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Dedicated to the memory of a true American entrepreneur and a friend,


Carl N. Karcher
1917–2008


“The American Dream is alive and well in this country of ours. I know. I lived it.”















INTRODUCTION





“A lie gets halfway around the world before the truth has a chance to get its pants on.”


ATTRIBUTED TO WINSTON CHURCHILL




February 15, 2017


The vice president was calling.


I looked down at my phone’s display as the call came through and hesitated a moment before answering. This, I knew, could very well mean the end of a short but already arduous journey. It could also mean that journey was about to take a brand-new turn. The final answer was waiting for me on the other end of the line.


Just over two months before, Donald J. Trump, then president-elect of the United States, had asked me to serve as the twenty-seventh secretary of labor. He had a definite plan in mind in appointing me. For the first time since Ronald Reagan assembled his initial cabinet, an incoming president had chosen someone who had been both a laborer and a successful business executive to head the department that looks out for American workers.


I was very pleased at the prospect of serving. As someone who began as a worker—who worked his way through school while raising a family—I knew what it was like to live paycheck to paycheck, juggling bills and sometimes coming up short at the end of the month. As a business executive, I knew how government regulations designed to help workers can often have the perverse effect of hurting them, because they raise the cost of employment and make it harder, in the real world of business competition, for companies to hire new employees.


I had been writing and speaking about those issues for years, which is why I was nominated. I really believed I could reform the Labor Department so that America could have both strong worker protections and a robust and growing job market, where wages and benefits go up because companies need and want employees and must compete against one another for labor.


Of course, I knew that such ideas were anathema to many on the Left, particularly the current group of Progressive politicians who had gained ascendency in the Democratic Party in recent years. I knew they would fight my nomination, and given the divisiveness of politics in America today, I knew that the fight wouldn’t be pretty.


I was certainly right about that.


The Left’s attack campaign, designed to defame and disparage, began almost immediately. The intent was to discourage supporters and encourage opponents. And, of course, truth was the casualty.


For a little over two months, labor unions and other left-wing groups threw every charge they could at me. The personal charges were one thing; I was a trial lawyer for many years and I have a pretty thick skin. But, I hated the impact on my family. They took personally the attacks on me, and they were not safe from old-fashioned scare tactics. Fight for $15 union shills showed up at our front door, held a rally near our home, and drove through our neighborhood with a billboard claiming I abused women. A threatening package containing white powder was sent to our home. Interestingly enough, the media chose not to report on that incident, though they reported the claims against me in minute detail.


All the while, I was focused on the whirlwind of activity that surrounds a cabinet nomination. I had no idea about the extent of the vetting process nominees undergo; it is intense, exhilarating, and good preparation for posts subject to regular congressional oversight.


I worked daily with the Trump transition team to prepare for confirmation hearings before the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee—known in Washington slang as the HELP Committee. I was meeting with the individual senators on the committee as well as their top staffers, giving them a sense of my positions and getting to feel them out before I formally appeared in front of them.


And I was getting ready for the job, thinking about potential nominees for the sub-Cabinet posts, and planning how to implement the Labor Department’s piece of the president’s agenda for job creation.


But by early February, the attack campaign reached such a fever pitch, and the attacks leveled against me were such a constant presence in the mainstream media, that some Republican senators were beginning to get nervous.


Betsy DeVos, the secretary of education, had only just barely been confirmed, and the press was gleefully reporting that the new Trump administration was incapable of putting together a functioning cabinet. Senators were swamped with emails and phone calls in opposition to the DeVos confirmation as well as left-wing attacks at town hall meetings. If the barrage kept up, my own party could sink my nomination before I even got the chance to make my case in a hearing.


Vice President Mike Pence had been working with Majority Leader Mitch McConnell to count the votes and see where I stood. The vice president and I trusted each other and knew we could count on each other to be straight and to the point, even if we weren’t saying what the other wanted to hear.


Now, the vice president was calling with the results of his final conversation with McConnell. His words would determine whether I continued to gear up to face the HELP Committee hearing or began to pack my bags for home.


I pressed “Accept.”


“Hello, Mr. Vice President.”


I first met Donald Trump in May 2016 at the home of Tom Barrack, one of Trump’s longtime friends and major supporters who later served as chairman of his Presidential Inaugural Committee. Since the previous December, I had been having informal discussions on economic policy with members of Trump’s economic policy team. I also had similar discussions with staffers from the Jeb Bush, Ted Cruz, Carly Fiorina, Marco Rubio, and Scott Walker campaigns. I knew personally and had spoken and met with many of the front-running candidates.


Though I have been a conservative since the 1980s (I voted for George McGovern on my first trip to the ballot box), I am not, by nature, a “political” person. I had some involvement in the political process and often shared my views on economic policy, but by and large, the business of politics never appealed to me. I preferred the business of business.


My particular business was restaurants (quick service specifically). I was a lawyer by training, and I fell into the fast-food world in the mid-1980s, when I met Carl N. Karcher. Karcher had grown a small Los Angeles hot-dog stand into the successful Carl’s Jr. restaurant chain and was the head of its parent company, CKE Restaurants. In 1991, I became Karcher’s personal attorney and moved to California. In 1997, I became CKE’s executive vice president and general counsel.


I stayed with the company through its highs and lows for the next twenty years, becoming CEO in 2000. With a lot of hard work, we took CKE from near bankruptcy to become a fast-food powerhouse, with 3,800 locations in the United States and 40 foreign countries that generated, together with our franchises, over $4 billion in annual revenues and employed over 75,000 people in the US alone.


I have never felt shy about sharing my views on economic policy; perhaps that’s because I saw firsthand, from different perspectives, the real impact of government policy on working Americans. I believe it is important for political leaders to hear from those of us who personally know the importance of good jobs to working families, and who also know how government regulations can discourage companies from creating jobs by making it against their economic interests. I’d always been happy to support qualified candidates for office who understood that. But as for myself, I always felt more comfortable in the courtroom or the boardroom than in the political arena.


Perhaps that was part of what drew me to Donald Trump. He was decidedly not a typical politician. One of the things that struck me when I met him for the first time was how similar his mannerisms and personality were, in that small setting, to what I had seen on television.


His remarks were unscripted, freewheeling, and honest, a refreshing change from the prepackaged, poll-tested language of most politicians. He may have been a bit more understated in that setting, but Trump’s essence was unmistakable. When I shook his hand and spoke to him face-to-face for the first time, he was, above all, genuine. With Donald Trump, what you saw was what you got.


