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Introduction


At Donald Trump’s Mar-a-Lago Club in Palm Beach, it takes a while to make the chocolate cake. In pursuit of flourless chocolate sponge perfection, the pastry chef must first bring egg whites and sugar to medium-peak meringue before slowly adding the egg yolks. The Guayaquil mousse and vanilla punch also demand painstaking attention before they are combined with the chocolate sponge to yield the president’s favorite dessert.1 And no rendering of this sumptuous sweet was more important than the one plated on the evening of April 6, 2017. One slice in particular carried special importance, as it was carried through the grand dining room at the Florida luxury resort. That’s because it gently landed in front of Chinese dictator Xi Jinping. Had he ever tasted anything like it in Beijing?


“I was sitting at the table. We had finished dinner. We’re now having dessert and we had the most beautiful piece of chocolate cake that you’ve ever seen. And President Xi was enjoying it,” President Trump told Maria a few days later.2 Almost anyone would enjoy it, and the Chinese strongman certainly seemed to be enjoying his first visit to the United States since the inauguration of America’s new president. But Xi didn’t realize that while they were getting acquainted, his American host was planning to respond to a chemical attack by the Syrian government on its own citizens.


President Trump recalls that, during that cordial dinner with his Chinese guest at Mar-a-Lago, “I was given the message from the generals that the ships are locked and loaded. What do you do? And we made a determination to do it. So the missiles were on the way. And I said, ‘Mr. President, let me explain something to you.’ ” Trump then informed Xi that fifty-nine missiles were in the air and headed for Syria.


Xi “paused for ten seconds and then he asked the interpreter to please say it again. I didn’t think that was a good sign,” says Trump. Given Beijing’s friendly relations with the Syrian regime, China’s top communist might have been expected to condemn the U.S. action. But then Xi said through the interpreter that it was acceptable to attack anybody who would use poison gas against children.


“Xi had planned a carefully crafted meeting of equals. Instead he was upstaged by a firepower demonstration,” observes Australia’s former ambassador to China, Geoff Raby.3 All fifty-nine U.S. missiles hit their intended targets. America’s new president had sent the world a message that he wasn’t afraid to exercise U.S. military force. The same message was delivered personally to the head of China’s Communist Party, but bundled with the additional note that Trump wanted to build a working relationship. Mr. Trump recalls that, after a productive day of meetings at Mar-a-Lago, he didn’t want Xi to return home and be told, “You know, the guy you just had dinner with just attacked a country.”


President Trump clearly understood the competitor he faced on the other side of the table. This would be the first of many negotiating dances the new American president would have with China’s dictator. Trump had been elected on a promise to “make America great again,” and a key part of his plan for U.S. economic revival was to change the trade relationship with China. Even if it went unmentioned over chocolate cake on that balmy night in Florida, Xi had plans of his own to make China the greatest of the world’s superpowers.


These days the mention of Xi Jinping doesn’t inspire thoughts of delicious cake but of a deadly virus which has ravaged the world. Its precise origins are still debated and many can’t help but wonder what exactly Xi’s government was cooking up inside its Wuhan virology lab in China’s Hubei province in 2019. Wuhan’s Huanan wet market, with its live exotic animals, was linked to early cases of the novel coronavirus and its deadly Covid-19 disease. But U.S. senator Tom Cotton of the Armed Services Committee says it’s important to keep investigating. “The virus went into that food market before it came out of that food market. So we don’t know where it originated. But we do know that we have to get to the bottom of that. We also know that just a few miles away from that food market is China’s only biosafety-level-four super-laboratory that researches human infectious diseases,” says the Arkansas Republican.4


Those inclined to believe in coincidences must also reckon with the fact that Xi’s regime hid the truth about the virus from its own people and the world for critical weeks, costing thousands of lives. The communist cover-up included the case of Dr. Li Wenliang, who had warned others of the new health threat before he was taken in by police, interrogated for spreading “rumors,” and forced to sign a document criticizing himself. Several weeks later the thirty-three-year-old ophthalmologist was dead from the coronavirus, leaving behind a young child and a pregnant wife.5


Almost three years before the world learned about one of China’s deadliest exports—and the deception surrounding it—Trump wanted to clarify that the United States had a new agenda and a new kind of leadership. The man sitting across the table from Xi Jinping at Mar-a-Lago and serving dessert was also making a display of American power that put the Chinese dictator on notice. Trump’s recounting of the meeting then offered the entire world an early window into this unconventional presidency.





The United States may never have another president as loved and hated as Donald Trump. And it’s hard to imagine one being subjected to so many investigations. The Dos Equis beer ads had it wrong: America’s forty-fifth president is the most interesting man in the world. And his administration deserves a fair accounting, not unqualified condemnation or praise. We intend to make the case that Donald Trump is an underrated chief executive—and that the abuse of federal investigative power against him is the greatest scandal of his era.


