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    Advance Praise for Elizabeth Warren


    “The choices in the 2020 election couldn’t be more stark: Socialism or Capitalism. A buoyant, opportunity-rich economy. Or economic stagnation and evermore social strife. This well-written, lucid, always-interesting book convincingly makes the case for freedom over tyranny. Essential reading!”


    —Steve Forbes, Chairman & Editor-in-Chief, Forbes Media


    “What a great political and economic anomaly: The populist Left, championed by Elizabeth Warren, is determined to vanquish wealth—the thing most essential to the investment, productivity, and growth desperately needed to underwrite the evermore ambitious progressive agenda. Here, David Bahnsen, a brilliant financial analyst with a keen political eye, provides the antidote to Senator Warren’s nostrums, and a Hazlitt-esque Capital in One Lesson for the rest of us.”


    —Andrew C. McCarthy, National Review, New York Times Bestselling Author


    “Hot off his brilliant book, Crisis of Responsibility, David Bahnsen turns his keen eye on the crisis that is Elizabeth Warren and her ‘plans’ to dismantle the free market system. It’s a must read for those who want to know what might be in store for America under a Warren presidency. Warren is a peculiar mix of progressive passions and pathologies: the populist technocrat. Rather than a pitchfork, she wields her ‘plans,’ which have less to do with actual public policy and more to do with making her agenda sound less than radical than it really is. David does a masterful job of pulling back the curtain and exposing Warren’s plans for what they really are.”


    —Jonah Goldberg, Asness Chair in Applied Liberty,

    American Enterprise Institute


    “David Bahnsen combines a cool-eyed sensibility with blessedly jargon-free prose to build an impregnable case against Elizabeth Warren. This is an impressive polemic.”


    —John Podhoretz, Editor-in-Chief, Commentary


    “In this engaging and incisive book, David Bahnsen lays bare the damage an Elizabeth Warren presidency would do to this country. David clearly details how every one of Warren’s favored policies—from Medicare for All to the Green New Deal and beyond—would bury the middle class in taxes and red tape. This book is a must-read for anyone interested in politics and policy—and adroitly explains what’s at stake in the 2020 presidential election.”


    —Sally C. Pipes, CEO, Pacific Research Institute


    “If Elizabeth Warren has a ‘plan for everything,’ then David Bahnsen has the response. David’s book is a thorough, fair-minded, and comprehensive rebuttal to Warren’s ideological project. It’s a serious response to serious proposals, and it’s a vital read for every American who’s engaged in the battle of ideas.”


    —David French, Senior Editor, The Dispatch


    “With her relentless insistence that she has a ‘plan’ for all aspects of American life, Elizabeth Warren has become the poster-child of the Democratic Party’s dramatic leftward rush. In this timely book, David Bahnsen dismantles Warren’s fanatical agenda brick by brick, revealing it to be ignorant, dangerous, innumerate and, ultimately, immoral.”


    —Charles Cooke, Editor, NationalReview.com


    “With cool precision and careful documentation, David Bahnsen makes intellectual mincemeat of Elizabeth Warren’s economically illiterate zero-sum thinking and her class-warfare politics. From wealth taxes to energy policy, Warren has shown herself to be more interested in punishment than in progress—even if that means making middle-class and low-income Americans worse off in the process. Bahnsen runs the numbers, walks the reader through the relevant economics and policy questions, and leaves no room for doubt about what exactly it is that Elizabeth Warren is and what she represents.”


    —Kevin D. Williamson, Roving Correspondent, National Review


    “Elizabeth Warren isn’t merely a candidate for president; she stands for a progressive worldview with a long pedigree and, unfortunately, an influential future. In this important book, David Bahnsen makes a withering critique of Warren’s agenda and her premises that is all the more devastating for its factual nature and reasoned tone. Cogent, well-informed, and persuasive, Bahnsen’s book is a guide to how to think about the debate over the future of our country.”


    —Rich Lowry, Editor, National Review
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    For my son, Mitchell,


    whose own intellectual journey is discovering, and will surely


    continue to discover, the dangers of leftist progressivism.


    And whose life and legacy I pray will be defined by


    achievement, productivity, and aspiration—


    not envy, resentment, and blame.


    There is a good life to be had, son.