A few months later, in mid-July, I happened to be seated across the table from Trump at another dinner, this time at the home of Dr. Carla Sands, a real-estate investor in Los Angeles. I had been advising the Trump campaign, and as it happened, the Wall Street Journal was preparing to run a joint op-ed from myself and fellow Trump economic adviser Stephen Moore in the following morning’s paper.


We argued that Trump’s economic plan was vastly superior to Hillary Clinton’s, explaining, “Although we disagree with him on some issues, we have both signed on as economic advisers to Mr. Trump because we are confident in the direction he would take the country.” Specifically, we praised his pledge to repeal Obamacare and his plan to enact the most sweeping tax cut since 1981.


I mentioned the upcoming op-ed to Mr. Trump—I even pulled up the text on my phone and slid it across the table to him. We were unable to discuss economic policy in detail that evening, but he was obviously pleased to see the op-ed and clearly something got his attention. I would be seeing a lot more of Mr. Trump in the near future.


Shortly after that dinner, on July 19, my son and I watched from a suite overlooking the floor as Trump was formally nominated at the Republican National Convention in Cleveland. The contained chaos of the general election campaign followed, capped by Trump’s stunning win on November 8 despite nearly all pollsters and pundits predicting a runaway Clinton victory.


I was certainly pleased that we were going to have someone with sound economic ideas in the White House to clear away the rubble of the Obama years. However, I had to turn my mind to more immediate matters. Just a week after the election, I was due to speak at the Restaurant Finance & Development Conference, which kicked off on November 14 in Las Vegas.


Radio and TV host Hugh Hewitt was also speaking at that conference and, totally unbeknownst to me, had decided to aggressively promote me in his remarks as a candidate to be the next secretary of labor. I may never know whether this was coincidence or not, but in the midst of that conference, I got a call from Vice President-elect Mike Pence. I had known Pence since his days in Congress, and saved his number in my phone, so my dining companions were able to see “Mike Pence” show up on the display when the call came through. One of them leaned over and said, “You’d better take it.”


Pence called to invite me to the Trump National Golf Club, Bedminster in New Jersey to meet with the team about joining the administration. He specifically mentioned the idea of my heading up the Small Business Administration. I agreed to meet, and a few days later, on November 19, I found myself in a room with Pence, Reince Priebus, Steve Bannon, and Donald Trump.


I had entered with some general ideas about how to run the Small Business Administration, but the president-elect raised the possibility of my becoming secretary of labor.


Without any hesitation, I told him I was interested. Here was a chance to help craft policies that would get America back on track toward real economic growth and more people employed at good-paying jobs. Trump asked what my plan would be, and I told him that it boiled down to two simple ideas. First, I wanted to protect American workers by creating more jobs to increase their wages and benefits. Secondly—to accomplish the first goal—I wanted to reform any regulation that hampered economic growth, while at the same time implementing every policy I could that would increase growth. Trump took it in and told me that was exactly what he was looking for.


The meeting ended on a good note, but the president-elect was noncommittal, and Priebus was cautious. That was to be expected; staffing a new administration is a delicate business, like putting a jigsaw puzzle together, each piece having to fit in with the overall picture. But I felt that after the interview I was on the short list for secretary of labor.


The president-elect and I shook hands before the assembled media. As I walked away, one reporter shouted, “What did he offer you, Andy?” I responded truthfully, “I’d be happy to do anything I could to help the president succeed.”


After the meeting at Bedminster, the waiting game began. I knew there were other people under consideration for secretary of labor, including at least one serving member of Congress. While I thought the meeting with Trump and his senior advisers had gone well, I knew it was possible they could choose someone else for the job and that I might end up at the Small Business Administration after all—or potentially somewhere else altogether. I did believe, from the amount of interest that the president-elect and his team had expressed, that I would end up somewhere.


I was ready for that. In January, I had informed the Executive Committee at our company that, at age sixty-five and after fifteen years as CEO, I was ready to pass the leadership baton when they found a replacement. In recent years, my interest in public affairs and my desire to give back to the country that had given me so much had grown. They were months into the search for a replacement when I met with the president-elect.


Wherever I wound up, I was determined to support President Trump and make the most of this chance to bring real free-market ideas back to Washington and to actually help American workers instead of leaving them at the mercy of government intervention. I went to work, studying up on policy materials and outlining policy recommendations, much as I’d done during the campaign.


Finally, the summons came from Trump Tower in Manhattan, the headquarters of the presidential transition. When I arrived for my meeting on December 8, all I was told was that President-elect Trump wanted to speak with me. When I was shown into Trump’s office, I found the same cast of characters from the Bedminster meeting (except the vice president), only in a different setting. There, once again, were Steve Bannon and Reince Priebus, and of course, behind the desk piled high with papers, Donald Trump himself.


“Andy, I’m going to give you the job,” he said, getting straight to the point as usual.


I gave the only reply I could think of. “Thank you, Mr. President, but just so we’re clear, which job?” As far as I knew, I was in the running for at least two different positions.


“Secretary of Labor,” Trump responded immediately. “You had it from our first meeting.”


I left Trump Tower excited. Now it was time for the real work to begin. For the rest of December and into the New Year, I was coordinating with lawyers and others on the transition team to make sure all my financial disclosure and ethics forms were in order. Contrary to later press coverage, all my filings with the Office of Government Ethics were turned in by January 3, 2017—among the earliest of any of the new cabinet nominees. Meanwhile, I was back at the books, reading policy papers, studies, and economic forecasts and working to fine-tune my own position statements.


In the end, I decided on a succinct four-point plan to help turn the Department of Labor from an advocate for bigger government and an abettor of Big Labor into a force that put the American worker first. As has become obvious since his election as Chairman of the Democratic Party, the prior secretary of labor, Thomas Perez, was a Progressive and a strongly (very strongly) partisan big-government Democrat. There was going to be a lot of work getting the Department of Labor refocused on helping create jobs and increasing wages and benefits rather than growing government and supporting Big Labor.


To begin with, I wanted to zoom in on one of the most vulnerable sectors of the American workforce by increasing opportunities for employment among minority communities and in large cities. Tens of millions of Americans who could work and who wanted to work were stuck, unable to find jobs, and that spawned negative ripple effects across entire communities.


I hoped to increase efforts to help people in these high-risk areas find good-paying jobs that would double as investments in their communities. There was a lot of government red tape preventing that from happening, and it was past time for it to go. Our immigration policies also needed a closer look. It seemed counterproductive to allow low-skilled workers to immigrate in large numbers when there were millions of citizens who could work receiving unemployment.


My second priority was also aimed at increasing employment by expanding opportunities for education and training. It was a tragedy that hundreds of thousands of good-paying, skilled-labor jobs remained open in America simply because potential workers lacked the necessary training.


