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PROLOGUE



Sabotaging a Superpower


WHO COULD’VE FORESEEN, eight years ago, this strange and unexpected moment, I thought as I surveyed the scene. Soldiers and airmen huddled against the HESCOs, giant earth-filled baskets typically used for cover from gunfire, but today used for even a sliver of shade. No luck. The sun baked everything in sight as the temperature passed 110 degrees, routine for May in eastern Afghanistan. Looking over our base’s perimeter wall, I saw the mud huts of Mehtar Lam, with Afghan women washing clothes and kids playing with sticks. Lacking electricity, the huts would disappear into darkness most nights.


Standing in front of our duck-and-cover bunkers and thousands of precariously stacked water bottles, improbably enough, was the Matt Poss Band, a country group from downstate Illinois. The six musicians had traveled to Afghanistan as part of a two-week tour to entertain the troops. Athletes, movie stars, and musicians visited often enough, but this was a first for our little base; most celebrities stuck close to the mega-bases like Bagram and Kandahar. But that made us appreciate the band even more. I could tell the troops really enjoyed the mix of country, rock, and blues, even if their tastes ran more toward rap and metal, judging by what I heard in the barracks. It was a welcome break after seven months in theater.


As I listened, I reflected on the eight years of choices and chances that had brought me to a concert in the foothills of Afghanistan. It was an unpredictable path, but who can ever predict the path a life will take?


In the summer of 2001, I was heading into my final year of law school, with a job already lined up after graduation. The future seemed safe, secure, and predictable. But all that changed on 9/11. I wanted to rush out and join the next day; some friends in the Army encouraged me to finish school and repay my loans. The Army and the bad guys aren’t going anywhere, they said, and neither are your loans if you drop out of school. The delay frustrated me at times, but I realized they were right when I started earning a few hundred bucks a paycheck as an E-4 specialist.


I spent more than a year at Fort Benning, earning my commission as a second lieutenant, learning my craft as an infantry officer, and enduring the travails of Ranger and Airborne Schools. My buddies and I were all eager to get downrange and see combat—it’s why we joined—but our commander also counseled patience. “Don’t worry,” he often said, “you’ll all get your shot at the title.”


Mine came in 2006, as soon as I left Benning. After reporting to Fort Campbell, I flew straight to Iraq on the “replacement bird”—the nickname, in typical Army gallows humor, for the airplane that takes “replacements” for casualties into a combat theater. I joined my new unit, the 101st Airborne Division, in Baghdad. By then, we were in the middle of both an insurgency and a sectarian war, making the battlefield especially complex. Thanks to our training and equipment, a little luck, and a lot of prayer, I brought all my soldiers home alive and well in time for Thanksgiving. I later joked with friends that I now drove more carefully and ate more healthily because I had left eight of my nine lives in Baghdad.


I moved next to The Old Guard at Arlington National Cemetery. This assignment was unusual because The Old Guard is a volunteer, application-only unit—and I hadn’t applied. The regiment was short on officers, however, and I fit the first key criterion—I’m very tall—so the Army volun-told me. But it was also a welcome assignment. If not leading troops in combat, there’s almost nothing I’d rather do than honor our fallen heroes inside Arlington.


At one point, The Old Guard was supposed to be my last assignment. I was slated to go either back to Benning for another training course or, worse yet, to a desk making PowerPoint slides. Neither appealed to me. Between Iraq and Arlington, I had already had a good run in the Army, doing what I joined to do and then some. I submitted my resignation papers in late 2007, intending to serve another year at the cemetery and then go home.


But things changed again in the spring of 2008. The Army asked for volunteers among infantry captains for an Afghanistan mission. I was intrigued. By that point, the Iraq surge had succeeded in stabilizing the country and bringing American casualties way down. Barack Obama and John McCain both campaigned on a renewed commitment to Afghanistan. Obama in particular sounded uncharacteristically tough on Afghanistan in contrast to his strident criticism of the Iraq War. It seemed like a promising time to head to Afghanistan. Moreover, pre-deployment training would last only three months, with volunteers shipping out by the early fall. Army headquarters gladly promised the deployment to me if I withdrew my resignation. I was heading back to war.


Now here I was, of all places, at a concert in Mehtar Lam. Yet my story wasn’t all that unusual. Our base had soldiers and airmen from every walk of life. Many of the privates had been in elementary school or middle school on 9/11. Most were on their first combat tour, getting their first shot at the title, as my old commander put it.


I was proud of these young troops. They represented what was best about our nation: brave, patriotic, dogged, hardworking, selfless, and entirely convinced of America’s righteousness. They deserved this welcome little break before the next mission.


Unfortunately, warning clouds were gathering over the mission. Four months into office, Obama had ratified George W. Bush’s late decision to deploy some extra troops to Afghanistan, but hadn’t yet unveiled a promised new strategy. Maybe he was too busy with his global apology tour. But news reports suggested that Obama was already souring on the war and looking for a way out of his chesty campaign promises. Vice President Joe Biden blurted out that only “5 percent of the Taliban is incorrigible,” which surprised the soldiers busy fighting them. Perhaps most ominous, leaks from the White House implied that Obama was depending on Biden for advice as much as or more than his own commanders.


As the Matt Poss Band wrapped up, I worried about the troops applauding them and those who would come next. Our tour would soon end, but the war would not. Nor would the threats to our nation. I feared the new commander in chief wasn’t up to the task.


TWELVE YEARS LATER, I was splashing around a pool with my boys, Gabriel and Daniel. Summer was ending and school was starting soon. They wanted one more Sunday afternoon of swimming, belly flops, and backflips. It was as far from Afghanistan as you could imagine, but Afghanistan was still very much on my mind.


It had been an eventful decade for me. Three years after leaving the Army, I was elected to the House of Representatives. Shortly after taking office, I met my wonderful wife, Anna. We got married a year later in the middle of my Senate campaign, and then started a family.


Our country had gone through even more dramatic changes. In Barack Obama’s second term, American power crumbled. China grew richer and more aggressive, Russia invaded Ukraine, and ISIS rampaged across the Middle East, all while Obama refused to enforce his own red lines and rewarded Iran and Cuba. The American people repudiated Obama’s weakness by electing Donald Trump. For four years, we had a reprieve from defense cuts and humiliating concessions. We defeated ISIS; killed Iran’s terrorist mastermind, Qasem Soleimani; and took the first steps to stand up to China. But the reprieve ended when Joe Biden took office. Illegal immigration surged at our border, prices surged at the grocery store and the gas pump, and now the Taliban surged across Afghanistan.