    And no substitute for God will ever suffice.
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    FOREWORD



    by Sally C. Pipes


    Is the next Democratic president a former Republican? Elizabeth Warren and her band of supporters hope so.


    The senior senator from Massachusetts did not join the Democratic Party until 1996, at the age of forty-seven. She’s made up for lost time, by serving as a vanguard for progressive and populist causes since her conversion.


    Elizabeth Warren’s march leftward has culminated with her presidential campaign. She’s captivated many Democrats as the candidate with a plan for everything. Those plans represent the most serious threat to free markets, individual liberty, and the American Dream in decades.


    In this engaging and incisive book, David Bahnsen lays bare the huge costs an Elizabeth Warren presidency would inflict on the United States.


    Every one of her favored policies—from Medicare for All and the Green New Deal to her planned war on the financial industry and her antipathy to school choice—would undermine the interests of the middle-class Americans she’s vowed to protect.


    Take Warren’s approach to health care reform. She proposes to nationalize the provision of health benefits in this country. She’d outlaw private health insurance and force employers to redirect the money they were spending on health benefits to the federal Treasury. She’d raise taxes by trillions of dollars. She’d slash payments to hospitals and doctors—even as she invited unlimited demand for care from patients by making it free at the point of service.


    The result, as Bahnsen adroitly explains, would be long waits for poor care, at great monetary and human cost.


    The story is much the same for every other public policy issue. Warren envisions an all-powerful central government banning things that don’t line up with the far-left consensus, extracting ever-greater sums from Americans’ pockets, and lavishing state subsidies on favored constituencies.


    But she can’t repeal the laws of economics. As Bahnsen ably argues, Warren’s agenda would destroy millions of US jobs, reduce household earnings, and cripple high-growth industries. None of those outcomes is good news for the American middle class.


    This book is more than just a repudiation of Elizabeth Warren’s policy platform. Bahnsen offers an important warning about the dangers of the progressive approach to governance, which is antithetical to America’s longstanding belief that market principles and individual liberty are the best means of securing prosperity.


    That warning can’t come at a better time, as American voters prepare for a momentous election in 2020.


    


    Sally C. Pipes


    President, CEO, and Thomas W. Smith Fellow

    in Health Care Policy


    Pacific Research Institute

  


  
    INTRODUCTION



    “There are people who are ready for big, structural change in this country.They’re ready for change, and I got a plan for that.”


    —Elizabeth Warren


    Senator Elizabeth Warren of Massachusetts may or may not be the Democratic nominee for president in 2020. I am not writing this book because of a particular political forecast about Warren. I am writing this book because her platform—both in its parts and in sum—represents a dangerous affront to the American Dream.


    There is a risk, of course, in writing a political book during an election season, especially one about a particular candidate. Even an op-ed about a candidate can become obsolete within a few days, let alone a few months. Candidates surge and collapse in the polls; those who many believe are front-runners can easily become forgotten, and those who are thought of as fringe or long shots can become front-runners (or in the case of one particular Manhattan real-estate developer/reality-TV star, the president of the United States). Few books were written in the fall of 2015 about Donald Trump’s candidacy, for few people then took it seriously. My friend Hugh Hewitt wrote A Mormon in the White House in February of 2007 in anticipation of a surging Mitt Romney candidacy. Romney would come in third place for the nomination. I remember donating money in early 2008 to David Bossie’s landmark documentary Hillary: The Movie. A few months later, a junior senator from Illinois with almost no national name recognition had defeated her for the Democratic nomination. As Jeb Bush learned in 2016, Romney in 2008, Clinton in 2008, Howard Dean in 2004, John McCain in 2000, and Gary Hart in 1988, “front-runner” status is elusive: such is the reality of American presidential politics—tides shift, sometimes quickly and often unexpectedly.


    I should point out about the Hillary movie that while it may seem to have been an exercise in futility, it actually changed history in profound ways. For Hillary: The Movie was the subject of the landmark Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission Supreme Court case, which solidified American free-speech rights embedded in campaign-finance laws. The movie’s initial purpose became obsolete, but a greater purpose surfaced that could never have been anticipated.