I felt we could easily address this problem by working more with the private sector on worker training programs to match workers with the jobs that actually exist. I also hoped we could work together on vocational and technical training programs, like apprenticeships or internships for unemployed or underemployed Americans. I wanted the Department of Labor to have a constructive role, working with the private sector to accomplish this goal.


My third priority reflected my own experience. I got married and had a family at a young age. I had three children by the time I graduated from law school at age twenty-eight. I felt that workplace policies should better reflect the needs of young families and that there was a role for government to push in that direction.


I wanted to implement the president’s desire for paid family leave, and I believed that if it was done with sensitivity toward the realities of business—and particularly if the rest of our economic agenda resulted in a healthy labor market—it would be possible to enact paid family leave in a way that did not discourage hiring and job creation.


For years, I had been preaching that America could have both strong worker protections and a strong labor market. The family leave issue was a chance to put that theme to work and create a model for similar reforms in the future.


My final priority, which would have helped the entire department run more smoothly to accomplish the first three, was to start swinging the axe in the overgrown forest that government regulation of the private sector has become.


It was essential for Washington to understand that while regulation is necessary and can be quite beneficial, it can be devastating to the job market unless it’s done in a way that is sensitive to how businesses really think and react.


Regulations undermine job creation far more than most Americans know, and far more than taxation. Like most Americans, I’m not a fan of taxes. I believe it is always better for Americans to keep more of what they earn. But, when done properly and with the intent of raising revenue rather than punishing success or redistributing income, taxes do at least have the benefit of generating revenue for the government. Regulations, on the other hand, usually lower revenue because they stunt economic growth. So, unless a regulation delivers real progress toward some social goal, it is a net loss for everyone.


I believed that regulatory reform held the promise of spurring economic growth, increasing government revenue, and improving the job market, all while making worker protections more effective. I was looking forward to making that point, especially to left-leaning senators and members of Congress.


Armed with this plan, I went forward to the next challenge: going to Washington for meetings with the senators on the HELP Committee over the course of January and early February.


Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell and Senator Lamar Alexander from Tennessee, the HELP Chairman, were extremely welcoming and helpful from the very beginning. All my meetings with the Republican committee members went well. There was not a hint of awkwardness. In fact, one of the most enjoyable was my session with Senator Susan Collins from Maine, which was to prove somewhat confusing considering future events.


Many of my meetings with Democratic senators were constructive as well considering none of them expected to be sitting across from a Republican cabinet nominee.


It was clear to me after meeting with the Democratic HELP members that these senators were still somewhat in shock after the November election. They clearly had bought into the popular notion that demographics had changed, Republicans could not win the presidency, and Hillary Clinton had the election locked up. I got the sense that in their minds, Democrats were destined to hold the White House for decades. And yet, there I was, a Republican nominee for secretary of labor, sitting across from them. I was a messenger from reality in a suit and tie.


Despite this, I got along with many of the Democrats with whom I met. Senator Christopher Murphy from Connecticut asked particularly thoughtful questions, and I thought we established a good rapport. My meeting with Senator Tim Kaine from Virginia was especially cordial, which surprised me considering he had just been defeated as Clinton’s running mate. But he and I got along so well that I genuinely felt, in a less fractious political climate, he would have voted for me. My meeting with Senator Michael Bennet from Colorado was similarly upbeat. Indeed, none of the Democrats, though they may have pointed out their ideological differences, expressed any doubts about my eventual confirmation.


Perhaps the most pleasant surprise was my sit-down with Senator Bernie Sanders from Vermont. I had geared up for this one, expecting him to waste no time tearing into a CEO who had been fool enough to cross his office threshold. In reality, Senator Sanders acknowledged our differences (he is an admitted Socialist after all) but seemed open to discussing common ground, and of that we had more than I expected.


Indeed, in my own notes I quoted a floor speech of his from 2013 in which he said that rising numbers of Americans with little education and little to no job skills were “creating a permanent underclass” and that “the best anti-poverty program is a paycheck.” I agreed, and I hoped to address this with more education and job training, if confirmed.


Additionally, while we both recognized that free trade could benefit everyone, we agreed that it was important to negotiate better trade deals with an eye toward protecting the working class from the pain those deals can bring.


Meeting with Senator Al Franken from Minnesota proved to be a strange experience. It was almost as if I met with two different people. At the outset, he seemed to make it a point to be as obnoxious as possible. I wasn’t even treated to the legendary wit that made him so famous on late-night TV. He just seemed to be in a foul mood.


When I mentioned my interest in additional vocational training and apprenticeship programs, his reaction, to my surprise, was to take offense. “I introduced a bill on that in 2013,” he informed me, haughtily demanding, “How could you come in here without knowing that?” I apologized for the oversight but added that now I knew of his interest in that area and I hoped we could work together on these initiatives under the Trump administration. To that, he was noncommittal.


Midway through our meeting Senator Franken was called out of the room. When he returned, his demeanor had done a 180-degree turn. He was more jovial and interested, and the second half of our meeting went much better than the first. I don’t know what caused the change in demeanor, but whatever happened certainly gave me a break!


Perhaps he decided that since we already agreed on at least one key issue, maybe it was time to stop being so hostile. Senators often use a carrot-and-stick approach to these interviews. Franken may have thought he had used the stick enough and needed to inject a little carrot into the interview. I mentioned that his fellow Saturday Night Live alumnus Dennis Miller and I were friends, and the mood lightened considerably. I was sure the senator would vote against me, but I thought we might actually be able to work together.


Sadly, Senator Elizabeth Warren from Massachusetts offered little in the way of surprises.


Senator Warren seemed to have made up her mind about what I believed, and nothing I said could have swayed her. She expressed concern with what she assumed was my opposition to increasing the minimum wage, an opposition fabricated by the left-wing press and subsequently repeated in her book despite our meeting. I had to explain to her that I had never opposed raising the minimum wage. In fact, I thought it should be raised, but I was opposed to raising it to the point where it would kill entry-level jobs.


Met with indignant skepticism, I told her that she could confirm this by speaking with anyone at the National Restaurant Association or the International Franchise Association as I had been trying to convince both organizations to get behind such a minimum wage increase for the past two years. I told her our differences on the issue were not on whether it should be raised but rather how much.


Taken aback, she then claimed there was no evidence that substantial minimum wage increases would kill American jobs. That’s simply untrue. Among other things, I referred her to a Congressional Budget Office report from 2014 where the CBO stated that increasing the minimum wage to $10.10 “would reduce total employment by about 500,000 workers.”1 She argued that this was just an average and that the CBO had actually given a range of possible outcomes that acknowledged the impact could be a “very slight reduction.”


