressive tax to fund a 
progressive benefit.”

In contrast to the statism and 
authoritarianism of both 

liberalism and conservatism is 
libertarianism. 

Higher taxes, new taxes, more 
government subsidies, expansion of 
welfare, using the tax code for so-
cial engineering — with conserva-
tives like that, who needs liberals?

Libertarianism

In contrast to the statism and 
authoritarianism of both liberalism 
and conservatism is libertarianism. 
This is simply the philosophy which 
says that people should have the 
freedom to live their lives any way 
they choose, do with their property 
as they will, participate in any eco-
nomic activity for their profit, en-
gage in commerce with anyone who 
is willing to reciprocate, accumulate 
as much wealth as they desire, and 
spend the fruits of their labor as 
they see fit — all without license, 
permission, regulation, or interfer-
ence from the government — as 
long as their actions are peaceful, 
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their associations are voluntary, 
their interactions are consensual, 
and they don’t violate the personal 
or property rights of others.

Libertarianism respects free-
dom of conscience, personal free-
dom, individual liberty, personal 
and financial privacy, free assembly, 
free association, free speech, and 
free expression — as long as they 
are not used to violate the personal 
or property rights of others. Liber-
tarianism champions free enter-
prise, free exchange, free trade, free 
markets, laissez faire, and private 
property — as long as they are not 
used to violate the personal or 
property rights of others.

Libertarianism strictly and 
consistently applies the 

nonaggression principle to 
actions of government.

The essence of libertarianism is 
its nonaggression principle. Ag-
gression is theft, fraud, the initia-
tion of nonconsensual violence, or 
the threat of nonconsensual vio-
lence. Libertarians believe that ev-
eryone should be free from aggres-
sion against his person or property 
as long as he respects the person 
and property of others. Aggression 
against the person or property of 
others is always wrong. Aggression 

is justified only in defense of person 
or property or retaliation against 
the same, but is not required. 

But unlike liberalism and con-
servatism, libertarianism strictly 
and consistently applies the nonag-
gression principle to actions of gov-
ernment. After all, as all of history 
shows, governments are the great-
est violators of liberty, property, and 
the nonaggression principle. The 
nonconsensual initiation of aggres-
sion against the person or property 
of others is always wrong — even 
when done by government. Liber-
tarians maintain that as long as 
people don’t infringe the liberty of 
others by committing, or threaten-
ing to commit, acts of fraud, theft, 
aggression, or violence against their 
person or property, the government 
should just leave them alone and 
not interfere with their pursuit of 
happiness, commerce, personal de-
cisions, economic enterprises, or 
what they do on or with their own 
property. Libertarians hold that in a 
free society, the functions of gov-
ernment — in whatever form it ex-
ists — should be limited to defense 
against, prosecution of, and exact-
ing restitution from those who ini-
tiate violence against, commit fraud 
against, or otherwise violate the 
personal or property rights of oth-
ers. All government actions beyond 



Laurence M. Vance

Future of Freedom	 21	 May 2019

reasonable defense, judicial, and 
policing functions are illegitimate. 

Taxation

So then, what is the libertarian 
position on taxation? The conclu-
sion is inescapable: taxation is gov-
ernment theft. It doesn’t matter 
whether the government calls it an 
excise tax, a carbon tax, or an in-
come tax. It all amounts to a seizure 
of one’s wealth by the government 
no matter what “noble” purpose the 
government says it “needs” the 
money for. Libertarians reason that 
acquiring someone’s property by 
force is wrong, whether done by in-
dividuals or governments. And if it 
be argued that people the world 
over voluntarily pay their taxes, the 
answer is that they certainly do. 
They voluntarily pay their taxes just 
as they voluntarily hand over their 
purses or wallets to an armed rob-
ber who points a gun in their face 
and says, “Give me your money or 
else.” It is no wonder that a report 
published in December of 2018 by 
the Government Accountability 
Office (GAO) revealed that at the 
end of 2017, the Internal Revenue 
Service (IRS) had “4,487 guns and 
5,062,006 rounds of ammunition in 
its weapons inventory.”

When it comes to the subject of 
taxation, liberals and conservatives 

waste their time asking the wrong 
questions:

•  What is the optimal tax rate?
•  How much additional reve-

nue will a tax increase bring in?
•  Should tax reform be reve-

nue-neutral?
•  How can we expand the tax 

base?
•  How much does a tax de-

duction or credit cost the govern-
ment?

•  How progressive should the 
tax code be?

•  Should the income tax be re-
placed with a consumption tax?

•  How can we simplify the tax 
code while still collecting the same 
amount in tax revenue?

•  What does the Laffer Curve 
show about tax-rate increases?

•  What portion of a tax credit 
should be refundable?

•  Should we change to a flat 
tax?

•  What should the top mar-
ginal tax rate be?

•  At what income level should 
tax deductions and credits be 
phased out? 

•  Are the rich paying their fair 
share of taxes?

•  How can we offset the re-
gressivity of a tax?

•  How many tax brackets 
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should there be?
•  What should the tax brack-

ets be?
•  How can we close tax loop-

holes?

All of these questions are irrele-
vant, says the libertarian. The gov-
ernment is not entitled to a portion 
of any American’s income. All 
Americans — including “the rich” 
— should be free to keep the fruits 
of their labor and spend their mon-
ey as they see fit.