    So my purpose in writing this book is not to make a prediction about Elizabeth Warren’s chances in the Democratic primary, let alone in the general election. It would not surprise me, though, if by the time you are reading this she is on her way to being crowned the nominee. My own take at press time is that this is likely. As I write, the field has begun to narrow. Some fringe candidates with virtually no support such as Bill de Blasio, Kirsten Gillibrand, John Hickenlooper, Jay Inslee, Eric Swalwell, and Beto O’Rourke have dropped out. Many others hover around the 1 percent mark in polling. Certainly by the time you are reading this a significant thinning of the herd will have taken place. The field of serious contenders has already begun to narrow, and, at press time, Senator Warren has managed to rise to the top.


    Should she prevail in the Democratic primary, I also believe she is a viable candidate in the general election. President Trump is not to be taken lightly, as Hillary Clinton and countless political pundits learned in 2016, but he is by no means a sure thing. He will be entering the race with what are right now the lowest approval ratings, and highest disapproval ratings, of any president facing reelection in modern history1 (at times during Jimmy Carter’s unsuccessful campaign for reelection, his disapproval rating dipped below where Donald Trump’s is now). The significant losses the Republican Party took in the congressional midterms of 2018 suggested a national backlash against the drama of the Trump presidency. And yet recent history is full of incumbent presidents winning reelection after sustaining equal or even worse midterm losses (e.g., Obama, Clinton, Reagan). The unconventional nature of Trump’s presidency makes political handicapping particularly difficult. No objective observer can deny that he is loved by his base in a way rarely seen in American history—and loathed by his resistance with an equal passion. The intensity of voters’ feelings about him could turn out to be either an advantage or a disadvantage for his reelection prospects. The same is true of the legal drama surrounding impeachment, and of the state of the economy. The polling will be difficult to interpret, unless its results are far outside the margin of error, because (a) turnout models are nearly impossible to project with this president, and (b) unfavorable results that are within the margin of error will be seen by his supporters as unreliable given the outcome in 2016.


    I believe Elizabeth Warren has a good chance of becoming president not because I believe that Donald Trump is bound to lose; I believe she has a good chance of becoming president because I haven’t the foggiest idea what will happen with Trump’s candidacy. I think a nation that views the House’s impeachment efforts as overreach, combined with a robust economy, would give President Trump a strong advantage in his reelection effort. On the other hand, should enough people decide the House’s investigation is the president’s own fault, and should the economy turn south over the continued uncertainty surrounding the trade war, it could very easily create a headwind for President Trump that’s too tough to overcome.


    But this book is about Elizabeth Warren, not Donald Trump, and one of the reasons I believe in her electability (against my own personal wishes) is because of the success Trump had with a populist message that appeals to the angst of voters. Trump’s message in 2016 was different from Warren’s message now, and his personality and charisma are categorically different from hers, but both campaigns share this one thing in common: they appeal to the grievances of a disgruntled portion of the population. As I wrote in my 2018 book, Crisis of Responsibility: Our Cultural Addiction to Blame and How You Can Cure It, our society is not divided between those who wish to take moral and economic control of their own destinies and those who don’t. Our society is divided between those who believe Bogeyman A is to blame for their woes vs. those who believe it is Bogeyman B. One might say that Bogeyman A in this case is China or free trade or technological advancements or the media or the government. And one might say that Bogeyman B is corporate America or Silicon Valley or Wall Street or income inequality. But the two sets of grievances have far more in common than they do differences.


    Elizabeth Warren is fighting to be the populist standard-bearer of 2020, with her bogeymen found in that latter camp of characters: banks, big business, big tech, insurance companies, and all sorts of class enemies that many voters intuitively fear or hate. I view her message as potentially sellable for two reasons: populist rage is all the rage these days, and she is a more effective spokesperson for the cause than other leftist populists have proven to be in recent times.


    And there is another reason to believe Warren is a viable candidate: an arrogant and dangerous complacency from those on the right who believe she is not viable. Ask Hillary Clinton and her supporters whether they regret laughing off the likelihood of a Trump presidency. While you’re at it, ask Jeb Bush, Ted Cruz, and Marco Rubio. I know I’ve learned a thing or two about not taking seriously what seems to be a politically outlandish possibility! I have encountered far too many conservatives in recent days who have said some version of, “If the Democrats nominate Elizabeth Warren, Trump is set! She is far too extreme to be elected.”