I was intimately familiar with that report, and I knew she was cherry-picking data from the most favorable scenario among the many it discussed. I pointed out that the upper end of that range was the loss of one million jobs and that, as I had stated, the CBO’s projection was a loss of some five hundred thousand jobs. I explained that I felt it was safest, when forging policy, to consider the CBO’s actual estimate, but she refused to accept that.


Perhaps Senator Warren’s display of hostility was for the benefit of the two staffers who accompanied the senator and who had apparently been instructed to sit behind her with stony glares on their faces and glower unspeaking throughout the whole meeting. I made it a secondary objective to get at least one of them to crack, and by keeping the mood light, I did manage to get one to smile by the end.


At the same time as I was making my case to the senators one by one, the media was full of stories in which my opponents launched smear after smear against me, personally and professionally. They brought up the undocumented housekeeper my family had employed years ago. I thought that incident should have weighed in my favor, because once I realized her immigration status, I discharged her and then offered to help her document her status with the authorities. In other words, over five years before I had any thought of serving in public life, when it would have been easy for me to ignore the unlawful status of a worker in my home, I acted when that status came to light.


The negative media coverage continued to grow. In mid-January, Senate Minority Leader Schumer made it clear that I was “one of the Democrats’ biggest targets in the confirmation hearings.”2 The media heard him and continued to rehash allegations of spousal abuse that my ex-wife had made during our divorce almost thirty years ago.


The irony is that my former wife, Lisa, and I have a great relationship. Shortly after our divorce became final, Lisa acknowledged that the charges she had made were wholly untrue. She stated that she had made them at the behest of her lawyer, who thought they would give her an advantage in the divorce and who had a personal political vendetta against me. She repeated this in discussions with reporters and HELP Committee staff who called to speak with her.


She wrote a lengthy and very heartfelt letter to the HELP Committee, saying in part, “First, let me be clear. Andy is not and was not violent or abusive. He is a good, loving, kind man and a deeply committed and loving father. He is, as my own father noted years ago, the ‘salt of the earth.’” The Washington Examiner published the letter.3 The left-leaning media basically ignored it or attempted to discredit it while repeating the thirty-year-old allegations, stating something to the effect that she “later recanted.”


Unable to find any actual evidence of abuse (since there was none) or anyone who could say there was abuse (this was always a he said–she said situation and he and she had been saying there was no abuse for almost thirty years), the media reached out to people who had never met either Lisa or me. After repeating the now “recanted” allegations, they were willing to say they “believed” there was abuse. Alternatively, they would quote Lisa’s former attorney, who could have faced serious ethical or legal consequences had he not claimed to believe there was abuse. No one ever even attempted to interview my attorney, my adult children, or my wife of thirty years.


In her letter to the HELP Committee, Lisa stated that she later came to realize her attorney had “encouraged” her “to file abuse charges” because he “was more interested in hurting Andy because of a political vendetta than in representing [her] best interests.” The “political vendetta” Lisa referred to grew from my involvement in the pro-life movement in St. Louis in the 1980s. As part of that work, I had co-authored a law review article proposing pro-life legislation, which Missouri adopted in 1986 as part of a larger bill. A St. Louis–area abortion clinic challenged the law, and it was in the courts at the time of our divorce. While Lisa supported my position on this issue, she had hired an attorney whose wife worked at the clinic challenging the law. Lisa admitted essentially the same thing to me in a 1991 letter after I had moved to California.


The attacks worked. In 1989, when the Supreme Court upheld the legislation I had proposed, the media went after me based on the abuse allegations, giving me an image consistent with their narrative on pro-lifers. It was the first time I was attacked by the left-leaning media for my beliefs. It certainly wouldn’t be the last.


Perhaps the clearest example of media bias on the false and long-recanted abuse allegations came after it was announced that I had withdrawn my nomination for secretary of labor. A Politico reporter unabashedly tweeted that Politico’s newsroom (which had regularly repeated the abuse allegations) broke out in applause.


The whole incident wounded Lisa deeply; it reopened a difficult time in her life and mine. She called me regularly during the confirmation process, apologizing in tears. I was and am grateful to her for her integrity and courage in stating and restating the truth despite the frustration and embarrassment she suffered.


One thing I learned during the nomination process was that, whatever the attitude of the nominee toward the charges against him, families take them personally.


My family was outraged when a group tied to the Service Employees International Union sent protestors to our front door in Franklin, Tennessee, held a rally in our hometown, and drove a billboard through our neighborhood that accused me of abusing women.


The obvious intent of these tactics was to intimidate me directly or through my family rather than to persuade any senator to vote against me. There are no senators living in Franklin, Tennessee.


I also deeply regretted and resented the distorted attacks on our company’s excellent record on protecting employee rights. This attack harmed not only me but the hardworking, decent, and committed workers and executives at our company.


For the record, none of the charges of employee abuse against me and the company I ran were true. They were not just distorted; they were false.


Our company has an outstanding record of compliance with the law and of concern for its employees. In fact, that’s part of our business model. We want the best employees—the kind of people who care about their jobs and their customers—and we know we must treat our employees well to get and keep the best ones.


Diana Furchtgott-Roth, a former chief economist of the Department of Labor, looked at our record and wrote in Investor’s Business Daily: “The attacks on Puzder are politically motivated and are not grounded in fact. If you want to support a law-abiding company, go eat at Hardee’s or Carl’s Jr., CKE’s chains of fast-food restaurants.”4


And, while I have a lot of faults, violence toward women isn’t one of them.


The most serious incident came in January, when a package addressed to my wife—not even to me—was found to contain mysterious white powder, a paper doll with a noose around its neck, and a pink piece of paper with “TRUMP” scrawled on it. I quarantined the package in the garage and called emergency services. Before long, our neighborhood was invaded by fire engines and firemen in HAZMAT suits, along with an FBI counterterrorism team. Fortunately, nobody was hurt. Strangely, even the local media apparently never saw fit to report on that incident.


The next morning, I told my wife that I was concerned about putting her and our family through this. I hated to do it, but in fairness, I thought I should offer to withdraw as nominee. Incensed, she shot back, “So, you’ll just let the bad guys win?”


While my family held up under the abuse, I can’t say the same about the senators. By early February, a cloud had begun to form over my nomination proceedings. The team helping me work through the transition had been getting reports that some Republicans on the HELP Committee were getting nervous. If only three committed to voting against me, that would be enough to sink my nomination.


Part of the problem was that my hearing had been repeatedly delayed as we waited weeks for the Office of Government Ethics to respond to the filings I had made on January 3. I kept hearing that the head of the OGE was an Obama administration appointee and that the delay may have been intentional as, unlike with Betsy DeVos’s hearing, the Democrats on the HELP committee refused to allow my hearing to proceed until we had the OGE’s response. The longer it took to schedule my hearing, the more time and effort Big Labor and the Democrats could focus on me and the false media narrative they had created.