Other issues

It is not just on the subject of 
taxation that liberals and conserva-
tives — and Democrats and Repub-
licans, progressives and populists, 
and moderates and centrists — ask 
the wrong questions. Consider the 
following issues and the typical 
questions that liberals and conser-
vatives ask about them.

Marijuana legalization. Is mari-
juana a gateway drug? Should mari-
juana be legal for medical purpos-
es? Should marijuana be legalized 
and taxed and regulated like tobac-
co? All of those questions are irrel-
evant, says the libertarian. The war 
on drugs is a war on freedom. The 
government has no business being 
concerned about the commercial, 
medical, or recreational use of mar-

ijuana or any other drug. It should 
never expend resources to arrest, 
fine, or imprison people for grow-
ing, manufacturing, buying, selling, 
using, or possessing any drug.

All Americans should  
be free to keep the fruits of  
their labor and spend their  

money as they see fit.

Education. Should the govern-
ment provide educational vouchers 
so low-income children can escape 
failing public schools and attend 
“the school of their choice”? Should 
prayer and Bible reading be re-
stored to public schools? Should 
there be more technology in the 
classroom? All of those questions 
are irrelevant, says the libertarian. 
No American should be forced to 
pay for the education of any other 
American. And it is an illegitimate 
purpose of government to have 
anything to do with education.

Minimum wage. How often 
should the minimum wage be 
raised? Is it possible for anyone to 
actually live on the minimum wage? 
Should the minimum wage be in-
creased to $15 an hour? All of those 
questions are irrelevant, says the 
libertarian. Wages should be nego-
tiated between employers and em-
ployees on an individual or group 
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basis without any government in-
volvement whatsoever.

Medicaid. Should all of the states 
expand their Medicaid programs? 
Should Medicaid recipients be re-
quired to work a certain number of 
hours per week? Should the federal 
government provide more money 
to the states for Medicaid? All of 
those questions are irrelevant, says 
the libertarian. No American 
should be forced to pay for the 
health care of any other American. 
And it is an illegitimate purpose of 
government to subsidize or have 
anything to do with heath care or 
health insurance. 

Social Security. How much of a 
COLA should Social Security re-
cipients receive next year? How 
quickly should the Social Security 
retirement age be raised? Should 
Social Security be “saved” for future 
generations. All of those questions 
are irrelevant, says the libertarian. 
The government should never take 
money from those who work and 
transfer it to those who don’t. And 
it is an illegitimate purpose of gov-
ernment to have a retirement pro-
gram, an investment program, a 
disability program, or a safety net.

Gun-control laws. How long 
should the waiting period be before 
one can legally purchase a gun? 
Should the gun-show “loophole” be 

closed? Should “assault rifles” be 
banned? All of those questions are 
irrelevant, says the libertarian. The 
federal government has no author-
ity whatsoever to pass any laws that 
relate in any way to weapons, am-
munition, waiting periods, or back-
ground checks.

No American should be forced to 
pay for the health care of any 

other American. 

Foreign aid. Should a country’s 
foreign aid be tied to its human- 
rights record? Should the United 
States give more foreign aid to Israel 
because it is our ally in the Middle 
East? Should countries receiving 
U.S. foreign aid be expected to vote 
with the United States at the United 
Nations? All of those questions are 
irrelevant, says the libertarian. The 
government should never take 
money out of the pockets of Ameri-
cans and put it in the hands of for-
eigners or their governments. All 
foreign aid should be private and 
voluntary.

Universal basic income. Would a 
universal basic income (or a guar-
anteed minimum income) be more 
efficient than the government’s cur-
rent welfare programs? Should 
some people receive a higher in-
come than others? How should a 
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universal basic income be funded? 
All of those questions are irrelevant, 
says the libertarian. The govern-
ment should never take money 
from some Americans and redis-
tribute it to other Americans.

Food stamps. How many hours a 
week should food stamp recipients 
be required to work? Should food 
stamp benefits be adjusted every 
year for inflation? What foods and 
beverages should not be eligible for 
purchase with food stamps? All of 
those questions are irrelevant, says 
the libertarian. The government 
should not take money from some 
Americans and use it to feed other 
Americans. All food aid should be 
private and voluntary.

All food aid should be private  
and voluntary.

Art subsidies. What should the 
budget of the National Endowment 
for the Arts (NEA) be? Should the 
NEA be allowed to fund porno-
graphic art? Should the NEA be al-
lowed to fund blasphemous art? All 
of those questions are irrelevant, 
says the libertarian. It is always im-
moral for the government to take 
resources from some Americans 
and redistribute them to organiza-
tions, even nonprofits, that they 
might subsidize certain people and 

events — no matter how good or 
noble the cause. Once the premise 
is accepted that the government 
should subsidize the arts, no rea-
sonable argument can be made 
against the government’s subsidiz-
ing any activity.

Family leave. Should family 
leave be paid or unpaid? Should 
part-time workers be eligible for 
family leave? How many weeks off 
should family-leave programs pro-
vide? All of those questions are ir-
relevant, says the libertarian. The 
government has no right to dictate 
the type and nature of fringe bene-
fits that employers provide their 
employees. Whether an employer 
offers family leave, whether it is 
paid or unpaid, and what the length 
of it is, is a matter to be settled by 
agreement between the employer 
and employee.