Since Biden had announced our withdrawal in April, I had observed the Taliban’s momentum with growing concern. When he stated in early July that a Taliban takeover was “highly unlikely,” I wasn’t so sure. We had abandoned Bagram Air Base, reduced air support for the Afghan military, and even withdrawn civilian mechanics who kept the Afghan Air Force flying. By early August, I knew from intelligence briefings and my own experiences that the Taliban was seizing territory it hadn’t held for two decades. On August 6, the Taliban captured its first provincial capital and took more capitals every day after that. Biden insisted, “I do not regret my decision,” even as he rushed thousands of troops to Kabul to evacuate our embassy. In private, intelligence officials kept revising downward their predictions of how long Kabul would hold out, but they still overestimated it. On August 15, news broke that Kabul had fallen and Afghan president Ashraf Ghani had fled the country.


As I packed up my boys for the pool that Sunday, I seethed at the president’s mistakes. Joe Biden’s incompetent retreat had turned into a rout, humiliating America and squandering the sacrifices of our troops. I pondered the fallout for American power and prestige, but I was about to learn that the book on Afghanistan hadn’t yet closed. The ending would be far worse than I feared.


I stepped out of the pool and checked my phone. I had a voice mail from my dad, who still lived on our family farm in Dardanelle. He asked me to call him because someone needed help in Afghanistan. That’s odd, I thought. Dardanelle is a small community; other than veterans, not many people would’ve ever traveled to Afghanistan, or even met someone who had. I called him back and listened in disbelief. He’d heard that a development worker from down the road was stuck in Kabul, trapped behind Taliban lines.


I was stunned. The State Department has the chief responsibility for the safety of our citizens overseas. Now, State could only tell them to “shelter in place” and fill out a form on its website. I called the operations desk at State for more answers. No one had any.


This was shaping up as a disaster of the first order. If an Arkansan from my neck of the woods was stuck in Taliban-occupied Afghanistan, there was no telling how many thousands of Americans were also trapped. They needed help, fast.


Knowing every second counted, I mobilized my staff for a hasty rescue mission. First things first, I directed them to help the Arkansan get to safety, if possible. Next, I posted on social media a hotline and emergency email account to urge any American trapped in Afghanistan to contact my office. “The situation is dire,” I wrote, “but we’ll do everything in our power to help keep you informed and to help get you out.” We obviously lacked the resources of the executive branch, but at least we could offer stranded Americans a real person on the other end of the line.


Sure enough, the calls and emails flooded in by the hundreds, then the thousands. It was a race against time. Taliban fighters roamed the streets, beating civilians and searching door to door for Americans and our Afghan friends. Plus, the Biden administration was so clueless and flat-footed that we didn’t know how long we had. A potential hostage crisis—or worse—was materializing before our eyes.


There was one silver lining: Congress was in the middle of its August recess. Without votes in the Senate or committee hearings, I could dedicate my entire staff to the mission. In Arkansas and Washington, our team worked around the clock. Some were veterans of the war, others knew the State Department well, but all threw themselves into the work to save our fellow citizens. As luck would have it, one of my young aides was a mobilized reservist stationed at the Kabul airport. She acted at times as a forward liaison for our efforts.


For two weeks, my team vetted and verified requests for help and supplied information to my aide in Kabul and other military contacts on the ground that they used for rescue missions. We talked Americans through Taliban checkpoints and gave tips about which gates to use and which to avoid.


All told, we helped more than three hundred Americans and green-card holders get to safety, along with more than two hundred trusted Afghan allies. The first American we got out was the Arkansan. Within forty-eight hours of the call from my dad, we had verified his identity and location, coordinated a rescue plan with military personnel at Kabul airport, and confirmed his safe arrival at the airport, despite the frantic crowd. He was on one of the first military transports out of Afghanistan.


But for every person rescued, there were many tales of tragedy. America’s final days in Afghanistan were scenes of chaos, confusion, horror, and death. Everyone remembers Afghans mobbing the runways at Kabul airport, clinging to the sides and landing gear of planes, and plummeting to their deaths on the tarmac. Taliban goons whipped and beat our citizens in the streets. Desperate moms and dads passed their babies over barbed wire at the airport gates, knowing they might never see them again. The Taliban targeted dozens of translators and other loyal allies for revenge killings.


And on August 26, four days before the last American plane took off from Kabul, the worst blow of all landed. An ISIS terrorist infiltrated the crowd outside the airport’s busiest gate and detonated a suicide vest, killing thirteen of our brave troops and as many as 170 civilians. It was the deadliest day for American troops in Afghanistan in a decade and a tragic epitaph to our twenty-year struggle in that country.


JOE BIDEN’S AFGHANISTAN fiasco will live in infamy as a strategic blunder of the first order. So many people asked me at the time, “How did they let this happen?” The simple answer to our humiliation in Afghanistan is Joe Biden’s rank, reprehensible incompetence.


But the deeper, unspoken questions lurking in the background were, “How did we get to this point? and “Why doesn’t America win anymore?”


I wrote this book to answer those questions.


America’s recent decline isn’t an accident. It’s decline by design. For more than a century, liberal Democrats have plotted to sabotage American power. These Democrats believe a strong and confident America brings war, arrogance, and oppression—not safety, freedom, and prosperity. They want America to pull in its horns and apologize for its sins. I don’t assert these liberals are necessarily un-American or hate our country—though plenty are and do—but they genuinely believe American power is dangerous for both America and the world.


This book explores how the Democrats adopted these strange beliefs and the consequences for our nation. We’ll start at the beginning, more than a century ago, when the original Progressives repudiated the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. This little clique of liberal intellectuals, led by Woodrow Wilson, ridiculed the Founders’ defense of God-given natural rights and limited government. They entrusted the nation’s business not to the people, but to supposedly nonpartisan, scientific, elite “experts.” On the world stage, too, they believed our affairs should be managed by so-called experts who rose above what they considered petty nationalism. For instance, Wilson eagerly advocated the surrender of American sovereignty to globalist institutions. The Progressives might wage war, as Wilson did in World War I, but only for abstractions and other nations’ interests—not America’s national interest.