Majority Leader McConnell was kind enough to go before the Senate Republican Caucus and make the case for my confirmation personally. Senator Alexander reportedly told the assembled Senators that I was “Mitch’s favorite of all the Trump Cabinet nominees… and that includes Elaine.” It got a big laugh from everyone, including Senator McConnell, given the tongue-in-cheek reference to McConnell’s wife, Elaine Chao, a stellar secretary of labor under President George W. Bush and Trump’s nominee for Secretary of Transportation.


Vice President Pence assured me that he would come to the Hill to break a tie if I could get fifty votes, as he had with Secretary DeVos. I told the vice president that I wasn’t one to tilt at windmills. If it didn’t look like I could get fifty votes, I saw no reason to put the administration through the ordeal of a hearing and the risk of losing a vote in the Senate.


Pence said he and President Trump understood and would support whatever decision I made. Before I made my final decision, he asked if he could check with McConnell one more time on the latest vote count. If it looked like we could get fifty, I was anxious to go ahead with the hearing.


On February 15, he called back with the final word.


“Hello, Mr. Vice President.”


The news was not good. It looked as though three Republicans from the HELP Committee had defected: Susan Collins from Maine, Lisa Murkowski from Alaska, and Johnny Isakson from Georgia. If that happened, other senators would be disinclined to take the political risk of supporting a nominee who wasn’t going to be confirmed. McConnell told Pence that we just didn’t have the votes.


I informed the vice president that I was withdrawing my name from nomination. He expressed regret but said he understood.


If my losing a confirmation vote would not have hurt the president, I would not have withdrawn until after the hearing, despite the odds. During the nomination process, I had to keep under wraps. I couldn’t defend myself; that’s the protocol for nominees. I would have enjoyed the chance to go at it with my critics, to get at the heart of the real reasons I wanted to be secretary of labor, and the real reasons they fought against me.


I’ve decided to do that now, in this book.


The economy has, technically, been in a recovery since June 2009. Most Americans don’t know that because the “recovery” felt a lot like a recession prior to President Trump taking office. Our annual gross domestic product grew at an anemic 2.1 percent from the end of the recession through the end of the Obama presidency, far below the rate of recovery in every other post–World War II recession, resulting in too few jobs, stagnating wages, and closing paths to the middle class.


It was all so unnecessary.


Eight years ago, a reduction in regulatory costs could well have generated real economic growth. Growth not only puts cash in consumers’ pockets, it increases returns for start-ups and expanding businesses, which drives further economic growth and the demand for labor, increasing both wages and benefits. Small businesses becoming big businesses drive job growth, open paths to the middle class, and reduce income inequality. The eight years of the Obama administration prove that Progressive economic policies that expand government do the opposite.


Even without an absolute reduction in the number of regulations, American workers could have experienced meaningful job and wage growth had the Obama administration respected the free market’s role in producing wealth and tailored its regulatory agenda in a way that minimized the negative effects on job and wage growth. But because of its blindness and, let’s face it, hostility to the benefits of capitalism, the Obama administration caused American workers to suffer through the feeblest economic recovery since the Great Depression.


This was a sad state of affairs for the greatest economic system the world has ever seen. But one of the greatest things about capitalism is that it’s resilient.


It is the only system in history that incentivizes individuals to create the wealth necessary to meaningfully lift people out of poverty, if only the government will allow it to work its wonders—to create opportunity and foster innovation, rather than succumbing to the Progressive notion that a small group of elites, however they’re chosen, can create our futures for us.


So why are those in today’s Left, the Progressives who suppose themselves protectors of the workers and helpers of the weak, so unwilling to recognize the benefits that free markets offer and their potential to create the wealth that both the private and public sectors need to assist the vulnerable? Why foster government dependence rather than personal independence?


As I said above, I began my adult life as a Democrat, and over the years, I’ve gotten to know and appreciate many people who are prominent on the Left. Many are smart and accomplished people. What is it about their ideology, or the power structures they depend upon, that causes them, in public anyway, to proclaim so many silly things about their own economic system? What causes them to be so willfully blind to the benefits of capitalism, and even to attack with unrelenting hostility those who try to explain those benefits?


On February 28, I watched from my couch as President Trump gave his first address to a joint session of Congress, what is called, in every year besides a president’s first, a State of the Union address. It was a good speech, and at times a great one. The president understands the importance of economic growth and especially the importance of jobs—good jobs, that can support a family and give people a sense of independence, fulfillment, and hope.


He was successful in his own business career, as I was. He knows, as I do, that business and labor need each other and that the government is wrong to treat them as adversaries. He is attacked for his beliefs every day by the same Progressive forces that attacked me, and far more than I was attacked. He’s not going to let the critics shut him up, and neither will I. The barrage of smears against me was a desperate move by a political power structure that is still reeling after President Trump’s shocking victory. But, as the unrelenting attacks against President Trump demonstrate, it was far from their last move.


We now have a US president who understands the importance and benefits of America’s free-market system. The Progressive ideology rejects the idea of the American Dream and routinely attacks people like me, and him, who have lived it, vilifying America and its economic system. President Trump wants to make the idea of success great again, for everyone.


Having a president who understands the benefits of free-market capitalism and its potential to create economic prosperity is a terminal threat to the Progressive Left’s ideology and power. If their reaction to his presidency seems desperate, bordering on hysterical, that’s because it is.


This book will seek to expose that ideology and the forces behind it, to show how their creeping influence has been tilting this country, bit by bit, away from the virtues of freedom and the potential for every human being to make his or her way in the world. These very virtues turned thirteen backwoods colonies into the world’s largest economy and created a phenomenon the entire world now knows as the American Dream.


The stakes are too high for me to stay silent. President Trump has a real shot at turning this country around (as he says, “Making America Great Again”), but he’s going to need help. Consider this book a “Most Wanted” list of the institutions standing in the way of freedom and prosperity and a guide to help America reach its full potential—from a guy who’s learned a thing or two about how to get that done and about the people who would prefer to prevent it.















CHAPTER ONE



Making America Great Again: Year One




“From now on, America will be empowered by our aspirations, not burdened by our fears; inspired by the future, not bound by the failures of the past; and guided by our vision, not blinded by our doubts.”


PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP




As with all of life, a presidency is made up of moments. The most significant are moments of truth, when the results of a president’s actions and influence can break through the partisan rhetoric designed to obscure positive accomplishments. No president can have a perfect year. We elect human beings, not gods. Nonetheless, President Trump’s first year in office was filled with moments of truth that benefitted all Americans and will be remembered. His positive effects on the economy have been remarkable.