Anti-discrimination laws. Should 
sexual orientation and gender iden-
tity be added to anti-discrimination 
laws? Should employers be required 
to provide religious accommoda-
tions? Is there a right to service? All 
of these questions are irrelevant, 
says the libertarian. There should 
be no anti-discrimination laws in 
the first place. Anti-discrimination 
laws are an attack on freedom of as-
sociation, property rights, freedom 
of contract, and freedom of thought. 
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Since discrimination — against 
anyone, on any basis, and for any 
reason — is not aggression, force, 
or violence, the government should 
never prohibit it, seek to prevent it, 
or punish anyone for doing it.

Democrats and Republicans, 
liberals and conservatives, progres-
sives and populists, moderates and 
centrists, and even most of those 
who call themselves constitutional-
ists — they never have the right an-
swers because they never ask the 
right questions.

Laurence M. Vance is a columnist 
and policy advisor for The Future of 

Freedom Foundation, an associated 
scholar of the Ludwig von Mises In-
stitute, and a columnist, blogger, 
and book reviewer at LewRockwell 
.com. Send him email: lmvance 
@laurencemvance.com. Visit his 
website at: www.vancepublications 
.com. 

NEXT MONTH: 
“What Would a Free Society  

Actually Look Like?” 
by Laurence M. Vance

But what is needed for a satisfactory solution of 
the burning problem of international relations is 
neither a new office with more committees, secre-
taries, commissioners, reports, and regulations, 
nor a new body of armed executioners, but the rad-
ical overthrow of mentalities and domestic policies 
which must result in conflict.

— Ludwig von Mises
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F.A. Hayek on  
Individual Liberty
by Richard M. Ebeling

The rebirth of a belief in and 
an enthusiasm for socialism 
and government planning 

among a noticeable number of aca-
demics, intellectuals, young people, 
and elected officials raises many of 
the fundamental issues surround-
ing freedom and command, market 
competition and political control. 

Once more, a call is heard for 
doing away with free enterprise, 
this time in the name of a Green 
New Deal. The case is being made, 
again, that humankind must take 
the future of society into their own 
hands and remake it into forms and 
directions that are more rational 
and just than what results when 
“capitalism” runs unrestrained over 
the societal terrain in the pursuit of 
personal profit rather than goals ad-
vancing the common good and the 
general welfare.  

Social justice, it is said, requires 
doing away with the income in-
equalities that emerge from the free 
play of supply and demand, because 
free-market–based results are all 
meant to distribute the most wealth 
into the hands of a few at the expense 
of the many. The “purpose” of the 
capitalist system is to exploit work-
ers, minorities, and other victimized 
groups so the rich can be, well, rich. 

Changing rationales for government 
planning

The most frustrating elements in 
all this for the friend of freedom is 
how much of it has all been heard 
before, over and over again, during 
the last two hundred years. There is 
little in the latest versions of these 
statements that was not said in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

The only new aspect is the at-
tempt to couch demands on gov-
ernment control in an hysteria that 
insists that not implementing them 
means the end of life on Earth as we 
know it, because of human-caused 
pollution in the atmosphere. In the 
past, Marxists would declare that 
the workers of the world should 
unite because they had nothing to 
lose but their chains. Now the cry  
is for humanity to unite behind  
central planning because we face 
the danger of global warming. 
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There are a variety of funda-
mental assumptions in this new 
case for socialist planning, similar 
to those older appeals for govern-
ment control. Among them is the 
notion that society can be designed 
or remade in any shape desired, and 
with an outcome better than any-
thing resulting from leaving the so-
cial system on its own. Another  
assumption is that the distribution 
of income under a competitive 
market economy is inherently un-
just and unjustifiable, and that in-
come and wealth may be redistrib-
uted in a manner demonstrably 
shown to be ethically superior to 
that generated by the market itself. 
And one other assumption is that 
the best government is one that is 
generally unrestrained by constitu-
tional limits that would otherwise 
hinder those in power from fully 
expressing and implementing the 
will of the majority. 

Hayek became one of the leading 
critics to the emerging Keynesian 
Revolution in the 1930s and 1940s.

While progressives and the 
Green New Deal planners perhaps 
can be considered those most im-
plicitly consistent in holding such 
views in 21st-century America, 
most political movements and par-

ties in the United States, and indeed 
around the world, believe in varia-
tions on all three assumptions. The 
interventionist-welfare state, after 
all, is merely a halfway house on the 
way to a more thoroughly collectiv-
ist and planned society. And there 
are, alas, few who question or chal-
lenge all three assumptions in any 
country in the world. 

Hayek on the dangers from planning

But there have been voices that 
spoke out against that set of ideas, 
and did so in reasonable and in-
sightful ways. One of the most im-
portant was that of the Austrian 
economist and Nobel Laureate 
Friedrich A. Hayek (1899–1992). 
Hayek had early on made his inter-
national reputation as a leading 
monetary theorist who developed 
the Austrian theory of money and 
the business cycle, which had been 
first formulated by Ludwig von 
Mises. In that role, Hayek became 
one of the leading critics of the 
emerging Keynesian Revolution in 
the 1930s and 1940s. 