We also intend to explain how a White House that appears so chaotic and has been so fiercely resisted by the nation’s press and political establishment has managed to enact so much of the agenda promised to voters in 2016. Reporters like to present Trump as a catastrophe for the country, but it’s time to also consider the cost of not having him as president. Difficult as it may be for many media observers to comprehend—and regardless of the results of the 2020 election—Trump has achieved a successful presidency hidden in plain sight.


It’s perhaps all the more surprising given that he came to the job with no experience in elective office. The real estate developer from Queens rode down an escalator in one of his eponymous Manhattan skyscrapers to announce his campaign for president on June 16, 2015. After arriving at the bottom, he unleashed a raw tirade that resonated with blue-collar voters even as it repelled the nation’s political and media establishment.


Just before Trump arrived at the podium, his daughter Ivanka promised the enthusiastic gathering that her father would “outwork anyone in any room” and that he was “the opposite of politically correct.” Nearly four years into the Trump presidency, it’s hard to argue with either claim, especially considering the people who tend to populate Washington meeting rooms. Ms. Trump also lauded her father’s “refusal to take no for an answer” in negotiations and said that “he has the discernment to understand what the other party needs and then to get exactly what he wants.” She added that he’s a “dreamer” but also a “doer.”


At the conclusion of her remarks, speakers in the Trump Tower lobby blared Neil Young’s “Rockin’ in the Free World,” which fired up the crowd and has been annoying Young ever since. Donald Trump then ascended the stage, and after thanking people and commenting on the size of the crowd, said:


“Our country is in serious trouble. We don’t have victories anymore. We used to have victories, but we don’t have them. When was the last time anybody saw us beating, let’s say, China in a trade deal? They kill us. I beat China all the time. All the time.”


Not exactly the Gettysburg Address, but he did get right to the point. The new candidate then made a boast that must have seemed preposterous to reporters covering the event: “I will be the greatest jobs president that God ever created.”


Two years and seven months later, U.S. job openings hit a record high of 6.3 million. The record would be broken several times in the Trump era. Also remarkable was that, for the first time since the government began tracking such data, there were just as many job openings as unemployed Americans.6 Newspaper “fact-checkers” are free to opine on whether they think God created Trump, but they can hardly argue with the numbers.


Back in 2015 at Trump Tower, amused reporters may have failed to appreciate, that while Trump had never held political office, he was the most skilled communicator in the presidential race. We’re not just talking about his ability to make his case in fewer than 280 characters. Maria went to Trump Tower in 2016 to conduct a television interview with the rookie Republican candidate and former host of NBC’s The Apprentice. Before any discussion of economic plans or foreign policy priorities, Trump insisted on rearranging the television lights so that the brightest coverage was on the interview subject rather than the interviewer. Well played. He knew that, for any journalist, getting an exclusive with the country’s new preeminent newsmaker would take priority over aesthetics. The meticulous rearrangement of the lighting has continued to be a pre-interview Trump ritual during his presidency.


Trump brought the same attention to detail to the crafting of his campaign message, which was almost entirely focused on winning over swing districts in Middle America with a promise of economic revival. He argued that step one was defeating an entrenched media and political elite.


Upon accepting the 2016 Republican nomination in Cleveland in July, Trump said: “America is a nation of believers, dreamers, and strivers that is being led by a group of censors, critics, and cynics. Remember: all of the people telling you that you can’t have the country you want are the same people telling you that I wouldn’t be standing here tonight.”


He promised that Republicans would “lead our country back to safety, prosperity, and peace” and then described an economy in disrepair:




I will tell you the plain facts that have been edited out of your nightly news and your morning newspaper:


Nearly four in 10 African-American children are living in poverty, while 58 percent of African-American youth are not employed.


Two million more Latinos are in poverty today than when President Obama took his oath of office less than eight years ago.


Another 14 million people have left the workforce entirely. Household incomes are down more than $4,000 since the year 2000—16 years ago.





He then proposed “reforms to add millions of new jobs and trillions in new wealth…”7


What’s perhaps most striking today is that the agenda he promised in Cleveland is precisely the one he has been pursuing ever since. On that summer night in Ohio four years ago he said, “We are going to enforce all trade violations against any country that cheats. This includes stopping China’s outrageous theft of intellectual property.” Then he elaborated on the heart of his economic program:




We are going to start building and making things again.


Next comes the reform of our tax laws, regulations, and energy rules. While Hillary Clinton plans a massive tax increase, I have proposed the largest tax reduction of any candidate who has run for president this year, Democrat or Republican.…


… Reducing taxes will cause new companies and new jobs to come roaring back into our country. Then we are going to deal with the issue of regulation, one of the greatest job-killers of them all. Excessive regulation is costing our country as much as $2 trillion a year, and we will end it. We are going to lift the restrictions on the production of American energy.…





It was a promise of a better life “for the people I have met all across this nation that have been ignored, neglected, and abandoned.” He described “the forgotten men and women of our country. People who work hard but no longer have a voice.” He promised to be the voice for industrial workers whose industries had been closing U.S. plants, especially in the Midwest.8 And throughout the campaign this message was remarkably consistent. At times during his debates with Hillary Clinton, he sounded like he was running for governor of Michigan. One of the great ironies of 2016 is that the first-timer understood the rules of the game better than the political pros. Unlike most candidates, Trump ran a campaign premised on the fact that the Electoral College really does decide U.S. presidential elections.