But once the Progressives repudiated our founding principles, it was just a short slide into outright anti-Americanism. The Democrats descended deeper into radicalism in the 1960s and 1970s, when left-wing terrorists incited riots and bombed the Capitol out of hatred for our troops, our military, and our flag. “Blame America First” Democrats condemned America as an evil, imperialist power. They fought at every turn to shrink our military, undermine our allies, and appease the forces of communism. You can spot the latest generation of Blame America First Democrats today as they riot in the streets, tear down statues, agitate for socialism, and slander our country in liberal newspapers like the New York Times.


Behind this worldview lies a deep mistrust of our people and our republican form of government. Liberals believe the American people can’t be trusted to make decisions about serious matters like war and peace. Instead, they want to undermine our sovereignty in favor of a transnational regime of lawyers, diplomats, and professors. These globalists seek to elevate the United Nations over the United States, open our borders and our markets, and trade away our freedom of action to international bureaucrats and foreign adversaries.


Liberals also want to neuter the military precisely because it guarantees American freedom of action. A strong military empowers an American president, for example, to kill Iran’s terrorist mastermind in a sudden strike. Our military serves every day as a rebuke to the progressives’ transnational dreams, which is one reason why leftists single out our military for condemnation. The solution for these liberals is to cut the defense budget and erode the military’s hard, fighting edge.


Even when liberals feel compelled to act tough—usually for political reasons—their hearts are rarely in the fight. Timid and diffident about American power to begin with, liberals all too often lead our nation into catastrophe, from the Democrats’ mismanagement of the Vietnam War to John Kennedy’s dithering at the Bay of Pigs to Bill Clinton’s misadventure in Somalia. Their failures usually result in dead Americans and emboldened adversaries.


This liberal mindset reached its logical conclusion during the presidencies of Barack Obama and Joe Biden. Obama, the most ideological president since Wilson, purposefully dismantled American strength around the world. With the haughtiness of a progressive professor and the hostility of a Blame America First radical, Obama apologized for America’s sins, hollowed out our military, shunned our friends, and rewarded our enemies.


Though Joe Biden is no one’s idea of a strategic mastermind, his impulsive and reckless approach to foreign policy may be even worse. Biden didn’t just leave our people behind during his retreat from Afghanistan. His weakness enticed Vladimir Putin to invade Ukraine. And Biden has done next to nothing to protect America from our greatest threat, Communist China.


This is the story of how the radical left plots to sabotage American power.


Of course, Republicans can make mistakes; we’re all human, no one’s perfect. George H. W. Bush reacted too mildly to the massacre at Tiananmen Square. George W. Bush didn’t dedicate enough troops during the early days of the Iraq War; I witnessed the consequences of that mistake firsthand. Donald Trump waited too long to withdraw from the Iran nuclear deal. Yet they often recover from their mistakes, as the younger Bush did with the surge and as Trump did with the “maximum pressure” campaign against Iran. More to the point, these were mistakes—not a deliberate effort to rein in America and sabotage our power.


But this book comes to resurrect American power, not to administer its last rites. In the final chapters, I explain how we can take the road back to American greatness. It starts with restoring a distinctive strategy that puts America first and looks after the safety, freedom, and prosperity of our citizens. Our people deserve a government that champions their interests—not the interests of a few or the interests of some other people or some ideological abstraction. We also have to regain America’s strength. We can only protect our interests by rebuilding vital elements of national strength: an indomitable military, secure borders, energy independence, and strong alliances of friends against our foes.


AMERICANS SENSE THAT something is wrong. We live in a dangerous world, and it’s grown more dangerous as American power has declined. Many Americans worry that our country is fading. They worry that China will soon call the shots. They worry that their children will live worse lives than they did, which would be a tragic first in our history. And they’re right to worry.


It wasn’t always this way. From George Washington’s presidency to the end of World War II, not even 150 years, we went from a global backwater to an undisputed global champion. We possessed the world’s mightiest, most fearsome military. What’s more, we built the world’s largest and most dynamic economy, providing the highest standards of living ever known for the working man, with unlimited opportunity for success. And then we prevailed in the Cold War. America had fulfilled what Ronald Reagan called our “rendezvous with destiny”: we had become the greatest superpower in the history of the world.


None of this was inevitable; it didn’t just happen. America’s greatness resulted from the individual choices of men and women, not vast impersonal forces beyond our control. In Washington’s Farewell Address, he urged patience as we built the strength needed to give America “the command of its own fortunes.” For generations, we followed his guidance, adding strength upon strength. This is a testament to our greatest statesmen and our brave, resourceful people.


You can see and feel this tradition of American strength at our National Mall in Washington, D.C. Stand at the base of Washington’s Monument and lift your gaze. The soaring obelisk of marble and granite projects strength, reliability, permanence. Look west to Lincoln’s temple. Gazing upon Washington’s Monument, there sits the president who after the deadliest battle of our deadliest war still had the strength to “highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.” Finally, walk across Memorial Bridge and witness the endless rows of patriot graves of Arlington. These Americans had the strength, courage, and patriotism to answer the call of duty and to give their todays for our tomorrows.


This tradition may have faded in recent times, but it’s not lost or forgotten. We got to this point thanks to bad choices. Through our own new choices, we can reclaim the tradition of American strength.


And we must, if we want to guard against the gathering dangers and preserve our way of life. One day, the meek will inherit the Earth; until then, the strong will need to guard it. And even when the lion lies down with the lamb, I’d still prefer to be the lion.


Only the strong can survive in a dangerous world. Only the strong can protect the weak. Only the strong can afford to be merciful. And only the strong can preserve our freedom.













PART I



Decline by Design













CHAPTER 1



The Progressive Roots of Decline


THE 1904 WORLD’S FAIR in St. Louis was a monumental celebration of America, our achievements, and our rising star in the world. Formally known as the Louisiana Purchase Exposition, the fair celebrated the one-hundredth anniversary of President Thomas Jefferson’s great diplomatic achievement, which doubled the size of the United States.


The fair paid tribute to America’s rapid expansion. The Census Bureau had announced the closing of the frontier fourteen years earlier; America had achieved our destiny as a continental republic. We were the undisputed power of the hemisphere, having evicted Spain from Cuba and the Caribbean in the Spanish-American War.


America’s technological and cultural might were on full display. The fair began when President Teddy Roosevelt touched a golden telegraph key in the White House, which triggered an artillery salvo in Washington and, in St. Louis, a huge chorus from the assembled bands, including one led by John Philip Sousa.