During the war years, Hayek’s 
interests increasingly turned to an-
swering the question, why was it 
that collectivism and totalitarian-
ism had been intellectually and po-
litically so successful in the first half 
of the 20th century, given the earlier 
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successes of free-market liberalism 
in the 19th century in ending mo-
narchical tyranny and fostering 
widening and rising material bet-
terment for growing numbers of 
people in Western societies?

The Road to Serfdom won Hayek 
popular recognition. 

Hayek’s explanation was offered 
in The Road to Serfdom (1944), a 
work that soon won him popular 
recognition and notoriety in the 
wider community of public opinion 
in both Europe and the United 
States. He offered an interpretation 
of how and why a civilized and ad-
vanced nation such as Germany 
could succumb to the demagoguery 
of Adolf Hitler and his National So-
cialist (Nazi) movement. Hayek’s 
warning was that there was nothing 
culturally or politically unique in 
the German people that made them 
susceptible to it. 

It was the attraction to the same 
collectivist and socialist ideas that 
were also increasingly common in 
countries such as Great Britain and 
the United States. The appeal and 
hold of those ideas on the German 
people were just a few decades 
ahead of their impact in other 
countries. And if any people did not 
wake up to their danger, economic 

control in a society can easily lead 
to political command over all as-
pects of life. 

Liberty and its institutions

In the 1950s, Hayek’s interest 
centered on the political and social 
ideas and ideals upon which a free 
society is based, and without which 
such a free society is not easily 
maintained in the long run. That in-
terest culminated in his grand 1960 
book, The Constitution of Liberty. 
Here Hayek inquired into the na-
ture and aspects of individual free-
dom, the meaning of the rule of law 
and the role of constitutions, and 
the rationales and limits to the wel-
fare state in a free society. 

Soon his mind turned to a new 
project that built on the arguments 
in The Constitution of Liberty but 
which, he believed, deepened and 
extended them in ways that recent-
ly published work had not. After 
working on the new book through 
the 1960s, he began to publish it in 
the 1970s in three separate volumes. 

Under the general title, Law, 
Legislation, and Liberty: A Restate-
ment of the Liberal Principles of  
Justice and Political Economy, they 
were: Volume 1: “Rules and Order” 
(1973); Volume 2: “The Mirage of 
Social Justice” (1976); and, Volume 
3: “The Political Order of a Free 
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People” (1979). This year, therefore, 
marks the 40th anniversary of the 
completion of Hayek’s last major 
contribution to the social, econom-
ic, and political philosophy of the 
free society.

Given the recent revival of the 
socialist idea, its seems appropriate 
to turn our attention to these vol-
umes to better understand the pre-
sumptions and pretenses in the lat-
est call for a return to government 
planning of human society. 

Not the result of human design

Central to much of Hayek’s 
thinking beginning in the 1930s — 
and especially “Rules and Order” 
— is his emphasis that many if not 
most of the social institutions that 
serve human purposes and im-
provement are not the creation of 
human intention and design. A lit-
tle reflection on the nature of lan-
guage, custom, tradition, rules of 
everyday ethics, etiquette, manners 
and mores, and the related rules of 
human interaction in various social 
settings, including those of com-
merce and enterprise, as well as as-
pects of the common law, all show 
that they are for the most part what 
the 18th-century Scottish philoso-
pher Adam Ferguson referred to as 
“the results of human action, but 
not of human design.” Almost all of 

them are the products of social evo-
lution through the interactions of 
multitudes of people over many 
generations as they have grappled 
with and stumbled upon ways of ef-
fectively and successfully associat-
ing with each other for mutual gain. 

Most social institutions are not 
the creation of human intention.

Most of us can recall being as-
signed to read some play by Wil-
liam Shakespeare when in high 
school or college and often found it 
difficult to follow the use of words 
and the turns of phrases the Bard 
used. Yet, only 400 years separate us 
from Shakespeare’s death in 1616. 
His use of the English language dif-
fers from ours and has changed in 
many ways, but none of it was 
planned, designed, or commanded 
by government edict or decree. Ev-
ery day in many little ways, all the 
users of English over those four 
centuries spoke words, wrote sen-
tences, modified some spellings, 
forgot or added some punctuation, 
or imbued phrases with different 
meanings that have cumulatively 
changed how the language is spo-
ken and how ideas are conveyed 
through it. 

Nor could anyone in 1616, or 
1716, or 1816, or 1916 have been 
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able to know or anticipate the chang-
es in English that have resulted in the 
language we speak and take for 
granted today. And none of us can 
have any real inkling of what chang-
es await the English language in, say, 
the 100 years to come.

No one can doubt that whether it 
is the language we speak or the cus-
toms and traditions we follow, or the 
manners, etiquette, or everyday eth-
ics we practice in our dealings with 
others, they all form parts of the es-
sential societal glue without which 
complex and continuous human as-
sociation would be nearly impossi-
ble. If their structures and changes in 
them had been dependent on a 
handful of minds that were guiding 
legislatures and bureaucracies on 
how and for what purposes they 
were used, society would be poorer 
in every imaginable way. 

Choice and the free society  

Central to Hayek’s argument on 
social institutions and their evolu-
tion is that only freedom allows all 
the minds of all the people in the 
world to participate in interactions 
from which each of us gains from 
what all the others can contribute to 
the global community of human-
kind, and within which each at-
tempts to better fulfill his own per-
sonal ends and purposes. 