Meanwhile the rugged and rude Trump style inspired—or at least provided an excuse for—opponents in politics and the press to discard the normal rules for objectivity, fairness, and governmental restraint. The campaign to impeach him began almost the moment he won the election in November of 2016. On his first full day in office in 2017, hundreds of thousands gathered in Washington to protest his presidency—an event organized well before his presidency had even begun.


Trump’s critics styled themselves “the Resistance,” as if they were confronting a tyrant at the head of an invading army rather than their duly elected president. Most disturbing was the resistance movement inside the federal government, which in 2016 included at least one FBI attorney falsifying an email and duping the U.S. Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court into approving a wiretap on a Trump campaign volunteer. Reports from the Obama-appointed inspector general of the Justice Department and others revealed that a cabal at the FBI repeatedly misled the court in its effort to investigate Team Trump and failed to disclose that the bogus “Steele dossier” of accusations against Trump was paid for by the Hillary Clinton campaign or that the government already had reasons to doubt it that were never shared in warrant applications.


In December 2019 the court found that FBI personnel had provided information to the court “which was unsupported or contradicted by information in their possession.” The court ordered the FBI “in a sworn written submission” to explain what it was doing to prevent such abuses.9 In 2020 the Justice Department acknowledged that at least two of its approved warrants were invalid. In March of 2020 the court effectively banned FBI agents involved in the Trump campaign wiretap abuses from appearing before it on any other matters.10


The FBI’s surveillance of Trump associates is perhaps the worst abuse of federal power in recent history. But fortunately a more encouraging trend was also happening in America at the dawn of the Trump era. A surge of optimism among business owners was translating into plans for new investment that would eventually lead to that record-setting job market. This surge of optimism caught much of the media by surprise—but not the coauthors of this book. While many journalists were reeling from the shock of Trump’s victory in November of 2016 and predicting economic doom, Maria told television viewers that she’d be “buying the stock market with both hands.”11 Investors who acted on that sentiment enjoyed significant gains.


Trump’s trade policy was an unknown, but a president promising significant tax and regulatory relief was sparking broad enthusiasm among business owners from Wall Street to Main Street. By the time Trump took office on January 20, 2017, that enthusiasm was translating into expanding opportunity for American workers.


The National Federation of Independent Business’s chief economist, William C. Dunkelberg, reported that the month Donald Trump took office a rise in the percentage of small business owners planning to create jobs added up to “the strongest reading since November 2006.” And, unlike 2006, this burst of hiring wasn’t occurring during a housing bubble. Trump’s arrival at the White House brought still more good news for workers. Reports of increased worker compensation in the NFIB survey hit a ten-year high.12


The good news on U.S. employment would continue for the first three years of the Trump presidency as the promise of a lighter burden on American business was fulfilled. This unconventional political approach of Trump meaning what he said on the campaign trail has marked him as a Beltway oddity even more than his colorful Twitter commentary. And perhaps that is one reason why much of the Washington establishment still cannot forgive him. His presence upended their power structure.


Many of our media brethren have proven unable or unwilling to report on Donald Trump objectively, and a few have even explicitly made the case that he doesn’t deserve traditional journalistic standards of fairness. Media criticism of President Trump has been so constant and so intense that most Americans probably don’t even remember the moment in 2017 when CNN declared that the restoration of an FCC policy that had been in place for decades meant the “end of the Internet as we know it.”13 Also largely forgotten are the warnings of economic and societal catastrophe as a result of his tax cuts.


In the second month of the Trump presidency, a news report in the New York Times essentially predicted that the highest elected official in the United States would ultimately lose a power struggle with Washington’s unelected establishment. Times reporters faulted Mr. Trump for “believing he can master an entrenched political press corps with far deeper connections to the permanent government of federal law enforcement and executive department officials than he has.” The Times report added that the president “is being force-fed lessons all presidents eventually learn—that the iron triangle of the Washington press corps, West Wing staff, and federal bureaucracy is simply too powerful to bully.”14 Of course Donald Trump was elected precisely because many voters were searching for someone to protect them from Washington’s bureaucratic bullies.


In that mission he has largely succeeded, although it hasn’t always been pretty. Most politicians go to great lengths to conceal character flaws. Donald Trump wears them on his sleeve. Most presidents try to appear dignified and restrained in response to criticism. When a former cabinet secretary questioned the president’s competence, Trump called him “dumb as a rock.”


Speaking of former administration officials, Trump is setting records for acrimonious partings with senior staff. And America’s forty-fifth president is often no more diplomatic in the way he conducts foreign relations. He called the leader of one of America’s closest allies “very dishonest and weak”15—but also managed to strike a new trade deal with him.