Millions of Americans attended this celebratory fair out of pride for our country. Odds are, if you and I lived back then, we might have made the trip to St. Louis with our kids. And we too would’ve taken them both for the entertainment and to teach them about our country and to honor our Founders, who had given us so great a heritage and so promising a future.


But a smaller event next door contrasted sharply with the patriotism and pride of the fair. The International Congress of Arts and Sciences gathered thousands of intellectuals to preview some of the century’s worst ideas, including “scientific” racism and bureaucratic government.


These intellectuals did not celebrate America’s heritage. They instead promoted foreign ideas hostile to the founding principles that had made America a mighty nation. The event catered to the intellectual fads and trends of European, and especially German, academics. The mood was heady, perhaps because the world hadn’t yet seen the horrors that could result from the ideas of German philosophers like Karl Marx.


The list of American presenters at the International Congress was a who’s who of left-wing scholars known as the Progressives. Their ranks included utopian dreamers, fanatical proponents of big government, and virulent racists and eugenicists. Woodrow Wilson, the arch-Progressive president of Princeton, was all of those things. Within a decade, he would also become president of the United States.


Wilson gave a lecture on history at the Congress that summarized this new Progressive ideology. He confidently announced “the dawn and the early morning hours of a new age” in which intellectuals like himself would be the “source” of “progress and reform.” He called on his fellow academics to “transform society”—much like another professor-turned-politician, Barack Obama, would call for “fundamentally transforming the United States” a century later. Wilson wanted progressive intellectuals to “walk at the van” of society, echoing another foreign ideologue of his time—Vladimir Lenin—who called for “a vanguard of the proletariat.”


The role of the Progressive vanguard, according to Wilson, wasn’t to record history, but to make history and move it to a more “enlightened” plane. The Progressives didn’t want to celebrate America’s founding, but to overcome and replace it with their vision of utopia.


GROWING UP, I was taught to love America and to revere our Founding Fathers. You probably were too. Not long ago, it was common for families to read the Declaration on the Fourth of July and for students to memorize its preamble and the Constitution’s preamble too.


While our Declaration and Constitution haven’t lost any of their power or truth, they’ve come under neglect and attack. Too many schools don’t bother to teach them. Left-wing radicals condemn them as oppressive and obsolete. The New York Times even tries to rewrite history altogether, claiming America was founded in 1619 on slavery instead of in 1776 on freedom.


These liberal attacks on our Constitution and founding principles might seem new. But they’re not. Many of the malicious arguments we hear today are recycled versions of the same arguments the Progressives made a century ago.


In fact, the best way to understand why the left is sabotaging American power today is to go back to where it all started. And to do that, we have to start with the Progressives, who repudiated America’s founding principles.


The Founders created a limited government to protect our rights and advocated a hard-nosed foreign policy to protect our safety and national interests. They designed the American form of government based on timeless and unchanging human nature. They knew that men are not angels, and we’ll never have heaven on Earth. But the Progressives rejected nature as the basis of government, replacing it with a theory of historical evolution and determinism—“History” with a capital H. They believed that human nature changes over time and that government must change with it. They disparaged individual rights, created a sprawling bureaucratic government, and reoriented our foreign policy toward utopian fantasies.


Like a lot of bad ideas, Progressivism began as a small academic movement but quickly sprawled into a mass political movement that succeeded in electing one of its own as president: Woodrow Wilson. And progressive ideology still guides the Democratic Party today. When you hear politicians speak of “being on the right side of history” or “the arc of history,” they’re reflecting early Progressive thought.


Today’s liberals may think these phrases sound pretty, but they reflect an ugly and anti-American ideology that laid the roots of American decline. Once Progressives repudiated the moral and political foundations of America, it was a short step to repudiating America itself. The violent hatred of America we see on the left today got its start with the Progressives’ attacks on America many years ago.


THE PROGRESSIVE ATTACK ON THE FOUNDING



Progressives rejected our Founders’ first principles of government. The Progressives’ sharp break with the founding principles is sometimes overlooked because more than a century has passed since the Progressives began their attack. That’s why it’s important to return to these first principles to understand how the Progressives planted the seeds of decline.


Nature versus History


Our Founders built America on eternal principles and timeless truths. By contrast, the Progressives viewed the founding era as outdated, asserting that our founding principles had been overtaken by the progress of History and could be ignored.


These concepts can seem abstract, so it’s best to begin at the beginning, with the document that literally founded America: the Declaration of Independence. The Declaration announced to the world our independence from Great Britain. But it did much more: it laid down the principles of our new country. Abraham Lincoln honored its principal author, Thomas Jefferson, for having “the coolness, forecast, and capacity to introduce into a merely revolutionary document, an abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times.” A “merely revolutionary” document! As if rebellion against the British Empire was some small thing. Lincoln understood, though, how essential that “abstract truth, applicable to all men and all times,” was to our revolution, justifying the sacrifice of so many patriots.


That truth, of course, is the central claim of the Declaration: “all men are created equal.” The Founders called this truth “self-evident,” which is to say it carries its evidence with it and needs no additional or external proof.


What does it mean to be created equal? It doesn’t mean we’re alike in every respect. The Founders elaborated that our equality is moral and political. Or as Jefferson wrote for the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration, “the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of God.” Lincoln, the great interpreter of the Declaration, agreed, and also answered those who point out the many ways in which humans are obviously not equal:




I think the authors of that notable instrument intended to include all men, but they did not intend to declare all men equal in all respects. They did not mean to say all were equal in color, size, intellect, moral developments, or social capacity. They defined with tolerable distinctness, in what respects they did consider all men created equal—equal in “certain inalienable rights, among which are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”





In other words, despite our many differences, we all have the same rights, and no one by nature is entitled to rule over another.


The Founders explained that our equality is an eternal truth because it comes from God—or as the Declaration says, “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s God.” John Adams tied the Declaration directly to Christianity, writing that Christianity “is founded on that eternal and fundamental Principle of the Law of Nature, Do as you would be done by: and love your Neighbor as yourself.” We are equal because God created us equally in His image, because we are each equally human—then, now, and always. And just as God always is and always has been, these laws of nature are also immutable and timeless.


This understanding wasn’t controversial or disputed among Americans at the time. Near his death, Jefferson denied any “originality of principle or sentiment” on his part, explaining that he articulated the common sense of the American people. The goal of the Declaration was “not to find out new principles, or new arguments, never before thought of, nor merely to say things which had never been said before; but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject.” He recalled that Americans were of “one opinion” and all “thought alike on these subjects,” making the Declaration simply “the expression of the American mind.” And despite intellectual fads on the left, you probably share this opinion; it’s why we shoot fireworks, go to parades, and read the Declaration on the Fourth of July.