Another element in the nature 
and structure of many social institu-
tions is that they have evolved as pro-
cedural rules in the context of which 
each of us can go about his own ends, 
while respecting the courses of ac-
tion chosen by others. An example of 
such procedural rules is the rules of 
the road. They specify at what speed 
a car may be driven, that drivers 
must stop for red lights at intersec-
tions, and that drivers must pull over 
when an emergency or police car is 
racing by with lights on and sirens 
blasting. But as long as the proce-
dural rules of the road are followed, 
everyone is free to go where he 
wants, when he wants, for any pur-
pose of his own choosing when be-
hind the wheel of his automobile.

None of us can have any real 
inkling of what changes await.

This contrasts, Hayek points 
out, with government regulations, 
controls, commands, and prohibi-
tions that dictate when people may 
act or interact, with whom, for what 
purposes, and under what terms 
and conditions. When that is done, 
not only are people limited in their 
liberty to what government tells 
them, their opportunities are also 
limited to what the planners and 
regulators can know or imagine as 
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possible and desirable. The actions 
of all of us are confined within what 
the limited minds of the planners 
and regulators can conceive. Hu-
man progress, as well as everyone’s 
liberty, is straitjacketed to the deci-
sions and knowledge of the few in 
political authority and power. 

The mirage of social justice

Socialists and interventionists 
frequently insist that among their 
ultimate goals in redesigning soci-
ety and its institutions is to establish 
“social justice.” This is said to be dif-
ferent from older or more tradition-
al notions of justice, in the sense of 
respecting another’s life, liberty, and 
private property, or abiding by and 
fulfilling contracts and agreements 
into which a person has voluntarily 
and freely entered.

Social justice, its proponents ar-
gue, calls for everyone’s receiving 
what he “justly” deserves or to 
which he has a distributive “right” 
or entitlement. But what are each 
person’s just desserts in society, oth-
er than what he may have earned in 
the free exchanges of an open and 
competitive market? 

In volume 2 of Law, Legislation, 
and Liberty, Hayek’s theme is the 
demonstration that social justice is a 
“mirage,” that is, something that 
when thought about from “afar” 

seems definite and clear but when 
looked at up close loses all reality and 
objective meaning. What is a “fair 
wage,” or a “reasonable” standard of 
living, or a “just reward” for services 
rendered, or the redistribution due 
to each for an equitable society? 

Progress is straitjacketed to the 
decisions of the few.

Hayek argues that there is no 
meaning to “social justice,” in the 
sense that society has been unfair, 
because society does not act and 
benefit or harm anyone. Society is 
merely the covering term for all the 
individual actions, interactions, and 
associative trades and exchanges in 
the marketplace made by and be-
tween individuals. Each earns in-
come from services rendered to oth-
ers according to his chosen role and 
participation in the social system of 
division of labor. 

When I do my shopping in the 
supermarket and take a box of 
breakfast cereal off one of the shelves 
and put it in my shopping cart, I  
do not ask who has participated in 
the processes of production of that 
box. Nor have I asked what each of 
those participants “really” deserves 
or what his personal merit and cir-
cumstances warrant in deciding 
what price to pay for the product.  
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In fact, it is impossible for any of us 
to do so. 

Markets or politics?

If government were to take on 
the role of ladler of deservedness 
and merit to each member of the so-
ciety, we would have to presume that 
the people in government know 
enough about each and every one of 
us in society to objectively and cor-
rectly distribute to each what he 
justly should have, no more and no 
less. Not only would it require a god-
like knowledge of all of humanity, it 
would also involve such a degree of 
totalitarian control and determina-
tion of every human being’s material 
and social fate that few of us would 
want to live under it, if we but re-
flected a moment on what its con-
sistent application would entail. 

In the free marketplace, I need 
neither the approval nor agreement 
of all my fellow human beings or 
the government about what I “real-
ly” deserve or should have. My life 
is my own, lived by me, as I consid-
er best, guided by the values and 
purposes I decide will give happi-
ness and meaning to my existence. 

Yes, how much I may earn, and 
therefore the standard and quality 
of my life, are dependent on what 
others consider the worth of what I 
can do for them in the marketplace 

in the pursuit of their own purpos-
es. But in that marketplace there are 
actual and potential opportunities 
for me to improve my talents, abili-
ties, and skills in ways that may en-
hance my value in the eyes of those 
others.

In the marketplace there are 
actual and potential opportunities. 

But once my “just rewards” are 
to be determined by those in politi-
cal power, it is far more outside of 
and beyond my control or influ-
ence. In the free marketplace, I am 
free to try to find avenues on my 
own through which I can improve 
my income-earning abilities. But 
once rewards are politicized under 
a regime of redistributive “social 
justice,” it is out of my hands, with 
my only avenue being participation 
in political pressure groups at-
tempting to get government to give 
more to the social group to which I 
have been assigned on the basis of 
class, race, gender, or sexual orien-
tation. My individual fate is tied to 
that of a collective, my membership 
in which will most likely have been 
imposed on me by others, whether 
I’ve wanted it or not.

For that reason, Hayek says at 
one point, 
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The near-universal acceptance 
of a belief does not prove that 
it is valid or even meaningful 
any more than the general be-
lief in witches or ghosts proved 
the validity of these con-
cepts.... I believe that social 
justice will ultimately be rec-
ognized as a will-o’-the wisp 
which has lured men to aban-
don many of the values which 
in the past have inspired the 
development of civilization....