President Trump’s election immediately ignited long-dormant business optimism. His administration’s rapid regulatory rollback drove economic growth at a pace few expected. Led by President Trump, Republicans looked to pick up that pace with tax cuts that encouraged business investment, reduced the tax burden for working-and middle-class families, and eliminated the perverse incentives that drive our businesses, jobs, and dollars to other nations. As a result, the economy is surging as businesses grow, job opportunities increase, and government shrinks.


With the attention of Democrats and the media focused on scandals that the president’s opponents fabricate (or pay others to fabricate), while parsing his every offhand remark or tweet in search of a word or phrase that might support their “never Trump” narrative, these moments often failed to get the coverage they deserved.


Literally from the day he was elected, business confidence soared like a coiled spring let loose from its restraints. The National Federation of Independent Businesses’ Small Business Optimism Index “blasted off the day after the 2016 election and remained in the stratosphere for all of 2017.”5 By the year’s end, the NFIB Index reached the highest monthly average in its history, exceeding the record year of 2004.


According to NFIB Chief Economist Bill Dunkelberg, “[w]e’ve been doing this research for nearly half a century, longer than anyone else, and I’ve never seen anything like 2017. The 2016 election was like a dam breaking. Small business owners were waiting for better policies from Washington, suddenly they got them, and the engine of the economy roared back to life.”6


The NFIB Index wasn’t the only record-setting survey. In November 2017, the Conference Board Consumer Confidence Index rose to a seventeen-year high.7 The National Association of Manufacturers’ Outlook Index also hit the highest annual average in its history.8


The stock market was similarly enthusiastic. On election night, the BBC interviewed me and asked what I thought about stock market futures dropping 700 points when it became obvious that President Trump would be our next president. New York Times opinion writer and Progressive economist Paul Krugman was predicting that the stock market would never recover.9


I told them that, in the morning, I’d be a buyer. I never got the chance.


The next day, the Dow Jones Industrial Average surged up 250 points.10 It hit record highs more than seventy times in President Trump’s first year, the highest number ever recorded for a single year.11 On average, the stock market hit a new record high every fourth trading day. The DOW rose 5,000 points in 2017, the largest annual points gain in its 121-year history.12


By the end of the year, optimism among professional investors was at 66.7 percent in the highly regarded Investors Intelligence Survey, reported as “the highest reading since April 1986.”13 According to the year-end CNBC All-American Economic Survey, “for the first time in at least 11 years, more than half of respondents to the survey rated the economy as good or excellent, while a near record 41 percent expected the economy to improve in the next year.” As one pollster for the survey stated, “We’re not measuring a marginal change in the economy, we’re measuring a different economy.”14


Much of the initial enthusiasm was based on the anticipation that President Trump would reverse President Obama’s antibusiness policies by aggressively reducing government regulations and cutting taxes. That optimism sustained itself throughout 2017 because he delivered.


President Trump took a machete to the Obama era’s rules and regulations that have been choking American businesses like parasitic vines. In fact, an analysis by the Competitive Enterprise Institute (CEI), a libertarian think tank, found that during his first nine months, Trump was deregulating the economy at a pace greater than any other president.15


According to the CEI, Trump reduced the Federal Register’s page count by an impressive 32 percent compared to President Obama at the same time in the prior year. This put him on course to beat President Reagan’s record of a “one-third reduction in Federal Register pages following Jimmy Carter’s then-record Federal Register.” But that reduction took Reagan years to accomplish. Trump had been in office nine months. The CEI concluded that “by this metric, Trump [was] moving much faster,” already making him the “least-regulatory president since Reagan.” He will surpass Reagan to become the most anti-regulation president we’ve ever had.


This will make perfect sense if you were paying attention during the campaign. Candidate Trump said he would “cancel every needless job-killing regulation and put a moratorium on new regulations until our economy gets back on its feet.”16 He pledged to change the rules so that “for every new federal regulation, two existing regulations must be eliminated.”17 He told an audience in Detroit, Michigan, that he would “remove bureaucrats who only know how to kill jobs [and] replace them with experts who know how to create jobs.”18


He hit the ground running once in office, designating regulatory task forces to identify antibusiness regulations we could do without.19 All new proposed regulations would have to be approved by a Trump-appointed official.20 After just ten days in the White House, a new Trump executive order set a policy of getting rid of two regulations for every new one created.21


Clearly, these early decisive actions worked.


By the summer, 860 Obama administration regulations were either suspended or gone for good.22 This was part of the process for removing what the administration called “that slow cancer that can come from regulatory burdens that we put on our people.”23


In September, the president told a group of manufacturers, “We have taken unprecedented steps to remove job-killing regulations that sap the energy, creativity and dynamism from our country. We are cutting regulations at a pace that has never even been thought of before.”24


At a December 14, 2017 press briefing, Trump’s chief regulatory officer, Neomi Rao, announced that for the 2017 fiscal year (which ended in September), the Trump administration eliminated not just two but twenty-two regulations for each new regulation that was issued.25 This resulted in a net reduction in regulatory costs of $8.1 billion.


She also stated that the administration was “on track to continue to be better than three for one” in 2018 with “448 deregulatory actions and 131 regulatory actions” on the agenda. The administration projects that those reductions will result in about $10 billion worth of additional cost savings.


If you wonder whether all of this really mattered, ask someone who owns a business. Or just look at the impact on gross domestic product (GDP), which measures the value of all goods and services produced in a period (generally quarterly or annually) and is the most commonly used measure of economic performance.


The key to meaningful GDP growth is business investment. During President Obama’s tenure, the regulatory state expanded, taxes increased, and investment declined, hobbling growth.26 Obama’s annual GDP growth rate never hit 3 percent in any calendar year (the first president since Hoover who failed to do so).27 Growth averaged a meager 2.1 percent following the end of the recession, when it should have surged.28 According to an analysis from the Congressional Research Service, the ten post–World War II recoveries averaged GDP growth of 4.3 percent, about double Obama’s average.29 For 2016, Obama’s final year in office, GDP growth slowed to an anemic 1.5 percent.


This dismal performance led to predictions of prolonged economic stagnation. In March 2017, Obama administration economist Jason Furman forecast ten years of GDP growth, “around 2 percent a year.”30 In May, his fellow Obama alumnus Larry Summers said that expecting the Trump administration to deliver 3 percent GDP was like believing “in tooth fairies and ludicrous supply-side economics.”31


Of course, they were wrong.