    It is that attitude among her opponents that I believe is Warren’s biggest advantage. In politics, an inability or unwillingness to take one’s opponent seriously can be fatal. There are two major drivers of this errant thinking from those on the right:


    1. A misunderstanding of the 2016 election results


    2. An overestimation of how voters are turned off by “extremism”


    We will tackle these points in turn.


    In 2016, President Trump shocked the world with his successful candidacy. One would think that after the entire field of GOP candidates had misread the national mood, the Democratic Party and Hillary Clinton’s campaign team would not have made the same mistake. The unprecedented and unlikely success of the Trump campaign made traditional analysis impossible. He appealed to a large segment of the evangelical population despite being a thrice-married vulgarian. He appealed to blue-collar rust-belt voters despite being a billionaire from Fifth Avenue. The Trump campaign was unorthodox, unconventional, unorganized, and not particularly well funded. But it created a movement, tapped into an aggrieved populace, and, most importantly, faced an opponent perceived by the American people as entitled and unlikable.


    Without a Hillary Clinton email scandal or a Clinton Foundation scandal, would enough votes have gone a different way to change the results of the 2016 election? It seems highly likely. President Trump won the electoral college by a wide margin (304–227), despite losing the popular vote by almost 3 million votes (65.85 million to 62.98 million). The 20 electoral votes of Pennsylvania, 16 of Michigan, and 10 of Wisconsin were key. Had President Trump lost all three of those states, he would have come up just short of the 270 electoral votes needed, despite winning Ohio and Florida (having lost Nevada, Colorado, and New Hampshire). It is appropriate in accounting for Trump’s win to focus on his stunning success in Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, and Michigan because those three states had proven elusive for Republicans in recent elections, and it was their rust-belt demographic of working-class whites that delivered his victory.


    Nothing can take away from the campaign success the Trump team achieved. But unpacking the data just a little helps expose why overconfidence going into 2020 is ill-advised.


    With just over 6 million votes cast in Pennsylvania, Trump won by a margin of 44,000 votes. Had 23,000 Trump voters gone for Clinton instead, 20 electoral votes would have gone the other way.


    With 4.8 million votes cast in Michigan, Trump won by a margin of 10,700 votes. Had 5,500 Trump voters gone for Clinton, 16 electoral votes would have gone the other way.


    With just shy of 3 million votes cast in Wisconsin, President Trump won by a margin of 23,000 votes. Had 12,000 Trump voters gone for Clinton, 10 electoral votes would have gone the other way.


    I am not minimizing President Trump’s success in these states. You only need to win by one vote, and he secured more votes than his opponent, period. He won these three states despite the inability of Mitt Romney, John McCain, and even a successful George W. Bush to do so. It was a historic victory, and he and his campaign team deserve all the accolades in the world for it. (More importantly, President Trump deserved the presidency, quite literally, because of these wins.)


    But it would be political malpractice to fail to note his razor-thin margins of victory, with 70,000 votes in three states making the difference in the election. An ever-so-slight increase in Democratic turnout, a shifting of independent-voter demographics, or even a bad traffic jam, could theoretically have changed the results in these key battleground states.


    And on the margins, we know that the lackluster turnout generated by Hillary Clinton’s candidacy played a role in getting Donald Trump elected. Eleven percent of African Americans who voted for President Obama in 2012 did not vote in 2016. Over 4 million total Obama voters stayed home in 2016.2 It is impossible to analyze the 2016 election without noting the lack of enthusiasm that existed for Hillary Clinton among both black and white voters in the aforementioned key states.


    A lot of factors will affect the 2020 election results, and many of them may very well favor the incumbent. A positive resolution of the trade war with China could be a significant asset for the president. The record low unemployment could hold, and a strong stock market could be sustained, adding to the case for President Trump. But no one can deny that the president’s use of Twitter, his temperament, and his unique style and tone together constitute a wild card issue for many voters, particularly political independents and suburban married women.


    Elizabeth Warren, should she become the candidate of the Democratic Party in 2020, would not have an easy ride to the White House, but she would not be facing an unbeatable opponent either.