Like most attempts to pur-
sue an unattainable goal, the 
striving for it [social justice] 
will also produce highly unde-
sirable consequences, and in 
particular lead to the destruc-
tion of the indispensable envi-
ronment in which the tradi-
tional values alone can flourish, 
namely personal freedom.

Liberty requires limited government

In “The Political Order of a Free 
Society,” Hayek warns that a free so-
ciety is also endangered by the at-
tempt to have a purer and more unre-
strained system of political democracy. 
Democracy is an enemy of liberty 
when it is not appreciated that many 
of the historical freedoms that 
emerged along with the democratic 
ideal — freedom of speech and the 
press, freedom of association, free-

dom of religion, wide ranges of per-
sonal freedom of choice — can be 
secured only when majorities are 
limited in what they decide. That in-
cludes their economic liberty. 

Majorities can be as intolerant 
and tyrannical as the worst absolute 
monarchs of the past, if not even 
more so. What has failed, in Hayek’s 
view, has not been the idea of de-
mocracy as such, but the particular 
form of democracy that developed 
over the last 200 years, under which 
fewer and fewer corners of individ-
ual life are safe from what coalitions 
of special-interest groups can im-
pose on the rest of society. 

Majorities can be as intolerant 
and tyrannical as the worst 

absolute monarchs of the past.

Hayek hoped that there could 
be found forms of “free govern-
ment,” under which those who are 
ruled may “democratically” select 
those holding political office, but 
which at the same time leaves the 
individual citizen free in most mat-
ters to live his own life as he sees 
best in free association with others. 

A thoroughgoing classical liberal 
or libertarian, will, no doubt, find a 
noticeable number of inconsisten-
cies and even contradictions in 
Hayek’s arguments concerning the 
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role and limits of government in so-
ciety. But that in no way detracts, in 
my view, from the underlying and 
essential insights that Hayek devel-
oped on the importance of freedom 
and the nature of a free society.

The spirit of all that Hayek ar-
gues in Law, Legislation, and Liberty 
is captured in the following passage 
in volume 1 devoted to a discussion 
of principles and expediency:

A successful defense of free-
dom must therefore be dog-
matic and make no conces-
sions to expediency, even 
where it is not possible to show 
that, besides the known bene-
ficial effects, some particular 
harmful result would also fol-
low from its infringement. 

Freedom will prevail only 
if it is accepted as a general 
principle whose application to 
particular instances requires 
no justification. It is thus a 
misunderstanding to blame 
classical liberalism for having 
been too doctrinaire. Its defect 
was not that it adhered too 
stubbornly to principles, but 
rather that it lacked principles 
sufficiently definite to provide 
clear guidance.... 

People will not refrain from 
those restrictions on individual 
liberty that appear to them the 
simplest and most direct rem-
edy of a recognized evil, if there 
does not prevail a strong belief 
in definite principles.

At a time when freedom is once 
more directly under attack by those 
who wish to return to the failed sys-
tem of government centralized plan-
ning, renewing our understanding 
of and appreciation for Friedrich A. 
Hayek’s contributions can only 
strengthen our arguments for a so-
ciety of liberty. 
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Free Enterprise Leadership at The 
Citadel. He was professor of Econom-
ics at Northwood University and at 
Hillsdale College and president of 
The Foundation for Economic Edu-
cation, and served as vice president of 
academic affairs for FFF.

NEXT MONTH: 
“Adam Gurowski:  

Polish Champion of  
American Liberty” 

by Richard M. Ebeling



Future of Freedom	 35	 May 2019

Afghanistan Exit: 
Swift, Responsible 
Disengagement,  
Part 2
by Daniel A. Sjursen

Since the supposed end of the 
American combat mission in 
Afghanistan in 2014, the pri-

mary mission of U.S. military forces 
has been to train, support, and bol-
ster the ANDSF (Afghan National 
Defense and Security Forces) in or-
der to ensure their long-term suc-
cess and ability to secure the coun-
try. This effort is at least sixteen 
years old, but the outcomes have 
been disappointing. The negative 
metrics are simply overwhelming. 
At present, the following conditions 
prevail in the ANDSF:

•  There are high rates of ab-
senteeism and 35 percent of the 
force is not reenlisting each year.

•  Widespread illiteracy re-
mains rampant.

•  Inconsistent leadership per-
vades and so does a “deficit of logis-
tical capabilities.”

•  Senior U.S. commanders 
have admitted that casualty rates 
within the ANDSF are “unsustaina-
ble” — numbering 5,500 fatalities in 
2015, 6,700 in 2016, and estimates 
(the number is newly classified) of 
“about 10,000” in 2017. The 2018 
estimates run even higher.

•  Between casualties and de-
sertions, the Special Inspector Gen-
eral for Afghanistan Reconstruc-
tion (SIGAR) estimated an overall 
10 percent attrition rate for the 
ANDSF in 2017. 

•  The U.S. Congress has ap-
propriated about $72.8 billion to 
this failing force since 2002, with 75 
percent of the estimated annual 
ANDSF budget of $5 billion coming 
from the United States (the rest pro-
vided by America’s international al-
lies, mostly NATO). 

•  Credible allegations of child 
sexual abuse and other human rights 
abuses perpetrated by ANDSF per-
sonnel continue to be reported.