Trump’s impolite and unconventional style partly explains how he could manage to get impeached without being accused of any crime in either of the two impeachment articles passed in the U.S. House. And even people who find the Biden family’s mining of overseas wealth appalling may not like the president’s handling of relations with Ukraine.


But Trump’s odd manners and methods also obscure the substance of a highly consequential presidency with significant achievements. Much of the press corps may now be dedicated to cataloging the inaccuracies in the president’s rhetoric. Yet it’s hard to name an elected official who has more faithfully pursued his campaign agenda—or has disclosed more of his thoughts and opinions. And his well-documented faults appear smaller the more we learn about the surveillance abuses conducted by his detractors within the federal government beginning in 2016. If such abuses of power can target even a successful presidential campaign and White House through wiretaps, informants, and a media leak strategy, then there is little hope of fairness for the rest of us.


Three years into his term, Donald Trump is neither the dignified statesman that some Americans hoped he might become nor the abusive authoritarian that media critics claimed he would be. But Trump can—and often does—boast of impressive results when it comes to the central promise of his 2016 campaign: restoring economic opportunity for the average worker. As we’ll describe, in the years before Covid the U.S. job market set a series of records.


Trump has accused many members of the media—including Maria and the Journal editorial page where James serves as assistant editor—of spreading “fake news.” Yet media organizations are thriving in the Trump era. The question is no longer whether they will remain free to criticize him but how they will continue to generate such robust ratings and revenues after he leaves the Oval Office.


Now it’s time for Americans to review the record and decide how long he should stay there.










1 Morality and Prosperity



Judging the presidency of Donald Trump naturally involves a question of style versus substance. It’s not surprising that the boorish billionaire who crashed the Republican presidential debate party in 2015 is still tweeting disrespectful comments about his political adversaries. Most people don’t change all that much after the age of seventy. But what is remarkable is that the political novice is now concluding one of the most consequential first terms in recent history.


After Trump’s stunning victory in 2016, one might have expected the former star of reality television to preside over an entertaining but ineffectual administration. One might even have had fun imagining Trump’s celebrity pals lining up for nominations to the federal bench. But who would have guessed that, four years later, legal analysts of both parties would be acknowledging the exceptional quality and quantity of Trump judicial appointments?


The cost of supporting Donald Trump is enduring awkward moments when he says things that presidents shouldn’t say. The benefit is that he champions American liberty and prosperity, and a free and prosperous America is a benefit to people all over the world.


In 2016, U.S. voters decided to take a chance on Trump because they figured that, for all his rough edges, he seemed willing and able to confront the bullying Washington bureaucracy—and bully it right back. In Trump’s favored metaphor, Americans decided he was the guy to wade into a Beltway swamp that needed draining. The voters had no idea how right they were. As we’ll discuss in chapter two, the culture of Washington turned out to be much more corrupt and rotten than almost anyone could have imagined.


Since moving into the White House, Trump hasn’t become highly popular. He never was. But he has surpassed any reasonable expectation for his performance in office. In important ways Trump has reduced the federal footprint on the daily lives of U.S. citizens. Meanwhile, his adversaries are promising that when he departs the White House that footprint is going to get much larger.


In 2016, many of Trump’s adversaries in politics and the press were saying that his various ill-advised comments portended a dark night of authoritarianism in America. They were wrong. Trump’s regulatory and tax reforms and his appointment of judges committed to the rule of law have resulted in a federal government that exercises less power than the day he was inaugurated. And, unlike an actual authoritarian, he accepts the decisions of judges even when they rule against him, just as he accepted the decision of voters to hand the U.S. House of Representatives to Democrats in 2018.


A few journalists, like Doyle McManus of the Los Angeles Times, have been honest enough to acknowledge that the 2016 hyperventilating over a potential dictatorship was overdone. “Not long ago, the ‘Never Trump’ half of the nation was gripped by fear of an authoritarian takeover,” wrote McManus in 2019. “But the specter of an autocratic president running roughshod over democratic institutions has ebbed,” he admitted, as the courts and Congress maintained the usual restraints on the White House.1 But many of Trump’s critics have simply moved on to claiming that he violates vaguely defined constitutional “norms.” Such claims often come from people who favor violations of actual constitutional rights and spend much of their time pressuring judges to ignore the plain language of the first two amendments.


Trump doesn’t trample our rights and he doesn’t start wars. He says things that offend people.


Another thing that Trump sometimes says is that Americans “have no choice”2 but to vote for him given his economic policies. We always have choices, but he has a point for voters who prize limited government. As we write this in the summer of 2020, with virus lockdowns ravaging the economy and triggering the highest unemployment rates in more than seventy years, Trump’s presidential election opponent Joe Biden is stubbornly maintaining that what the U.S. economy needs is a $4 trillion tax increase. Biden has also proposed a much larger increase in federal spending, plus a wave of new federal regulation. This fall voters have a clear choice between a candidate who favors economic growth and one who has other priorities.