To the Progressives, though, this was all so much nonsense—and worse than that, it was an obstacle to “progress.”


Woodrow Wilson didn’t love the Declaration. In fact, he hated it. Wilson often ridiculed the Declaration and its “expression of the American mind” of the late eighteenth century. He scoffed that “the question is not whether all men are born free and equal or not. Suppose they were born so, you know they are not.” I doubt many politicians would so boldly criticize the Declaration today! Nor would many politicians mock patriotic Americans, as Wilson did when he regretted that “some citizens of this country have never got beyond the Declaration of Independence.” Wilson admonished, “if you want to understand the real Declaration of Independence, do not repeat the preface.” Put differently, don’t read the part that proclaims our equality based on timeless laws of nature and nature’s God—the most important part of the document. And certainly don’t believe that our equality—or anything else—has an eternal, immutable foundation that could act as a limit on the power of government.


Progressives rejected such eternal principles in favor of a belief in historical evolution. Here, they borrowed from German philosophers, especially G. W. F. Hegel. He contended that History—with a capital H—progressed as a kind of rational, evolutionary process with a mind of its own. Hegel’s History advanced through various stages of despotism, feudalism, and monarchy before ending in “freedom” under what Hegel called the “rational State.” A key implication of Hegel’s theory is that knowledge and wisdom change over time. What was true for our forefathers, he claimed, wasn’t necessarily true for us today.


This kind of historical relativism runs throughout the Progressives’ writings about the Declaration and the founding era. Wilson objected that “the Declaration of Independence did not mention the questions of our day.” He didn’t see much relevance to the questions that were mentioned in the Declaration, either. “Such sentences do not afford a general theory of government to formulate policies upon. No doubt we are meant to have liberty; but each generation must form its own conception of liberty.” At root, Wilson wanted to cast aside the Declaration as outdated and obsolete—to progress beyond it, one might say: “We are not bound to adhere to the doctrines held by the signers of the Declaration of Independence: we are as free as they were to make and unmake governments. We are not here to worship men or a document.”


Another leading Progressive, John Dewey, was even more blunt. He ridiculed the Founders, dismissing them because “their own special interpretations of liberty, individuality, and intelligence were themselves historically conditioned, and were relevant only to their own time and places.” Their “special interpretation of liberty” wasn’t subject to “historic relativity,” so its authors had “frozen it into a doctrine to be applied at all times under all circumstances.” Of course, Lincoln and the Founders knew that permanence was a virtue of our system of government. But to the Progressives, this was a central defect.


In the end, the Progressives repudiated the Declaration for two reasons. First, by appealing to God-given nature instead of History, the Progressives thought the Founders relied on embarrassing, outdated knowledge—really, on myth or superstition. Second, the Progressives believed that this myth of God-given, inalienable rights interfered with their plans to construct a vast administrative bureaucracy—Hegel’s “rational State”—to regulate the economy and private life.


In our day, this dispute between nature and History may not seem so important. After all, many people still read the Declaration on Independence Day, while well-meaning people talk about “being on the right side of history.” More than a century on, the progressive view of History is a fairly common way of thinking. America has also made great progress in power, wealth, and fairness, so many tend to think progress is more or less inevitable.


Yet nature and History really are different, as Wilson stressed with one of his favorite metaphors:




The captain of a Mississippi steamboat had made fast to the shore because of a thick fog lying upon the river. The fog lay low and dense upon the surface of the water, but overhead all was clear. A cloudless sky showed a thousand points of starry light. An impatient passenger inquired the cause of the delay. “We can’t see to steer,” said the captain. “But all’s clear overhead,” suggested the passenger, “you can see the North Star.” “Yes,” replied the officer, “but we aren’t going that way.”





Here, Wilson modifies the classical metaphor of the ship of state. At sail on the high seas, the captain is free to choose his destination and navigates there by fixed, eternal principles—such as the North Star—even as he selects his course and technique accounting for circumstances such as wind, weather, and sea conditions. By contrast, Wilson’s riverboat captain has not only his destination but also his course chosen for him. He must exercise some skill to avoid the banks and the shoals, but ultimately he must submit to the river current—to History. Indeed, to the Progressives, an appeal to timeless principles isn’t merely outdated, but dangerous. As Wilson stated the moral of the metaphor: “Politics must follow the actual windings of the channel: if it steer by the stars it will run aground.”


And the difference between nature and History genuinely makes a difference too. The twentieth century was filled with misery, bloodshed, and oppression because so many rulers thought of themselves as “agents of history” who were unbound by the supposedly obsolete morality and rights of the past. The Progressives were no exception.


Individual Rights versus the State


The Founders viewed protecting our rights as the chief purpose of government. But the Progressives viewed our rights as the chief obstacle to their plans for a new form of government.


For the Founders, our rights derived from our natural equality—the fact that no one is born with a saddle or spurs, as Jefferson put it. It’s another one of those “self-evident” truths of the Declaration that the rights of human beings “are endowed by their Creator.”


Neither the Declaration nor the Constitution’s Bill of Rights created these rights; rather, these documents simply recognized them. These rights existed prior to any government and act as both a constraint on and an end for government. Our rights today to speak our mind, worship God, own guns, or receive due process of law are no different from our forebears’ rights in the founding era. For that matter, our rights are no different from the rights of any person at any time or place, even though oppressive governments may deny those rights.


Having rejected nature as the basis of government, the Progressives believed that individual rights are not a gift from God or inherent in our nature, but rather a gift from government. And what government may give, government may take away.


The prominent Progressive intellectual Frank Goodnow—the president of Johns Hopkins University, a hotbed of Progressivism, and also the first president of the American Political Science Association—put the case very starkly. He condemned what he called the “private rights political philosophy” as a “menace” to “the necessary prerequisite of progress.” According to Goodnow, individual rights are what the left today sometimes calls a “social construct”:




The rights which he possesses are, it is believed, conferred upon him, not by his Creator, but rather by the society to which he belongs. What they are is to be determined by the legislative authority in view of the needs of that society. Social expediency, rather than natural right, is thus to determine the sphere of individual freedom of action.