•  The Afghan National Army 
(ANA) component of the ANDSF is 
more than 30,000 troops under its 
authorized size and actually down 
8,000 personnel since May 2017.
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•  The Afghan Air Force (AAF) 
component of the ANDSF faces 
“equipment, maintenance, and lo-
gistical difficulties,” and has only 104 
total rotary and fixed-wing aircraft 
— a completely insufficient number 
to provide tactical air support na-
tionwide — and comparable to just 
the number of rotary aircraft in a 
single U.S. Army Aviation Brigade.

NATO provides limited support to 
the U.S. mission but the American 
military still contributes the vast 

majority of troops. 

•  The Afghan National Police 
(ANP) component of the ANDSF 
(not strictly police in the Ameri-
can sense of the word, but rather a 
well-armed paramilitary army) has 
even higher attrition and desertion 
rates. Two percent of policemen 
desert each month and overall attri-
tion stands at about 25 percent an-
nually. 

The candid assessments of sev-
eral U.S. military commanders and 
advisors are correct — none of the 
above metrics is sustainable. In 
spite of optimistic and sanitized as-
sertions from top policymakers, the 
ANDSF appears on the verge of a 
veritable breaking point. Seventeen 
years of American military train-

ing, support, and mentoring have, 
ultimately, been unable to avoid this 
outcome.

U.S. and NATO troops levels and mis-
sions

U.S. troop levels in Afghanistan 
have fluctuated for nearly two dec-
ades, reaching a high of 100,000 in 
2011 — when the author served in 
Kandahar Province — and standing 
today at about 14,500. Nevertheless, 
this sustained commitment and sac-
rifice (to the tune of 2,419 dead as of 
mid January 2019) has not meaning-
fully staunched the tide of Taliban 
gains. The question at hand is this: 
what can about 15,000 U.S. troops 
accomplish in 2019 that 100,000 
could not achieve in 2010-11?

NATO provides limited support 
to the U.S. mission but the American 
military still contributes the vast ma-
jority of troops. While NATO lead-
ers have publicly committed to sup-
port the mission through 2020, it is 
unclear what will occur if or when 
NATO countries lose interest or pa-
tience with the two-decade war. Fur-
thermore, it is clear that the ANDSF 
is still highly reliant on the logistical 
support, air cover, and special-forces 
raids of U.S. and NATO troops. 
That, too, is unsustainable.

Much of the current U.S. mis-
sion — in addition to training and 
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advising the ANDSF — is dedicated 
to combatting the relatively new Is-
lamic State affiliate in Afghanistan 
— the Islamic State Khorasan Prov-
ince (ISKP). That said, ISKP is 
mostly limited to a few districts in 
the country’s east and has, accord-
ing to U.S. military estimates, been 
attritted from 1,300 fighters in Sep-
tember 2016, to 700 in April 2017, 
with the pressure only increasing. 
Furthermore, ISKP is as much a 
branding slogan as a genuine ISIS 
identity and, at times, ISKP and the 
Taliban have clashed over territorial 
or political control. That presents 
an opportunity to divide the two 
groups with little effort or commit-
ment and demonstrates the emi-
nently containable nature of the 
Afghan ISKP threat.

President Trump’s instincts to 
withdraw from the country are 
commendable and he ought to fol-
low them. His “new” compromise 
strategy, which defined his first two 
years in office, on the other hand, 
represented little more than a paltry 
synthesis of old Obama- and Bush-
era thinking on the intractable 
problem set in Afghanistan.

Unsustainable: Economics and corrup- 
tion in Afghanistan

Decades of brutal warfare have 
“stunted the development of do-

mestic industries,” including the vi-
tal mining sector. Afghanistan’s 
GDP (according to 2015 estimates) 
tops out at only $62.62 billion. For-
eign aid accounts for more than 95 
percent of the national GDP. Fur-
thermore, annual Afghan govern-
ment revenues amount to only $2 
billion, despite the country’s having 
a $7.3 billion annual budget (the re-
mainder is picked up primarily by 
the U.S. taxpayers and other foreign 
partners). Afghan revenue mostly 
comes from taxation, but that is 
also tied to the security crisis, as 
enemy-held districts are difficult to 
effectively tax, even with the new 
computerized system. Afghanistan’s 
government is also stagnant. De-
spite initial annual GDP gains of 
about 7 percent per year from 2003 
to 2013, growth has dropped to 
about 1 and 2 percent from 2014 to 
2017.

Trump’s instincts to  
withdraw from the country are 
commendable and he ought to 

follow them.

The costs to the United States to 
maintain this unsustainable eco-
nomic status quo have been im-
mense. Congress has appropriated 
more than $126 billion in aid to Af-
ghanistan’s government (62 percent 



Afghanistan Exit: Swift, Responsible Disengagement

Future of Freedom	 38	 May 2019

for security, 38 percent for develop-
ment) since 2001 — and that doesn’t 
count U.S. military operational ex-
penses, which run to at least $752 
billion over the last seventeen years. 
Furthermore, despite recent im-
provements, corruption runs ram-
pant in Afghan government indus-
tries. Owing to concerns about 
fraud, waste, and abuse (including 
losing billions), the FY2008 defense 
authorization bill mandated the es-
tablishment of a Special Inspector 
General for Afghanistan Recon-
struction (SIGAR), which has 
churned out one pessimistic report 
after another ever since.