The massive exception to Trump’s limited government agenda is, of course, the rise in federal debt during his presidency; sadly this is the one area in which he has proven to be an utterly conventional politician. But if voters choose to reject him on this basis, they will elect a candidate promising to spend and borrow much more.


The Republican president Trump is the imperfect champion for foundational liberties at a time in our history when socialism is increasingly embraced by Democratic candidates. In this context, it’s possible that Trump’s controversial tweets will end up as forgotten footnotes.


One can argue with the slogan “Make America Great Again,” on the grounds that America never stopped being great. And the United States is not just one of the great countries of the world. It’s the greatest. No other country has done nearly as much as the United States to liberate and enrich people all over the world. Trump the salesman actually understated the case.


Still, the important thing about Trump is that he believes in American greatness, wants America to be the most prosperous country in the world, and prioritizes a thriving America above all other considerations. In another time and place, it might be obvious that a president puts the interests of his country first. But Trump came along at a time in America when too many politicians seemed to view America as one of the world’s challenges, rather than its greatest asset. Trump’s predecessor President Barack Obama began his tenure by making a series of memorable speeches overseas in which he described American flaws. In France of all places, he castigated America for “arrogance.”3 Critics dubbed it Obama’s “apology tour.”4 By Obama’s last year in office it had become standard operating procedure, even when visiting Marxist dictatorships, to recall alleged U.S. misdeeds against the host nation. During a visit to Cuba he noted that the United States had once sought to “exert control” over the country and no doubt many suffering Cubans were wishing that we had.5 Trump doesn’t apologize for America. When it comes to foreign relations, he thinks that in many ways we’ve been too nice. He presented himself to voters in 2016 as an experienced negotiator who could cut better deals on America’s behalf.


Trump correctly casts the United States as a model for the world. And regardless of the number of odd messages he may post on Twitter, he’s done as much as any recent president to maintain the constitutional governance that made us great and allows us to exercise the global leadership the world needs. In a September 2019 speech to the United Nations General Assembly, President Trump said, “I have the immense privilege of addressing you today as the elected leader of a nation that prizes liberty, independence, and self-government above all.… Americans know that in a world where others seek conquest and domination, our nation must be strong in wealth, in might, and in spirit. That is why the United States vigorously defends the traditions and customs that have made us who we are.”6


Trump then encouraged the leaders of other nations to honor their own cultures as the foundation of a patriotism that inspires people to defend their independence. But he might just as well have been talking to Americans who have lately witnessed a flood of media stories about attempts to destroy U.S. monuments, even ones dedicated to great abolitionists. Trump stands squarely against efforts to trash our history and understands that while America has often fallen short of its founding ideals, the answer is not to reject such ideals but to extend them to people everywhere. He said at the U.N.:




The core rights and values America defends today were inscribed in America’s founding documents. Our nation’s Founders understood that there will always be those who believe they are entitled to wield power and control over others. Tyranny advances under many names and many theories, but it always comes down to the desire for domination. It protects not the interests of many, but the privilege of few.


Our Founders gave us a system designed to restrain this dangerous impulse. They chose to entrust American power to those most invested in the fate of our nation: a proud and fiercely independent people.


The true good of a nation can only be pursued by those who love it: by citizens who are rooted in its history, who are nourished by its culture, committed to its values, attached to its people, and who know that its future is theirs to build or theirs to lose. Patriots see a nation and its destiny in ways no one else can.7





Of course such soaring rhetoric is often followed by undignified Twitter commentary. For years this has led many observers to cast Donald Trump as the guilty pleasure of American politics. It’s been a recurring theme in media circles ever since he began running for president. The argument is often framed as selfish voters accepting an unpresidential occupant of the White House in exchange for economic benefits. As Trump seeks reelection, it’s a good time to revisit this popular media morality tale.


Guilty or not, many voters have certainly experienced pleasure watching Trump torment the Washington establishment. In 2015, Christopher Orr argued in the Atlantic that the Republican primary race was the political equivalent of the movie Caddyshack, with Trump playing Rodney Dangerfield’s character Al Czervik and Jeb Bush taking over the role of Judge Elihu Smails from Ted Knight.


“Pretty much everyone in America would like to have more money, obviously,” wrote Orr. “What they don’t want is to think that wealth would fundamentally change who they are. This is a basic democratic credo. Most Americans don’t want to be rich so that they can develop a taste for fancy French cuisine to be enjoyed over polite repartee with their fellow snobs at the country club. They want to be rich so they can do whatever they want and never have to take crap from anyone.”


Orr added that Trump was “an aggressive anti-snob who says whatever the hell he pleases and misses no opportunity to stick it to the establishment. The GOP is Bushwood Country Club (Bushwood!) and Trump the obnoxious interloper who, owing to his wealth, can’t be tastefully ignored.”8


In 2016, Josh Barro of Business Insider called Trump “the guilty-pleasure candidate” and wrote about the future president’s brand identity: “Trump Steaks. Trump Vodka. Trump Wine. These are not luxury items so much as they are indulgence items. His is a brand that says, screw your cardiologist, have a steak. You earned it.”


