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Preface: 
Fifteen Minutes of Fame

			“I don’t really care to see Joe Biden,” I told my professor. “Can I stay at the hotel until y’all come back?”

			“We’re not here to reinforce your beliefs,” he said. “We’re here to get you to learn. You’re going.”

			Fair enough.

			I sluggishly dragged myself out of my shared hotel bed and dressed for the day.

			“Don’t try to dress to impress,” my professor had explained before the trip. “We’ll be knocking on doors and trying to stay warm. School clothes are fine.”

			He had me at “don’t try.” I had accordingly packed my comfortable quasi-hobo clothes, happily leaving my makeup in Georgia (mistake #1).

			I wasn’t opposed to hearing him speak, but we had already seen all the Democratic presidential candidates give their stump speeches at a massive event in Manchester, New Hampshire, the night before. I felt little desire to listen to Biden lecture aimlessly about job loss, cancer, and death. Nothing personal, I just had enough stress of my own with an eighteen-hour course load. I thought my time would be better spent sleeping in than listening to a litany of problems void of any concrete solutions.

			I doubt my professor anticipated the massive impact that his answer would have on my life. I sure didn’t.

			With my early morning fate sealed, I accepted the event as an opportunity. After all, I planned to craft my final course paper on Joe Biden’s primary performance in light of the impeachment trials. What better source for details than the candidate himself? Upon arriving at the venue, we sifted into the surprisingly short line, and the question hit me like a freight train: How do you explain the performance in Iowa, and why should the voters believe that you can win the national election? This was my chance to go directly to the source, and I wasn’t about to waste it (you know, since I didn’t exactly have a choice).

			Vice President Biden concluded his stump speech and began fielding questions from the audience. After two or three questions, he called on me and handed me the mic. I’m generally a pretty confident person, perhaps too much, but in that moment it all evaporated. Even though I felt little interest in Biden personally, I couldn’t help but be immensely intimidated by the Grand Canyon-sized power gap between us. This man had worked in close quarters on classified national security issues with President Obama, and I had dropped out of school last semester after failing all of my classes. To say I was nervous would be an understatement.

			As respectfully as I knew how, I shot my question.

			He shot back his own.

			“Iowa’s a democratic caucus. Have you ever been to a caucus?” he asked.

			My nerves acted without my consent. Without thinking or hesitation, I nodded affirmatively, even though I had not been to a caucus (mistake #2).

			“No, you haven’t. You’re a lying dog-faced pony soldier. You gotta be honest,” Joe Biden quipped at me, and the audience laughed.

			I felt my stomach drop and my heart accelerate. The former vice president of the United States just called me a liar on what was effectively national TV. How could I have been anything other than humiliated? He continued basking in the ease of softball questions for the next fifteen minutes or so, which helped redirect the room’s attention and minimally assuage my embarrassment. He concluded the town hall and stuck around for handshakes, pictures, and even a cringe-worthy Backstreet Boys parody from my classmates…which went viral.

			As the crowd began to disperse, I found myself suddenly swarmed by mics, cameras, and lights. Numb, I saw the grim reaper of the media before me, ready to hammer the last nail into the coffin of the liar. I had screwed up big-time, and I can honestly say I’ve never felt so terrified. I mustered a rambling answer in which I attempted to diffuse the conflict. Critiquing only his speech content and momentum, I had no intention of further picking any fights with the former vice president of the United States.

			After the cameras lost interest in me, I mingled around the venue, making small talk and taking a couple more interviews as journalists from various media outlets approached me. Buzzfeed, the Washington Post, and others asked me what I thought about his response. I delivered as best I could honest answers, always noting I had not been to a caucus but simply got nervous in my response. My professor, my classmates, and I then loaded into the car, on our way to pick up some lunch.

			We arrived at the restaurant and I called my parents, tears already flowing in a steady stream. The reality of the situation paralyzed me with fear: this was big news, I was at the center of it, and I had zero control of how it would be interpreted or perceived. I knew Joe Biden had sold me a nonreturnable, nonrefundable ticket to cancellation. I was done for. Rightly or wrongly, I had become the lying dog-faced pony soldier, and it was international news.

			My email inbox steadily filled with new mail; most of it wasn’t concerning my overdue library books. The media attention came in waves, as did my paralyzing helplessness to regulate what was shown or what was said. By the end of the week, my question and Biden’s response to it had been covered by nearly every major and minor news outlet in America as well as a few in the UK and Australia. The video had been retweeted by Donald Trump Jr., mocked by Stephen Colbert and Trevor Noah, discussed by former speaker of the House Newt Gingrich and Ben Shapiro, and dissected by countless others. Most were critical of Biden and gracious toward me. I will never be able to fully express my gratitude for that favorable outcome.