    And this brings me to the second issue in combating Republican complacence: the idea that the country just could not possibly embrace the extremism of a candidate Warren. This mistaken notion is a case of confusing the prescriptive with the descriptive—what we hope for versus what is.


    I cannot know, of course, that voters will opt for Elizabeth Warren’s radical agenda. I can only say that it is a dubious proposition that they could not possibly do so. It was one of Senator Warren’s primary rivals who first demonstrated how susceptible the country is to economic radicalism: Senator Bernie Sanders in his standoff against Hillary Clinton in 2016 had relative success. Now, he lost that primary, and I am not sure that the evidence is as convincing as some claim that he was deeply mistreated by the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and Clinton’s team in that process. (Yes, the super-delegate system stacked the odds in Hillary’s favor, and, yes, the DNC functioned like a quasi-arm of Team Hillary throughout the primary. But the math of the “regular delegate” count still favored Hillary, and her team’s strategy was driven by their advantage with super delegates. New rules would have meant a new strategy. All of which is to say that it is impossible to assert that Sanders would have defeated Clinton with different rules and treatment.) But what we do know is that a man who honeymooned in Soviet Moscow, because he loved what the USSR represented, who was a self-proclaimed socialist, won twenty-three of the forty-seven primary states, won 1,865 delegate votes out of 4,600 cast, and, most shockingly, won 13.2 million primary votes vs. 16.9 million for Hillary Clinton. In other words, a seventy-six-year-old socialist from a state with 620,000 people took the most well-financed, high-name-recognition candidate in American history to the brink of a real primary contest.


    This was not done by the sheer force of his personality or good looks. This was a reflection of an appetite on the part of voters for a dangerous, reckless radicalism in economic policy and political worldview.


    Elizabeth Warren is no Bernie Sanders. She hasn’t ever formally adopted, let alone gleefully embraced, the “socialist” label, so she can more plausibly counter charges of radicalism. She comes from middle-class parents and was raised as a Methodist Christian in a midwestern state. She had the kind of economic hardship in her childhood that makes for a compelling stump speech (a father who was a salesman at Montgomery Ward; financial troubles resulting from medical bills caused by his premature heart attack; Elizabeth working at a young age to help the family make ends meet, and so on—it is a lot more compelling than “my dad was a mailman”). She graduated from the University of Houston before attending Rutgers Law School and eventually spending a career in academia (doing stints at the University of Houston, the University of Texas, and the University of Michigan, before ending up as a tenured professor at the University of Pennsylvania and then ultimately Harvard Law School).


    In reporting the more presentable side of Elizabeth Warren’s biography, I do not mean to suggest that she does not have the liability of her grotesque deception concerning her supposed Indian-American heritage. It is a problem, and it ought to be a problem. If I don’t dwell on the “fauxcahontas” scandal, it is only because I want to show that Warren can be disqualified for the presidency solely on the basis of her ideology. Others have made, and will continue to make, the case for her personal shortcomings. I am skeptical that that issue would ultimately prove to be decisive for independent voters in the general election. I am certain, though, that her policy agenda of Medicare for All, an executive order banning natural-gas exploration, free public university tuition and fees, comprehensive student-loan forgiveness, a confiscatory wealth tax, a suffocating tax on investment and capital growth, and the governmental takeover of Silicon Valley all form a perfectly valid basis for the American electorate to reject her candidacy.


    Whatever twists and turns the 2020 election takes, I believe this book’s message will remain important. Whether Democrats chose Elizabeth Warren in 2020, a different candidate in 2024, or Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez in 2028, there is a battle of ideas playing out in American public life right now. This battle requires a defense of the American experiment. An appeal based on the policy fights of the 1980s would be stale for tens of millions of voters, who now face a different context and different economic challenges. And an appeal based on a “right-wing populism” would be neither conservative nor competitive: no one on the right can ever go toe-to-toe with the populism of the left, which has no constraints on its willingness to capitulate to the demands of its constituents.