Goodnow frankly admitted that individual rights must succumb to the growing size and needs of government. “The sphere of government action is continually widening,” he wrote hopefully, “and the actual content of individual private rights is being increasingly narrowed.” As government grows, our rights recede.


For Progressives, that was all part of the plan. They wanted to build a vast administrative state that would define our rights, instead of being limited by them. The Progressives knew this was the key to building a more “efficient,” collectivist society. Stripped of natural rights, “men as communities are supreme over men as individuals,” as Wilson put it. By extension, Wilson added, “no line can be drawn between private and public affairs which the State may not cross at will; that omnipotence of legislation is the first postulate of all just political theory.”


The “omnipotence of legislation”—the belief that lawmakers have unlimited power—fairly captures the progressive left’s view of government. It explains why Democrats greatly expand the size of government every time they take power. And it explains why they believe they can dictate every aspect of our lives, from the food that we eat to how we raise our kids. Progressives don’t think our rights come from God. They think government is God.


The Constitution versus Big Government


Lincoln borrowed from Proverbs when he called the Declaration “the apple of gold” and the Constitution “the picture of silver.” The Constitution gave form and structure to the Declaration: “The picture was made, not to conceal, or to destroy the apple; but to adorn, and preserve it.” Just as they attacked our Declaration, the Progressives unsurprisingly attacked our Constitution, as well.


In the famed Federalist 51, James Madison explained that the Constitution, like the Declaration, also is based on our timeless, unchangeable human nature: men are not angels. Just as we are equal by nature, we are also fallen creatures by nature. “If angels were to govern men,” Madison observed, “neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary.” Yet government must be “administered by men over men,” so it must be designed not only to “enable the government to control the governed,” Madison wrote, but also to “oblige it to control itself.” “It may be a reflection on human nature,” he acknowledged, “that such devices should be necessary to control the abuses of government. But what is government itself, but the greatest of all reflections on human nature?” Because mankind is fallen and sinful, government is necessary. Yet fallen and sinful men will run the government, so it shouldn’t have unchecked power.


These reflections on human nature, I would add, are part of the reason why conservatives today are skeptical about utopian plans like “eliminating poverty” or “ending tyranny in our world.” We don’t dispute the nobility of the goals, but we have measured expectations about achieving them this side of heaven.


Madison’s “devices” are our Constitution’s indispensable features: regular elections, limited government, federalism, and the separation of powers. He wrote that regular elections are the “primary control on the government, but experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.” One “auxiliary precaution” is “the federal system,” which delegates limited powers to the federal government, leaving most power with the states. Another is the separation of powers with its system of checks and balances between the three branches of government. Together, “a double security arises to the rights of the people.” These “devices” and “controls,” Madison noted, are “essential to the preservation of liberty.”


But just because we’re not angels doesn’t mean we’re devils, either. Elsewhere in The Federalist, Madison elaborated on the good and the bad of human nature and what it means for our government: “As there is a degree of depravity in mankind which requires a certain degree of circumspection and distrust, so there are other qualities in human nature which justify a certain portion of esteem and confidence. Republican government presupposes the existence of these qualities in a higher degree than any other form.” This sober assessment of human nature runs throughout the Founders’ thinking about the Constitution.


The Progressives, by contrast, were far from sober; they were utopian. As we’ve seen, the Progressives believed that “History” has its own logic of progress. And just as our material conditions improved with the advance of science and technology, so too did the moral conditions of mankind. As the Progressive academic John Burgess wrote grandiosely, History was “the true and faithful record of these progressive revelations of the human reason, as they mark the line and stages of advance made by the human race towards its ultimate perfection.” Adam and Eve may have been turned out of Eden, but with the superior knowledge imparted by History, the Progressives believed they could create a new garden of paradise here on earth.


In retrospect, given the horrors of the twentieth century, this view seems hopelessly naive. But farseeing observers could’ve seen that utopian political beliefs combined with modern technology could lead to disaster. In fact, one did. In an essay on modern warfare, Winston Churchill, a contemporary of the Progressives, contrasted scientific and technological progress on the one hand with moral progress on the other: “Mankind has never been in this position before. Without having improved appreciably in virtue or enjoying wiser guidance, it has got into its hands for the first time the tools by which it can unfailingly accomplish its own extermination.” The Founders shared Churchill’s view that our nature doesn’t change or improve with time—with History.


Yet the perfectibility of human nature was an article of faith for the Progressives and key to their criticism of the Constitution. As History progressed and our nature evolved for the better, government “by men over men” became less dangerous and “auxiliary precautions” were no longer needed; the government could be trusted not to abuse its power. For example, the Progressive journalist Herbert Croly eagerly looked forward to a future where “the community will be united not by any specific formulation of the law, but by the sincerity and the extent of its devotion to a liberal and humane purpose.” Things like separation of powers and the Bill of Rights merely interfere with the government’s ability to act. That’s why “gridlock” is a left-wing term for the separation of powers.


Progressives clothed this critique in the language of science. As both an academic and a politician, Wilson criticized the Constitution as “Newtonian,” or unduly mechanistic. He believed that “the Constitution was founded on the law of gravitation. The government was to exist and move by virtue of the efficacy of ‘checks and balances.’ The trouble with the theory is that government is not a machine, but a living thing.” Wilson dismissed this “Newtonian” theory as little more than “political witchcraft.”


The Founders, bound by the historical horizon of their times, couldn’t see Darwin coming over that horizon. But Wilson claimed that government, as a living thing, “falls, not under the theory of the universe, but under the theory of organic life. It is accountable to Darwin, not to Newton.” He stressed that “living political constitutions must be Darwinian in structure and in practice.” The system of checks and balances is deadly: “No living thing can have its organs offset against each other, as checks, and live.” According to Wilson, “all that progressives ask or desire is permission—in an era when ‘development,’ ‘evolution,’ is the scientific word—to interpret the Constitution according to the Darwinian principle.”


It’s revealing that Wilson said Progressives only wanted to “interpret” the Constitution: what they really meant is they wanted to distort its original meaning beyond recognition. Instead of amending the Constitution to alter the separation of powers or federalism, for instance, the Progressives grafted a new system on top of the Constitution. In his very first book, Wilson admitted that he wanted to replace the “defects” of the Constitution with “single, unstinted power.” Few things could be more alien to our Founders’ thought than “unstinted power,” but that was the Progressives’ vision for the modern administrative state.