			As an extremely private person, I never wanted a stranger to search my name and find personal information about my life. For this reason, I didn’t use public social media before this encounter, but I couldn’t allow fear to keep me from speaking truthfully about my experience with Biden. Hiding became pointless. The same day he insulted me, an otherwise uneventful February 9, he dropped an astonishing three points in the national polls. The following week, as the media covered my response and as he came in fifth in the New Hampshire primary (receiving zero delegates), he dropped an additional 5.2 points in the national polls. It was the most precipitous, continuous decline of any candidate in the 2020 presidential race at the time, and it was the only time Biden ceded his frontrunner position in the polls to Bernie Sanders. I went from anonymous to recognizable overnight—something I had neither requested nor anticipated.

			More than this, I found it strange that his insult to me should be the one to go viral. Combative interactions with voters were hardly new for Joe Biden. Since starting his 2020 campaign for the presidency, he had already called other voters “fat,” “liars,” and told them to simply “vote for someone else.” In fact, he had even used the same insult he used on me when talking to another college student during a different campaign. It didn’t make any news waves then. What was so special about this interaction? And then I realized that the only voters he had accosted were men. Only men were asking him questions critical enough to elicit a confrontational response. I happened to be the first woman he verbally accosted on the campaign trail, and for whatever reason, people really took notice.

			If all I contributed to the 2020 election cycle was to accidentally highlight Biden’s bizarre rudeness to voters, I will consider my civic duty fulfilled. However, there is some lesson to be taken from the fact that the media took serious notice when he accosted a young woman but not when he accosted many men. I’m not sure precisely what, but there has to be something said for that.

			Not the End: The Beginning

			As difficult as it was to endure, this bizarre, unexpected notoriety lit an incessant flame inside of me. Before the Biden debacle, I, like many, had become resigned, if not satisfied, to settle for a life of anonymity. Apart from my intense desire to become the next Hannah Montana at eleven years old, I never wanted fame…but to be known for this would be infinitely worse than anonymity. Just imagine being remembered solely as the “lying dog-faced pony soldier.” Who wants that for their life? For their mark on the world? Hard pass.

			I knew I had to find a way to distinguish my life and my work from the seemingly inescapable brand Joe Biden had stamped on my forehead. I didn’t know when or how or why. I simply knew deep in my gut this wasn’t over. This book, in one sense, is not only an attempt to reclaim my identity from a well-known politician stamping me with an unforgettable insult, it is also an attempt to capitalize on this accidental notoriety for a productive purpose. I didn’t ask for a platform, but I got it. When life gives you lemons, you take time to consider the economic systems that allowed for lemons to be both profitable and accessible on the consumer market.

			Okay, maybe not all that, but…you get the point.

			Coincidentally, I was undergoing somewhat of a political and philosophical metamorphosis at the time. I grew up in a culturally and politically conservative home and carried many of those same values into college: work hard, make your own way in life, give back, and remember God is watching (basically, don’t be an idiot). Having spent the better part of two years immersed in perhaps the most concentrated leftist circles in America—the college debate community—I felt politically homeless.

			For my first two years of college, I bought and practiced as best I knew how the leftist doctrines of wokeness, intersectionality, and admiration for socialism. I denounced my skin color, the supposed privilege that came with it, and my country that had ever only perpetuated injustice. As much as was needed to maintain my left-of-center identity, I spoke the lingo, took offense often, and disdained “whiteness” wherever I found it. Including my own skin.

			Coming from a regular public high school, I entered college with zero understanding of the ideology I was being sucked into or of the pernicious origins and implications of such beliefs. Though I had phenomenal teachers, I was ill equipped for what lay ahead. Ever so subtly, I had been primed for this since middle school. Every Black History Month that rolled around, I was reminded of the evils that white men, my race, had inflicted on black people. While I believe our history is important to learn in its entirety, such framing of racial conflict fomented my internal hatred of white people and the country they had built.

			But deep down, I secretly detested the identity politics and the woke intersectionality that I felt needlessly pitted various groups against each other. I played the part as best I could, not seeing any alternative. I only understood conservatives and capitalists as greed-driven parasites who would stop at nothing for a profit, destroying the environment in the process.

			My bitter, leftist heart only began to thaw toward conservatism when I befriended a newbie debater on our team. His name was Christian Watson. He was black, libertarian, and as sharp as they come, and we spent countless late nights studying, arguing, and snacking in the library. Every time I would discuss any political topic, I would make some caveat for the plight of black people, overly careful about my consideration for their struggles should he misinterpret my analysis as racist.

			Exasperated, he once told me, “Madison, you don’t have to say this stuff all the time because I’m black. You don’t have to worry about making these silly concessions. I’m not my skin color. I’m an individual. I’m Christian Watson, and I’m perfectly free.”