Barro went on to observe: “There is a lot of money to be made selling virtue-signaling goods and services to affluent people, but Donald Trump is not Martha Stewart, and he is not Gwyneth Paltrow. The appeal of Trump is not just that he’s rich, but that because he’s rich he gets to do whatever he wants—and he does not want to drink kale juice.”9


In a similar vein, comedian Seth Meyers noted a suspicion among some political analysts that candidate Trump was more popular than reported because voters were reluctant to admit to pollsters that they backed his controversial ideas. Said Meyers: “Guys, that’s a red flag. Your president shouldn’t be a guilty pleasure.” Meyers then pretended to be a voter struggling to make the decision and said, “Uhhh—I know I should be getting a salad, but I’m just going to vote Trump. I am so bad right now!”10


Whether Trump’s unique style of commentary elicits laughter or outrage—or perhaps a little of both—there is now a presidential record to consider. In this era the stakes are high for America and the world, and who would say that a tasteless tweet should overrule a presidency that supports liberty and the rule of law?


Trump’s media detractors have known all along that they weren’t going to get anywhere blasting the president’s Caddyshack style if the substance of his agenda was yielding positive results for most voters. So reporters at major media outlets spent a few years promoting without evidence a theory that Trump had betrayed his country. Unhinged opinion writers like Paul Krugman at the New York Times suggested that tens of millions of American voters were willing to accept a Russian conspiracy to rig U.S. elections as long as they could gain partisan advantage or tax cuts.11


If the claims of collusion with Russia had been true, they surely would have proven that voters made a devil’s bargain in backing Trump. But the point was always to try to shame his supporters, not to conduct a thorough examination of the available evidence. In March 2018 the House Intelligence Committee released a report on Russian efforts to interfere in American elections, and like every other government report on the subject it found no evidence of Trump’s involvement in such efforts. Three days later, Chairman Devin Nunes (R-Calif.) told Maria, “What strikes me most is that we had seventy recommendations and findings, yet I think you might be the first person to actually cover” them.12





The collapse of the collusion case makes it hard to claim that Trump voters should feel guilty about anything. On the other side of the ledger, the tragic events of 2020 have only served to underline the moral imperative of electing a U.S. president who prioritizes American prosperity and liberty.


During the first three years of the Trump presidency, while American workers were often enjoying record-setting levels of job openings, perhaps it was easy for media pundits to take such conditions for granted. Wage gains were dismissed as insufficient compensation for Trump’s flaws. Such pundits will now have a hard time persuading the former owners and employees of shuttered businesses that, hey, it’s only money.


In the spring of 2020, state and local governments responded to the coronavirus by ordering the shutdown of much of American society. Mandated closures of businesses and other organizations inflicted a financial toll that would have been almost unimaginable just a few weeks earlier. Exactly how many trillions of dollars this will cost Americans is still to be determined.


Long lines suddenly appeared at food banks nationwide, even in some of the country’s most affluent communities. Aerial views of thousands of cars whose drivers were waiting for emergency food assistance circulated on the internet. Many people had never relied on charity before and were shocked to find themselves needing help. In San Antonio, National Public Radio interviewed a forty-two-year-old bank employee named Erica whose ex-husband had lost his job and could no longer make child support payments.


“I never, ever could have even imagined anything like this,” Erica told the public broadcaster. “I was almost ashamed, to be honest, to even pick up food from the food bank because somebody might look at my used Cadillac and be like, ‘What is she doing in the food bank line?’ But I had to get past those feelings of shame. There’s no shame in feeding my children.”13


In April alone the shutdowns destroyed more than 20 million jobs as the national unemployment rate surged to nearly 15 percent. Unemployment was even worse than it initially appeared because the rate didn’t account for the millions of people who had recently been on a payroll and had not even started looking for another job during the lockdown.


But the unemployment rate was still historically awful. “The U.S. jobless rate eclipsed the previous record rate of 10.8% for data tracing back to 1948,” reported Sarah Chaney and Eric Morath in the Wall Street Journal. Economists estimate that the unemployment rate during the Great Depression was much worse—close to 25 percent. Still, by one measure the U.S. economy really did fall all the way back down to 1930s-style disaster territory: “The job losses due to business closures triggered by the pandemic produced by far the steepest monthly decline on records back to 1939.”14


It will take a long time to identify and measure all the negative consequences of the enforced isolation of Americans in response to the virus. Right now America needs economic revival. And American economic revival is the cause that has defined Donald Trump’s presidency. The Trump agenda to remove the tax and regulatory barriers to growth resonated with U.S. voters in 2016. After taking office, he delivered on his promises to enact historic reductions in business regulation and slash what until 2017 had been the industrialized world’s highest tax rate on corporate income. Business investment soared in response and the number of U.S. job openings set a series of new records.