Today, we’re used to the alphabet soup of bureaucracies in Washington—IRS, EPA, SEC, and on and on the list could go to include nearly every letter in the alphabet. These agencies only date back to the Progressive era. One of the first was the Federal Trade Commission, which Wilson created early in his presidency. The FTC still has sweeping power to regulate “unfair methods of competition” and “unfair or deceptive acts or practices,” vague generalities that the FTC gets to define itself. Most other administrative agencies follow this model.


Suffice it to say, these bureaucracies break with the Founders’ constitutional design. The agencies write their own binding regulations, they enforce their own regulations, and they judge cases involving their own regulations. As Madison put it in Federalist 47, they combine the legislative, executive, and judicial powers all “in the same hands,” which “may justly be pronounced the very definition of tyranny.”


For the Progressives, however, these agencies represent the coming of Hegel’s “rational State.” Wilson acknowledged that public administration is a product of “German professors” and “is a foreign science, speaking very little of the language of English or American principle.” Administrative agencies, according to Wilson, must have “unstinted power” given the complexity of modern society. “Administration cannot wait upon legislation,” he wrote, “but must be given leave, or take it, to proceed without specific warrant in giving effect to the characteristic life of the State.”


And these bureaucracies must be insulated from political accountability to fulfill their purposes. “Bureaucracy can exist,” Wilson believed, “only where the whole service of the state is removed from the common political life of the people.” The Progressives didn’t fear government overreach or abuse because they imagined that these agencies would be run by what Hegel called the “universal class,” a group of morally pure and scientifically expert civil servants. On the contrary, Wilson was thrilled by a growing bureaucracy: “Administration is everywhere putting its hands to new undertakings.”


With all their talk of Darwin and government as a “living thing,” the Progressives introduced the concept of the “living Constitution” into our politics. But as Justice Antonin Scalia observed, a “living Constitution” is worthless because it keeps changing—it’s really “dead.” Those of us who venerate the charter prefer an “enduring Constitution.”


Unfortunately, the Progressives’ new administrative state very much endures today, even though its performance is a far cry from their vision of a highly competent, efficient, public-spirited bureaucracy. Who thinks, for instance, that the Centers for Disease Control distinguished itself during the coronavirus pandemic? Not the American people: the number who say they don’t trust the CDC tripled in the two years since the pandemic began. For that matter, who thinks Lois Lerner, the IRS bureaucrat who harassed Tea Party groups, represents a higher ethical class of selfless public servants? Or Peter Strzok and Lisa Page, the former FBI deep-staters who were pushed out for their role in the Russia collusion hoax? Such examples of bureaucratic incompetence, abuse, and crimes could fill a book.


Yet the entrenched bureaucracy keeps growing, albeit with new euphemisms. No one, not even Democrats, speaks favorably of “bureaucracy” anymore. Bureaucrats hate being called bureaucrats. Instead, they aspire to be a “czar”—a repulsive title unfit for republican government, yet oddly appropriate for the unconstrained power claimed by the administrative state. During the pandemic, progressives told us to “listen to the experts” and to “follow the science.” What they meant is that the people and their elected representatives should cede power to unelected bureaucrats to mandate, dictate, and control their lives.


Indeed, Tony Fauci embodies the Progressives’ vision of government today. Armed with credentials and a lifetime in government, he claimed that he “only cares about science.” He bristles that his critics are “really criticizing science because I represent science.” He dodged accountability for funding the Wuhan labs and misleads the public about it. He rebuked elected officials who don’t follow his shifting, contradictory directives, as if his narrow expertise in infectious diseases entitled him to pronounce on childhood development, macroeconomics, or supply chains. No one elected him to do all this, yet progressives celebrated him, featured him on glossy magazine covers, and put up yard signs with his name.


These sentiments rest on the pillars of progressive thought: a deep faith in the progress of History, an idealistic belief in the perfectibility of human nature, and a rejection of the Declaration and the Constitution. And just as the Progressives reshaped our domestic institutions, so too did their thought reshape our foreign policy.



PROGRESSIVISM MEETS THE WORLD



As we’ve seen, the Founders formed our government on the basis of our moral equality and to protect our natural rights, while accounting for our fallen nature. They approached foreign policy with the same sober, clear-eyed views. By contrast, the Progressives, imagining themselves more enlightened by the march of History, pursued a utopian foreign policy, dedicated to unachievable abstractions and detached from America’s national interest.


As with domestic politics, the Founders’ thinking about foreign policy started with human nature. And if men are not angels at home, they may be worse in the anarchic world of international politics. In Federalist 6, Alexander Hamilton dismissed “utopian speculations” about permanent peace because “men are ambitious, vindictive, and rapacious.” He had in mind the cruel kings and violent mobs from his own day and the annals of history, but these words could just as easily describe modern dictators like Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping. Hamilton continued in Federalist 34, acknowledging that “the fiery and destructive passions of war reign in the human breast with much more powerful sway than the mild and beneficent sentiments of peace.”


In a fallen and dangerous world, foreign policy must prioritize our safety if government is to protect our rights. The Declaration states that “Safety and Happiness” are twin goals of government. Foreign policy is emphatically the province of safety, the prerequisite for the enjoyment of our rights and the pursuit of happiness. John Jay observed in Federalist 3 that “among the many objects to which a wise and free people find it necessary to direct their attention, that of providing for their safety seems to be first.” I witnessed this maxim firsthand as a soldier in Iraq and Afghanistan, where American policymakers foolishly pursued lofty goals such as economic development and women’s rights without establishing a baseline of security. What the Army says to protect its soldiers in training is also true of foreign policy: safety first.


George Washington’s Farewell Address sketched a foreign policy based on our safety and our interests. He believed that “our interest, guided by justice,” should serve as our North Star. There was nothing wrong, in the Founders’ view, with pursuing our national interest; otherwise, we would be slavishly dependent on other nations. But the pursuit of interest must be “guided by justice,” understanding other nations pursue their own interests too. Washington therefore counseled “good faith and justice toward all Nations,” sought to “cultivate peace and harmony with all,” and proposed that a “great rule of conduct for us, in regard to foreign nations, is, in extending our commercial relations, to have with them as little political connection as possible.” Such a policy, Washington contended, would “gain time” for our country to grow, our economy to expand, and our strength to gather until America had “command of its own fortunes.”


The Founders, in other words, put America first. Who would if we didn’t?