Under the Trump administration, regulations went down and business optimism went up, along with investment and GDP growth.32 During the first two full quarters in which Trump held office, the second and third quarters of 2017, the economy grew 3.1 and 3.2 percent respectively.33 The initial estimate for the fourth quarter was 2.6 percent, making the average for the Trump administration’s first three full quarters 3 percent.34 The White House further estimated that if not for the damage from the two massive hurricanes that hit the country, third quarter GDP growth would have hit 3.9 percent, which would have made the average for the first three quarters 3.2 percent.35


The benefits of this growth are already apparent in the employment numbers. The economy added nearly two million new jobs in 2017.36 Manufacturing, a sector on which Trump has focused, added nearly 200,000 jobs after losing jobs in 2016. As a sign that growth is indeed picking up, construction added 210,000 jobs.


By December 2017, the unemployment rate fell to 4.1 percent, the lowest rate in nearly seventeen years.37 At 6.8 percent, the unemployment rate for black Americans, was at its lowest level since that data has been collected.38 At 4.9 percent, Hispanic unemployment was close to its historic low.


Perhaps not surprisingly, according to a January 2018 Gallup poll, “Americans’ optimism about finding a quality job averaged 56% in 2017, the highest annual average in the 17 years of Gallup polling this metric and a sharp increase from 42% in 2016.”39 With job openings historically high at around six million since June 2017, their optimism is justified.40


This was all before December 22, 2017, when President Trump signed into law the historic tax cuts Republicans in Congress had enacted without a single Democrat’s vote. The president had been fighting for that tax reduction for months. These cuts gave much needed relief to American employers and employees. The business tax cuts encourage investment by allowing businesses to keep more of their profits, to bring funds they’re holding overseas back to the United States without an excessive penalty, and to write off the totality of their investments in things like new plants and equipment.


It worked immediately.


Within a month, over 250 companies had announced plans to either increase employee compensation or invest in growth (or both).41 Those initial investments will undoubtedly exceed half a trillion dollars. AT&T will invest $1 billion in 2018.42 J. P. Morgan is spending $20 billion to raise wages, open more offices, and create more positions.43 Comcast NBC Universal announced that it would spend $50 billion over the next five years, investing in infrastructure.44 Apple declared it would be contributing over $350 billion in the next five years.45 CNBC economic commentator Jim Cramer called Apple’s investment plan alone “a modern day Marshall Plan.”46 That, of course, refers to America’s plan to rebuild Europe after World War II (an investment of about $13 billion or $140 billion in current dollar value).47


None of this should have been a surprise to anyone who understands America’s economic system. Capitalist economies are dynamic by nature. As this book will show, capitalism is the only economic system that benefits all the people. It allows everyone to maximize the earning potential of their greatest gifts. As consumers, it empowers everyone to control what is produced and offered. It channels the self-interest of every man and woman outward to the benefit of all.


American capitalism is still far and away the single greatest example of the economic benefits of freedom in the world, or in the history of the world. Only oppressive government policies—like the tax and regulatory state unleashed during the Obama years—can prevent American capitalism from creating jobs, raising wages, and increasing the living standard of the American people.


So of course the Republican tax bill is causing job growth and increasing wages. Anyone who has ever had any real experience in business knew that it would. When companies make profits and have a positive economic outlook that signals growth ahead, what will they do? Invest those profits back into their company, creating more jobs and expanding opportunity. More opportunity means competition for employees, and that makes companies raise wages, resulting in a better deal for workers.


In other words, Republicans led by President Trump focused their tax reform efforts on exactly the right goal: economic growth that benefits everyone. Not that long ago, this made sense to Democrats as well. As President Kennedy once described it, economic growth is that “rising tide” that “lifts all boats,” a far cry from the class warfare rhetoric coming from his party today.48


Many unforeseen factors can influence whether GDP will continue to grow at an accelerated pace. However, from an economic perspective, at the end of year one, President Trump is unquestionably keeping his promise to “Make America Great Again.” After seven and a half years of anemic growth, the economy is surging, and all Americans are benefitting.


So, why the frantic opposition to President Trump’s agenda? Why does the whole Progressive world—Democrat politicians, the left-wing media, union leaders, and icons of the entertainment industry—resist so hysterically economic policies that are clearly moving the country in the right direction? To answer that, it’s important to understand what President Trump is defending, who his opponents really are, and what they deem to be at risk.


In reality, it isn’t the failure of President Trump’s economic policies that Progressives fear. It’s their success. The rest of this book explains why.















CHAPTER TWO



America: Land of the Self-Made




“The most effective way to destroy people is to deny and obliterate their own understanding of their history.”


ATTRIBUTED TO GEORGE ORWELL




American Exceptionalism


America was founded on a promise: No matter who you are or where you’re from, you will have the opportunity to pursue your dreams, and keep the benefits of your success free from government oppression.


In a world ruled by absolute monarchs and their noble elite supporters, it was a promise no other nation had ever made. It was a promise that shook the existing power structure to its core and released an entrepreneurial energy that turned thirteen backwoods colonies into the world’s largest and most prosperous economy in just over one hundred years.


This is the promise that made America an exceptional nation. While we have been less than perfect in keeping it, the ideals that gave birth to that promise keep Americans striving for perfection. Despite our shortcomings, American free-market capitalism has spread more wealth across broader demographics and lifted more people from the working class to the middle class (and beyond) than any economic system ever devised.


Many on the Left argue that free-market capitalism encourages greed and is a detriment to the common man and woman. They even attempt to mischaracterize the defense of capitalism as an argument that greed is good. But greed is not good, and capitalism is not based on greed. Capitalism takes self-motivation, the desire of all people to better their lives, and turns it into altruistic conduct designed to benefit others.


To succeed in a capitalist system, you have to please others enough to entice them into a voluntary exchange. It forces you to pay attention to the needs, wants, and even feelings of a broad cross section of people. It encourages a kind of empathy with regard to your potential customers.


To entice consumers to visit our restaurants as opposed to our competitors, I had to put myself in the shoes of people who might buy hamburgers and ask myself not what I thought and wanted, but what they thought and what they wanted. At CKE, we spent an enormous amount of time and effort trying to get into the consumers’ heads so we could understand and meet their needs and expectations.


That wasn’t unusual. Any businessperson will tell you that if you don’t understand your customers, you will fail. If you do understand them and provide what they want, you will succeed. In a capitalist system, you succeed not by getting what you want but by providing others with what they want. Individuals in capitalist societies are constantly striving to satisfy the needs of others, resulting in tremendous economic growth and elevated standards of living across broad demographics.


The only way a business can survive without making its customers happy is if the government compels people to purchase the product that business offers; in other words, government elites, rather than consumers, direct the economy as in a socialist (or aristocratic) system.