			That struck me.

			Only then did I realize my ideology had me walking on eggshells anytime I was around a black person. I wanted to be extra careful, super considerate, always conceding for their massive struggle lest I slip up and commit the unforgivable sin of accidental racism. Christian opened my eyes to the reality that leftist intersectionality reduces people to their immutable characteristics and pits groups against each other. Still worse, it fosters an oppressor/oppressed dynamic that disallows individuals from interacting with/treating each other as equals.

			We weren’t a black man and a white woman interacting. We were Christian and Madison spending time together as friends. Though I can’t explain quite how, our friendship solidified my secret belief that wokeness could never lead us to the post-racial harmony America desperately needed.

			But I hadn’t yet come full circle. After all, there was an election coming up.

			Coming Full Circle

			With the upcoming election, I felt conflicted about which candidate to throw my support behind. I had voted for Donald Trump in 2016 for two basic reasons. 1) I had done research on the tragedy in Benghazi and felt I could not in good conscience vote for former secretary of state Clinton, and 2) I felt that based on my values, Donald Trump was the more likely of the candidates to appoint a constitutionally minded judge to the vacancy on the Supreme Court. We could survive four years of Trump, but the SCOTUS appointment would affect U.S. legal proceedings for decades to come. Beyond that, I didn’t care for Trump. I didn’t like him much, but I felt he was the lesser of two evils, as many feel when they cast their vote for a candidate. The chaos and venom that surrounded this man felt so difficult to navigate, and I had bought many of the lies the media had proliferated about Trump. The hysteria that followed everything he did or said or tweeted felt impossible to navigate with accuracy.

			Still feeling politically homeless, I went into the primaries unsure whom to throw my support behind. The candidate that appealed to me above all the rest was Andrew Yang. I had watched an hour-long interview of him and was awestruck by his charisma, heart, and intellect.

			He was the only candidate in the Democratic Party who wasn’t divisively harping about race and had very sensible reasoning for all of his policy proposals. I pursued him as a candidate further and liked most of what I found. He seemed to be the only candidate not actively vilifying Trump voters or condescending to us as racist, bigoted political inbreds. I liked him, and I still do. In fact, go watch the video of him suspending his campaign for the presidency in 2020. I am standing directly behind him on the verge of tears. I was Yang Gang full throttle, having even been thrown out of a Trump rally for wearing Yang gear (the primary in New Hampshire was undoubtedly the most eventful week of my life). However, my political transformation has brought me out of the Yang Gang I very much adored.

			After I returned to Georgia, the election grew intensely personal for me. I followed every news story, poll, and report with an unhealthy, fervent obsession. Mainstream media outlets seemed to entirely ignore the very obvious reality that Biden was mentally unfit to fill the most powerful position in America and arguably the world. More than that, I was—stupidly—irritated to see the brazen disrespect with which he could treat a voter and carry on as if he were still the man of the people. He clearly felt superior to the commoners he descended to engage with, and it irked me to see him carry on seemingly unbothered and unconcerned about the average people he publicly humiliated on the way. He so transparently disdained the people he wanted to vote for him.

			The very same semester I accidentally stumbled into viral fame, I was working my way through a class called Moral Foundations of Capitalism. It sounded like a paradox to me, but in an attempt to demonstrate my own “open-mindedness,” I had enrolled. The class was absolutely transformative. Our extensive reading list encompassed the entire economic spectrum. From Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels to Ayn Rand and Milton Friedman, the writers touched me firsthand without the discoloration of anyone else’s interpretation. I am immensely grateful for the opportunities I had to take the class, to ask hard questions, and to freely engage in what I believe are some of the most important issues on the voting ballot. This book, in part, is my chance to extend that opportunity to others who may not have been so lucky in their academic or learning experience.

			As I immersed myself in the academic and popular writings on these issues, I found a disconcerting trend. It seemed there was an important lesson to take home:

			Free market enterprise allows for the massive innovation and progression we desperately need to meet the challenges of our times. It is the system that best taps into desperately needed innovation and progress.

			But this lesson was little known to college students like myself. Those who needed to hear the message most, millennials and Generation Z, were either not learning it or being pushed out of the conversation. The mainstream discussion on these topics, in my opinion, was heavily tainted by an unbearable condescension toward young people. The snowflakes, the Bernie Bros, the know-nothings were a problem to be solved, not a demographic to be reached.

			Moreover, the field of economics unfortunately seemed to be somewhat of a boys’ club. Do not misunderstand me: there is nothing wrong with boys’ clubs (boys are great!), but there is a problem when women, who compose roughly half the American voter base, aren’t a part of the conversation on the economy, one of the most critical voting issues on the ballot. In my time at the economics department at Mercer, I always felt honored to be invited to the exclusive colloquiums on economic issues with local business leaders, prominent authors, and accomplished professors. However, I couldn’t help but notice every time I attended, I was the only woman at the table.