    I do not know whether 2020 will be her time, but Elizabeth Warren is the most viable advocate for a complete redefinition of the American Dream that we have yet encountered. She is a northeastern liberal, an establishment academic, an elitist law professor, a senator from the land that gave us Ted Kennedy. And yet, unlike other out-of-touch northeastern liberals such as John Kerry and Michael Dukakis, she also has an ability to play well in town halls, rotary clubs, and people’s living rooms. Warren seems to synthesize liberal cosmopolitan elitism with midwestern charm and authenticity. She has marketed herself as the “ideas candidate”—and this strategic decision by her and her team is very important, because it gives her candidacy an intellectual ballast that is lacking in her competitors.


    Bill de Blasio ran for president on an even more leftist-extremist platform than Warren. De Blasio said that he wanted to pillage wealthy people and give to the underprivileged, but no one was listening. He languished at around 0 percent in the polls, sometimes reaching 0.01 percent. His radical populism was all bark and no bite. No data. No policy chops. No white papers. No elaboration. No meat on the bone. Just rank foolishness spouted for some dramatic effect.


    Are Warren’s ideas much better? In fact, I will argue that, in their effects, her ideas would be virtually indistinguishable from de Blasio’s, and yet I consider Warren’s ideas to be exponentially more impactful. That’s because even if you disagree with her ideology with every ounce of breath in your body (this author does), you cannot deny that she speaks with more coherence than the other leading advocates of collectivism, the welfare state, and a theology of class envy. The “know-nothingism” of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez is popular, but it is not even superficially convincing. The authentic belligerence of Bernie Sanders is captivating, but it is not persuasive.


    I am interested in persuading readers that Elizabeth Warren represents a transition of the American experiment away from it roots in the will of the people, the consent of the governed, and the principles of meritocracy, and toward statism, collectivism, and, yes, socialism. It is my contention that we are in an existential struggle for the future of the American Dream and the soul of our great country.


    This book is not about the case for reelecting Donald J. Trump, though some may choose to interpret it as such, and some may bemoan my decision not to make that case. It is, however, a case against the economic and political worldview of the person I imagine he will face in November 2020.


    And if Elizabeth Warren proves not to be the Democratic candidate, her policy agenda will still no doubt be on the ballot, not only in November 2020, but in American elections for the foreseeable future. A defeat of Medicare for All, excessive “wealth taxes,” the restructuring of American education, and all other such radical planks in her agenda cannot merely take place by winning the battles of certain elections. Ultimately, it is the war of ideas that must be won. That war transcends the fight over Warren’s affirmative-action shenanigans (no matter how malign her actions were). That war transcends the never-ending drama around President Trump and those who would seek to invalidate the 2016 election results. That war will even transcend the political campaign of 2020.


    The ideas that now pose an existential danger to our country did not pop up in the last year or two. If they had, they would hardly pose a threat to a country whose founding ideas were so serious and so transformative as to result in the greatest, freest, and most prosperous nation in world history. Rather, the ideological undermining of our foundational ideas has been taking place for well over a generation and requires a thoughtful and comprehensive examination to fully extinguish it.


    I do not know Senator Warren personally, but I understand her to be earnest and serious. My beef in this book is not with her as a person but with her as an advocate for an ideology that runs afoul of what I believe about the American Dream. Her instincts may be sincere, but they are dangerous; her policy prescriptions may be thoughtful, but they are counter to what has made America great, and they will accelerate the trends that are damaging the middle class.


    The political tribalism in our country has made everything a battle of “my team” versus “your team,” but I have no desire to play by those rules. There may be areas where Warren strikes good chords, and if so she should receive credit where it is due. In fact, I will argue in Chapter One that the Elizabeth Warren of 2003 promoted some policy objectives that are heretical for today’s progressive left (and would be valuable, needed contributions to today’s discussions if she had the courage to stick with them). There are also areas in which my own conservative views may not be compatible with certain aspects of right-wing populism, which may be the dominant counterview to her potential candidacy in 2020. So be it: I am not only not under an obligation to pretend I subscribe to a view I find wrong; I am intellectually and morally prohibited from doing so. This does not mean I write without taking account of political optics and realities. It simply means that the politics of the moment are not my primary concern. Elections come and go. Candidates come and go. But the ideas that shape a culture have lasting consequences.


    Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher said it better than anyone: “First you win the argument; then you win the election.”


    My goal with this book is to win the argument about the crucial social, economic, and cultural policy issues on which Elizabeth Warren has chosen to engage. When that is done, the rest will be icing on the cake.
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