In 2020, after a global economic catastrophe, the growth agenda may now resonate with voters worldwide. When the U.S. economy experiences a sudden contraction, it’s not just a catastrophe for Americans. When it comes to the health of the poorest countries on the planet, it’s clear they suffer humanitarian disasters when the United States and other advanced economies suddenly demand fewer goods. You won’t hear it on many college campuses, but a faltering America is a disaster for the world.


For example, according to New York Times East Africa correspondent Abdi Latif Dahir, “Already, 135 million people had been facing acute food shortages, but now with the pandemic, 130 million more could go hungry in 2020, said Arif Husain, chief economist at the World Food Program, a United Nations agency. Altogether, an estimated 265 million people could be pushed to the brink of starvation by year’s end.”


Reporting in April and May, Mr. Dahir described a deadly stampede in Kenya at a flour and cooking oil giveaway, and red flags hanging from the homes of starving people in Colombia. The Times correspondent also told the story of Nihal, a migrant worker at a soup kitchen in New Delhi, India: “ ‘Instead of coronavirus, the hunger will kill us,’ said Nihal, who was hoping to eat his first meal in a day. Migrants waiting in food lines have fought each other over a plate of rice and lentils. Nihal said he was ashamed to beg for food but had no other option. ‘The lockdown has trampled on our dignity,’ he said.”15


The people of the world need a prosperous America, and not just because they want to be fed. The worldwide public health crisis of 2020 is a sober reminder of how the world would suffer without a vibrant medical research enterprise in the United States. This jewel of the U.S. economy is also the hope of patients worldwide as they await vaccines and therapies to fight diseases for which there is currently no cure.


BIO (Biotechnology Innovation Organization), a biotechnology trade association, notes that in 2018 emerging medical companies in the United States received a record $12.3 billion in venture capital funding, more than twice the total raised by such companies in the rest of the world combined. That same year emerging U.S. therapeutic companies also raised more than twice as much in initial public offerings as the rest of the world combined.16 This is the financial fuel for innovation, funding the new discoveries and clinical trials that will yield new medicines and save lives in years to come.


Why does so much of this activity happen in the United States? Because inventors trust that the traditional American rule of law that protects our liberty also protects our property. Creators of new medicines and new technologies are free to grow their businesses and profit from their inventions. Intellectual property is constitutionally protected. In Article 1, Section 8, of the Constitution, America’s founders gave Congress the power “to promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries.” Well beyond the issues of intellectual property and medicine, America’s open markets, protected by a reliable and predictable application of the law, give people around the world the confidence to invest in U.S. companies.


No president has done more than Donald Trump to appoint judges who will faithfully interpret the Constitution and protect the American rule of law. Even the president’s harshest critics concede the quality of the more than two hundred judges he has appointed and the Senate has confirmed to seats on America’s courts. Left-wing legal activist Ian Millhiser probably didn’t enjoy writing the following words, but give him credit for acknowledging the truth: “There’s no completely objective way to measure legal ability, but a common metric used by legal employers to identify the most gifted lawyers is whether those lawyers secured a federal clerkship, including the most prestigious clerkships at the Supreme Court. Approximately 40 percent of Trump’s appellate nominees clerked for a Supreme Court justice, and about 80 percent clerked on a federal court of appeals. That compares to less than a quarter of Obama’s nominees who clerked on the Supreme Court, and less than half with a federal appellate clerkship.” Adds Millhiser: “In other words, based solely on objective legal credentials, the average Trump appointee has a far more impressive résumé than any past president’s nominees.”17


As a candidate in 2016, Trump made promises about the people he would appoint if elected, even supplying lists of potential Supreme Court justices. But there was little in his background to suggest an abiding commitment to constitutional originalism. Yet, unlike conventional politicians, he has kept his promises and made outstanding appointments.


The benefits of Trump’s rock-solid commitment to constitutional liberty are not just economic. Improbable as it may have seemed, the thrice-married star of tabloid gossip pages has become the stalwart champion of Catholic nuns seeking to preserve their core First Amendment right to religious exercise. The Little Sisters of the Poor is a nonprofit religious order that runs homes for the elderly poor across the country. The Obama administration threatened to impose fines of tens of millions of dollars upon the Little Sisters if the nuns would not agree to violate their beliefs and pay for contraceptive services in their health plan. After taking office, President Trump used an executive order and then two federal rules to ensure that the Little Sisters of the Poor could continue their mission without having to sacrifice their faith. It’s safe to say the nuns wouldn’t approve of a lot of Trump’s comments, but many of them no doubt recognize that he has proven to be an important defender of their God-given rights.


Speaking of enjoying the freedom to live according to the dictates of one’s own conscience, it is very much related to economics. U.S. prosperity enabled American individuals, foundations, and corporations to give an estimated $449.64 billion to U.S. charities in 2019, according to Giving USA 2020: The Annual Report on Philanthropy for the Year 2019. The report is compiled each year by the Indiana University Lilly Family School of Philanthropy.