			In my opinion, the most ardent example of this disappointing trend was Bob Lawson’s Socialism Sucks. To be fair, I found his book full of convincing anecdotal evidence and excellent economic analysis. When I met Dr. Lawson, he was nothing but kind to me. However, I took issue not with his content but his presentation. The book was tainted, by his own admission, with “low-grade misogyny.”

			I don’t consider myself politically correct, but I sure don’t see the need for any degree of misogyny in economics or any other academic field for that matter. Again, his insight and analysis were adept. He is a brilliant man. But it was so much more difficult to accept when sprinkled with jokes of infidelity, degradation of women, and more. More importantly, his accessible economic analysis was the least geared for the demographic who needed to hear it the most. You won’t change young people’s minds by giving them solid ammunition to call you a sexist. If you really want to reach them, misogynistic jokes are not the way to do it. While I wouldn’t pretend I’m Dr. Lawson’s academic equal, my message is mostly the same as his: socialism sucks.

			The goal of this book is to equip college students, and freethinkers more generally, with some of the basic information they need to navigate the competing economic systems increasingly present on the ballot, free of any “low-grade misogyny” or other unpleasantries. I may detest political correctness, but our standards for appropriate discourse should not disintegrate entirely in our fight to defend the marketplace of ideas.

			Why Bother?

			If you’re a college student who cares about the future of America, this book is for you. If you’re a skeptical voter unsure of how to navigate economic policies on the ballot, this book is for you. If you’re simply a curious mind looking to bolster your argumentative ammo on capitalism and socialism, this book is for you.

			In the following chapters, you will encounter what I hope is a detailed exploration of the competing economic policies in the American political landscape.

			•The first chapter, “Sugary Sweet Socialism,” explores the serious issues socialism is supposed to solve and the ways they make it seem just so sweet!

			•The second chapter, “Socialism Unpacked,” clears up some definitional fog, explores a little history, and looks at just how we keep coming back for more socialism.

			•Chapter 3, “An Immortal Faith,” discusses socialism’s newest life support that somehow keeps us resuscitating ole Karl Marx.

			•The fourth chapter, “Free Market Enterprise on Trial,” discusses the concerns that free market enterprise is not helping everyone it should and presents the reasons we have to be encouraged by progress.

			•The fifth chapter, “Free Market Enterprise: The Moral Choice,” analyzes the foundational principles that make free market enterprise the moral choice, not just the effective one.

			•Chapter 6, “The Legitimate Critiques of Free Market Enterprise,” explores some of the biggest critiques of free market enterprise, and why these concerns are worth exploring.

			•The seventh chapter, “Boris Yeltsin’s Infatuation,” demonstrates not only the historical dominance of free markets as the primary force in improving human life, but also the little-known advances that have made it indispensable over the last two hundred years.

			•In chapter 8, “Dog-Faced Pony Soldier, Over and Out!” I’ll sum up my thoughts and share what I believe is at stake should we abandon our economic system of prosperity and plenty.

			I want to make my motivations as transparent as possible. Undoubtedly, the economy directs the most intimate and personal facets of our everyday lives. From infant mortality to life expectancy, the health of the economy determines a vast array of critical issues, many of which are a literal matter of life and death. It determines the ability of the average American to put food on the table, keep a roof over their head, and to whatever extent possible, pursue happiness.

			Most importantly, I want to challenge the notion that socialism is the moral answer for how we achieve this. College professors mostly tell us that free market enterprise is exploiting the working class, that socialism would bring us better results. They fail to mention that poor people enjoy a better standard of living in economically free societies. They fail to mention that poor people secure a greater percentage of overall wealth in these societies. They fail to inform us that free markets have ushered in the greatest period of human development and prosperity in the history of the world, called the Great Enrichment by some economic historians.

			Simply put, we’re not being told the whole story. If we actually care about the poor, we should seek to preserve and improve the system that has made their prosperity possible in the first place.

			This book shouldn’t be taken as an all-encompassing, exclusive assessment of economic policy. There are many valid, topical issues I simply don’t have room to cover here. But such omissions should not be interpreted as deliberate, intentional, or deceptive. Rather, this book will touch on some of the most pressing issues I have seen regularly pop up in popular political and economic conversations.

			I was granted a platform, and I am using it the best way I know how. The entirety of this book is my work and my voice guided by the simple but eternal words of Ralph Waldo Emerson: “Speak what you think now in hard words, and tomorrow speak what tomorrow thinks in hard words, though it contradict everything you said today.”
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