In a socialist economy, people are unable to offer others what they want. You must compete with other individuals for what you need from a limited and regulated or rationed supply. The focus is on getting as much as you can from the government to the exclusion of others, who are competing with you for a limited quantity of whatever the government decides to offer, whether its people standing in bread lines or attempting to get medical care. There is no alternative source for goods or services.


To better your life in a socialist system (as in an aristocratic system), you must please those who have political power rather than potential customers. You might not get what you want even if you do please them, but you certainly won’t get it if you don’t. And since political leaders want to maintain or improve their position in the political system, your success under socialism is directly related to how useful you are to them in their greed for power. That’s the nature of government, and it’s as true in democratic systems as it is in autocratic ones. How long would your congressman or senator care what the voters think if they didn’t need their votes?


Under socialism, you improve your life by addressing the needs of those in power—government elites—and striving to get what you can before someone else does. Under capitalism, you improve your life by satisfying the needs of others—consumers—and making sure they get what they need. In reality, it is capitalism that encourages altruistic behavior, produces vast economic benefits, and lifts standards of living across broad demographics (everyone benefits to differing degrees). Socialism encourages greed, diminishes economic growth, and lowers (equalizes) standards of living for all but the government elites.


Yet those on the Left seek to reempower a centralized government and its cronies to direct the course of our economy and our lives. Their ideology harkens back to a time when those with political connections succeeded while those without found frustration and despair under the yoke of government oppression.


Surely every individual should have the opportunity to reach his or her full potential free from unreasonable government restraints. History alone affirms the power of this simple idea to spread prosperity, improving all our lives. It was an independent, freedom-loving people who made America the most prosperous nation in history, not a nation of government-dependent serfs.


Resistance and Distortion from the Left


However, capitalism and its uniquely American promise diminish the narrative of dependence and victimhood Progressives use to justify the need for more government in our lives. Individuals who are independent and free to succeed are not victims. This is precisely why Progressives work so diligently to silence anyone willing to speak up in defense of our economic freedom. It is also why the Left must disparage those whose lives demonstrate the potential of individuals to thrive in a system where economic freedom is secured by limited government.


If those on the Left believed in this uniquely American promise, they would hold up the self-made Americans who have experienced unparalleled success as positive examples to show future generations what they are free to become with hard work and determination. They would also explain how throughout American history self-made men and women, free from government interference, forged ahead with innovative ideas and solutions that created jobs, wealth, and prosperity not only for themselves but for the entire nation. America’s entrepreneurs and innovators, from Cornelius Vanderbilt and Henry Ford to Steve Jobs and Elon Musk, continue to be the envy of the world. They improved their fortunes and, in the process, the lives of their fellow citizens and the human condition.


These people don’t succeed because they are superhuman, perfect in every aspect of their life and character. Most of them are pretty much like the rest of us, a mix of good and bad. But they do have a few things in common: They are risk takers, hard workers, and passionate in the pursuit of their goals. Their passion and ability can pay off for the rest of us.


I was successful as the CEO of the Hardee’s/Carl’s Jr. restaurant chain. Tens of thousands of other people are employed by that company today. Some make very good livings, and many others will use their experience with the company to be successful elsewhere. Millions have done so for over seventy-five years.


None of us could have prospered as we have but for a young man with an eighth-grade education named Carl Karcher, who in 1941 decided to stake everything on a small hot-dog cart in South Central Los Angeles. With hard work and determination, he grew that business into a major restaurant company over the following decades.


Unlike the vast majority of people in the vast majority of countries in the history of the world, Americans live in a nation where people can do that. Had Carl not lived in a nation that respected his freedom to succeed, he would have died without realizing his potential and spreading the benefits of that potential to others.


To respect such accomplishments and those who have achieved them, we don’t have to treat entrepreneurs as models of morality (although Carl was a deeply religious and patriotic family man). Free-market capitalism is neither a religion nor an ethical creed that purports to have the answers to how we should live. It’s an economic system. While it encourages altruistic behavior, it cannot by itself create a society where people care about one another and treat one another as they should.


However, free-market capitalism does expand the range of freedom in occupational lives while encouraging people to satisfy the needs of others. In doing so, it empowers people to create the wealth that makes possible real charity for the helpless as well as opportunity and prosperity for those willing to take the risks and put in the effort. It encourages people to realize their full potential and spreads the benefits of their success to others in the form of jobs, wealth, and prosperity.


Unfortunately, the Left is feeding future generations a very different message, particularly at our major universities. A 2016 poll conducted by Harvard University, which surveyed young Americans aged 18 to 29, found that a majority—though a small one, at 51 percent—did not support the capitalist system. The Washington Post called this “an apparent rejection of the basic principles of the U.S. economy.”1


At first, this might come as a shock, but keep in mind that the young Americans who responded to this poll have grown up in a world where Progressives openly vilify business leaders at every turn, aided by the increasingly Progressive media and their allies in the entertainment industry. If the Harvard poll is any indication, this strategy appears to be working.


But why? What reason could Progressives have for constantly working to demonize the self-made men and women who have done so much to improve our lives and grow our economy? What interests are served in attempting to shame a whole generation of Americans into rejecting free-market capitalism, the one system that assures them of the opportunity to succeed?


The answer lies in the Progressives’ quest to centralize power in a group of political elites. Some choose to do so because they believe big government is ultimately a source for good as an agent to help the needy or equalize wealth. Others view government as the means to increase their own power. I’ve known a fair number of left-wing politicians who started in the first camp and ended up in the second.


But, whatever the motive and as certainly as night follows day, increasing the power of government decreases individual freedom. When we become more dependent on government, we become less dependent on ourselves. Progressives have seen citizens in other countries accept the grim realities of government-run economies, such as those in the former Soviet Union, Cuba, North Korea, or (the Progressives’ recent favorite) Venezuela. They see the poverty, despair, and starvation that result from socialism, and yet, against all reason, they continue to see more government as the ultimate solution to virtually every problem. So, to complete their power play, Progressives must convince the American people to place their faith in big government despite the loss of freedom, the risk of tyranny, and the inevitable indignity and decay that come with it.


That means delegitimizing the free-market capitalist system and the people who prosper in it. It means obscuring the noble truth that made our country what it is: the promise that you can be born into any background, any geographic setting, or any social status and make your way in America. Even articulating this notion runs contrary to Progressive dogma. It presents a counternarrative that shows what can happen when a system rewards hard work and success and affirms that government’s proper role is to facilitate rather than obstruct the path to success. Progressives have to discredit this narrative in order to sap the spirit of would-be entrepreneurs who strain against the yoke of government. In other words, they must silence or disparage the successful men and women of humble beginnings who proved the worth of freedom and opportunity.
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