“The solid growth of giving in 2019 brought total giving close to the record level set in 2017, which means that the past three years are the three highest years on record. Clearly, Americans prioritize generosity as a key part of their lives,” said Rick Dunham, Giving USA Foundation chairman, as his organization released the new findings in June of 2020. “Giving increased substantially in 2019, ending the decade on a high note,” he added.18


Americans’ capacity and willingness to help others doesn’t end at the water’s edge. The simple fact is that a prosperous United States is one of the best things that’s ever happened to the world. Billions of people around the planet are better off today because America defeated the twin terrors of the bloody twentieth century, national socialism and communism. And America has never stopped lending a helping hand to the world. The uniquely American entrepreneurial culture that created places like Silicon Valley has generated unprecedented prosperity, which among many other benefits enables historic levels of charitable activity and foreign aid.


A 2016 report from the Hudson Institute found, not surprisingly, that the U.S. government gives far more to developing countries than any other government in the world. But what may have come as a surprise was that Washington’s official development assistance was dwarfed by the amount of money flowing from other sources in the United States to the poor countries of the world. Private philanthropy, private investment, and remittances from relatives and friends in the U.S. to the developing world added up to roughly ten times the amount of U.S. government development assistance.19


Our point is to highlight the contributions Americans make as taxpayers as well as donors, and as always they are making a lot of them in the fight against infectious disease. “For more than a half century, the United States has been the largest contributor to global health security and humanitarian assistance, saving lives all over the planet. The United States led the fight against Ebola, HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria, and other infectious diseases, as well as humanitarian responses around the globe, including the current crises in Venezuela and Syria,” said Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in May.


Pompeo was announcing the latest round of U.S. government assistance, but he also recognized the contributions made by U.S. private citizens: “Even while battling the virus on the homefront, the American people remain the world’s greatest humanitarians. Together, private American businesses, nonprofits, charities, and individuals have provided nearly $4 billion in donations and assistance, in addition to government aid. All together, Americans have provided nearly $6.5 billion in government and non-government assistance and donations to the global COVID-19 response, accounting for nearly 60% of global totals.”20


And of course American charity goes far beyond medicine. The Charities Aid Foundation, based in the United Kingdom, creates what it calls a World Giving Index. In 2019 the organization reported on ten years of research conducted by the Gallup opinion research firm, which examined the charitable habits of people around the world. The foundation says the results represent the views of more than 1.3 million people in 128 countries and is the largest such survey “ever produced and made freely available.”21


The foundation explains:




In order to ensure that giving is understood in its various forms, the report looks at three aspects of giving behaviour. The questions that lie at the heart of the report are:


Have you done any of the following in the past month?




	Helped a stranger, or someone you didn’t know who needed help?


	
Donated money to a charity?


	Volunteered your time to an organisation?22









In other words, the index is not a measurement of how much money the citizens of a country donate but rather a reading on how likely its people are to help others in one way or another. “The United States of America occupies first place over the last 10 years,” reports the foundation.23 Yes, Americans are generous with their money, but the U.S. received its highest score in the category of helping strangers, an extremely common American habit.


What about the other end of the scale? Out of the 128 countries surveyed, which one displays the least charitable activity? The foundation reports that “China has the lowest Index score over the 10 years… and in fact is the only country that appears in the bottom 10 for all three measures we ask about; helping a stranger, donating money, and volunteering time.”24


This probably has less to do with China than with the tragedy of its particular form of government. When a country has been run by a communist dictatorship for seventy years, where expressions of faith are routinely and sometimes brutally suppressed and independent thought can result in prison time, it’s a culture in deep need of repair. In observing the long struggle of Cubans living under another communist regime, Cuban exiles often express both a passionate love for their homeland as well as an ambivalence about returning to live there, even in the event the dictatorship finally collapses. Many fear that the great Cuban culture has been broken by six decades of Marxist tyranny.


The tragedy of Chinese political oppression, despite the country’s phenomenal economic rise in recent decades, is perhaps the greatest reason why a prosperous America is a moral necessity. Whether the American constitutional republic or the communist dictatorship based in Beijing ends up sitting on top of the world’s largest economy has profound moral implications for the entire world. “America First” is a controversial slogan in the United States. But what many people around the world truly fear is the prospect of living under the influence of China first. The country is ruled by an unelected regime which denies its people the most basic liberties, including free speech, freedom of the press, and due process of law.


This means Americans have a job to do as we seek to rebuild our economy and ensure the success of open markets and free societies. The ranking Republican on the House Ways and Means Committee, Representative Kevin Brady of Texas, says that as America bounces back from the virus, the playbook for growth hasn’t changed: “The key is to make sure temporary job losses don’t become permanent ones—that’s what Congress ought to be focused on. We ought to follow those same elements that created the Trump economic boom: keeping taxes low, incentivizing businesses, making sure that work pays for our workers.”25


He’s talking about policies that created the rare and wonderful occurrence of many more job openings in the United States than unemployed people.26 There’s nothing immoral about that. And who should feel guilty about ensuring that Americans and people everywhere can enjoy the pleasures of liberty and prosperity?
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