Afghanistan was broken when the 
United States arrived; it will, 

undoubtedly, remain at war when 
America departs.

The economic bottom line is as 
simple as it is stark: The Afghan 
GDP is largely based on foreign aid; 
and domestic revenue is insufficient 
even to fund the security sector 
(which runs at $5 billion annually 
against $2 billion of domestic reve-
nue). That is an unsustainable for-
mula for perpetual U.S. involve-
ment in the conflict. Afghanistan’s 
government (and economic sector) 
has an incentive to maintain the 
status quo in order to ensure con-

tinued U.S. funding and thereby 
propping up the economy; that also 
fuels and feeds ongoing problems 
with corruption.

Come home 

The prudent course for the 
United States is to swiftly and total-
ly disentangle from the Afghan 
maelstrom and immediately bring 
all U.S. troops home. Afghanistan 
has been at war, persistently, for 39 
years. In 2001, the United States en-
tered a nation already long at war 
and the U.S. portion of the mission 
has covered only 17 of those 39 
years of Afghan conflict. Afghani-
stan was broken when the United 
States arrived; it will, undoubtedly, 
remain at war when America de-
parts — whether that is now or in a 
generation.

The United States, which has al-
ready spent nearly a trillion dollars 
and 2,500 lives in this land-locked 
backwater, should pivot instead to 
homeland defense from any actual 
existential threats to American se-
curity. Here it is vital to remember 
that contemporary transnational 
terror does not require the safe ha-
ven of the ungoverned caves and 
valleys of Afghanistan — even 9/11 
was largely planned from Germany 
and within the United States itself. 
Finally, the opportunity costs and 
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tradeoffs inherent in the expendi-
ture of $1 trillion in a losing and 
futile war must be understood. Re-
sources are limited.

Countering critiques

Undoubtedly, some readers will 
counter with certain common, if 
worn out, counterarguments. Each 
is rather easily refuted:

•  If the United States leaves, 
the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and the Is-
lamic State will enjoy a “safe haven” 
from which to plan the “next” 
9/11-style attack on the United 
States. At this point, the safe-haven 
myth belies reality. Transnational 
terror groups populate portions of 
countries from Niger to Pakistan, 
yet the United States has neither the 
capacity nor intent to indefinitely 
occupy them all with military forc-
es. Indeed, Afghanistan has fewer 
al-Qaeda and ISIS fighters than sev-
eral other countries in the Greater 
Middle East.

•  If the withdrawal of Ameri-
can troops hasn’t brought stability, 
perhaps a greater infusion of troops 
and counterinsurgency saturation 
will bring victory. Beyond the ques-
tionable definition of what exactly 
would constitute victory, the Unit-
ed States possesses neither the re-
sources nor the national will to 

militarily pacify Afghanistan. How 
many troops would it take? That is a 
difficult question, but it’s possible to 
estimate. In 2003, Army Chief of 
Staff General Eric Shinseki estimat-
ed — correctly — that it would take 
“several hundred thousand troops” 
to occupy and stabilize Iraq — far 
more than the Bush administration 
(incorrectly, as became obvious) ar-
gued were necessary. If one defines 
“several hundred thousand” as 
500,000 troops, takes into account 
that Iraq is about two-thirds the 
size of Afghanistan, and that the 
Afghan terrain is far more moun-
tainous and imposing, an estimate 
of 750,000 troops on the ground is 
not inconceivable. Considering that 
the entire U.S. Army numbers few-
er than 500,000 soldiers, it becomes 
obvious that the United States lacks 
the necessary resources to achieve 
“victory.”

The chaos and insecurity are 
already worsening even with U.S. 

troops still on the ground.

•  Still, won’t there be chaos in 
the wake of American withdrawal? 
Yes! There will, but that is inevitable 
no matter when the U.S. military 
departs. First off, the chaos and in-
security are already worsening even 
with U.S. troops still on the ground. 
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Indeed, the outcome in Afghani-
stan will very likely be ugly, but 
matters in this troubled country 
have long been ugly. The likely real-
ity is that an Afghan equilibrium 
will eventually be reached. That 
may mean a new national partition 
along ethnic and geographic lines, 
with a Taliban-influenced south 
and a Northern Alliance-like feder-
al government in Kabul and in the 
country’s north. The question is 
what, exactly, the U.S. military can 
do — short of perpetual occupation 
— to reverse that likely outcome? 

Disentangle from Afghanistan

There is no military solution to 
the Afghan War. An Afghan settle-
ment to the ongoing Afghan con-
flict will be ugly, but that is an in-
evitable, irreversible reality the 
United States must accept and im-
mediately end its costly and futile, 
indefinite intervention.

The “melancholy fact,” accord-
ing to long-time regional specialist 
Ahmed Rashid, “is that the Ameri-

can public is not much engaged 
with what happens in Afghanistan, 
either way.” That, in itself, is a per-
suasive argument for military disen-
gagement. The American people 
may, in fact, be way ahead of Wash-
ington policymakers in realizing the 
futility of continued U.S. engage-
ment. When announcing his “new” 
strategy in August 2017, Trump 
candidly admitted that his “original 
instinct” was to pull out of Afghani-
stan. He, and the American people, 
were correct — and he should fol-
low those sound instincts. 
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