Not so with the Progressives, though. In 1915, at a naturalization ceremony, of all places, Wilson admonished the new citizens “not only always to think first of America, but always, also, to think first of humanity.” What a rousing welcome! But “humanity first” is what you would expect from Progressives. As History advanced and human nature improved, they believed that nations could and should retire primitive concerns about safety and the selfish pursuit of national interests. Foreign policy could become selfless and altruistic. American power, they believed, should be deployed not to advance America’s interests, but rather to improve the social, economic, and political conditions of other nations and the world at large.


The Progressives’ approach to foreign policy is best seen in Wilson’s response to World War I. When the war broke out in 1914, he committed to a policy of neutrality, not unlike Washington’s policy during the French Revolution. But neutrality turned into passivity when the Germans announced a campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare to choke off supplies to the British home front. In May 1915, a German submarine torpedoed the British passenger ship Lusitania, killing nearly 1,200 people, including 128 American citizens. The nation was shocked and outraged, much as it would be after Pearl Harbor and 9/11. Yet Wilson reacted with a professor’s detachment. He didn’t declare war on Germany, or even demand negotiations and redress under threat of war to avenge the deaths. Instead, he sent sternly worded letters to the German government expressing his “concern, distress, and amazement.”


At that naturalization ceremony, Wilson explained his timidity in what has become known as, amazingly, the “Too Proud to Fight” speech. Even more amazingly, this speech occurred just three days after the sinking of the Lusitania. He cautioned against the nation having “the narrowness and prejudice of a family,” lamenting that “family gets centered on itself if it is not careful and is less interested in the neighbors than it is in its own members.”


Stop for a moment to consider how astonishing that metaphor is. Who doesn’t care more about one’s own family than about the neighbors? The Founders certainly did. You surely do. And your neighbors do too! Now, we can and should be good neighbors, but our own family has to come first. To Wilson, though, that’s just “narrowness and prejudice.” We must care just as much, maybe more, about the neighbors. By extension, we must care as much or more about other nations as we care about America.


“There is such a thing as a man being too proud to fight,” Wilson continued. “There is such a thing as a nation being so right that it does not need to convince others by force that it is right.” America was “so right” in Wilson’s view because he refused to elevate our interests over any other nation. By contrast, the Founders would’ve demanded redress in some fashion and might well have gone to war, as former president Teddy Roosevelt advocated. Yet Wilson hewed to neutrality for nearly two more years.


As late as January 1917, Wilson still hoped that American mediation could deliver “peace without victory” to Europe, but events soon forced him off the sidelines. First, Germany resumed its campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare, which immediately disrupted American shipping and led to shortages. Second, the Zimmermann Telegram from Germany’s foreign minister to the Mexican government proposed a military alliance in return for which Germany would assist Mexico in reclaiming Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. This was a shocking violation of the principles of the Monroe Doctrine and a direct threat to America’s safety and territorial integrity.


The Founders would’ve considered these affronts to America’s interest and honor more than enough to justify war against Germany, yet Wilson cast the war in purely selfless, idealistic terms divorced from our safety and interests. His War Message to Congress is perhaps the most remarkable statement of a wartime president in American history. “We have no selfish ends to serve,” Wilson declared, as if protecting our borders, defending our commerce, and avenging dead Americans were unseemly motives. Wilson instead proclaimed that “our motive will not be revenge or the victorious assertion of the physical might of the nation, but only the vindication of right, of human right.” Notice he didn’t say anything about America’s rights.


Wilson sold the war in bloodless, abstract terms. He could barely bring himself to name our enemies. Germany didn’t so much wage war against the United States; instead it waged “a war against all nations” and “warfare against mankind.” By the same token, Wilson imagined that America fought less against Germany and more against “autocracy” or, what was probably worse in his mind, “selfish and autocratic power.” “Our object,” Wilson insisted, was only “to vindicate the principles of peace and justice in the life of the world.” And America would be just “a single champion” and “but one of the champions of the rights of mankind.”


Wilson concluded his War Message with four abstractions America would fight for:




for democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations, for a universal dominion of right by such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the world itself at last free.





Nothing wrong with these aspirations, to be sure, but none directly affected America’s safety and vital interests. The families of the nearly 117,000 Americans killed in the war probably thought they died to protect America’s “rights and liberties,” not those of “small nations,” and surely not to establish “a universal dominion of right.” Nor did they likely imagine that Wilson would try to establish the League of Nations, “a concert of free peoples” designed to bring “safety to all nations.” They probably would’ve settled for protecting America’s safety. Indeed, most would probably join Hamilton from Federalist 6 in rejecting—as the Senate did reject—the League of Nations as “utopian speculations” from “visionary or designing men who stand ready to advocate the paradox of perpetual peace.” I’ll discuss the downfall of the League of Nations at greater length in Chapter Three.


In the end, the absence of a single word illustrates the difference between the foreign policy of the Founders and the Progressives. “The world must be made safe for democracy,” Wilson famously declared in his War Message. The Founders would’ve countered that the world must be made safe for America’s democracy. That task alone is hard enough, without the Progressives’ grand utopian schemes.


THE PROGRESSIVES BROKE decisively with the moral and political foundation of our republic. They also changed our long-standing approach to foreign policy away from our national interests and toward the selfless pursuit of abstract ideals, a view that still holds great sway.


This isn’t to say liberals won’t employ American power—far from it. They’re more than happy to use military force, as long as it’s on behalf of foreigners or abstract ideas. During the early, bloody phases of the Balkan Wars in the 1990s, United Nations ambassador Madeleine Albright wanted to launch air strikes against the Serbs and even deploy American troops as UN peacekeepers to protect civilians in the former Yugoslavia. General Colin Powell opposed her and she infamously countered, “What’s the point of having this superb military that you’re always talking about if we can’t use it?” Just don’t ask liberals to use the military to protect America’s interests.


What’s worse, this kind of liberal internationalism doesn’t merely ignore our interests; it usually undermines them. For example, Barack Obama justified his disastrous intervention in Libya by alluding to a United Nations–inspired academic theory called “R2P”—the supposed “responsibility to protect” other peoples from war and oppression. America, of course, had no such responsibility, while the chaos unleashed in Libya has threatened us for more than a decade (as I’ll explain in Chapter Six).


Yet the Progressives didn’t just expand the size and power of government and reorient our foreign policy. By rejecting the founding principles, they also laid the groundwork for a new generation of leftist radicals who would curse our nation as a force for evil in the world and actively side with our enemies—the Blame America First Democrats.
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