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The Undercurrent’s cultural commentary is based on Ayn Rand’s philosophy, Objectivism. Objectivism, 

which animates Ayn Rand’s fiction, is a systematic philosophy of life. It holds that the universe is orderly 

and comprehensible, that man survives by reason, that his life and happiness comprise his highest moral 

purpose, and that he flourishes only in a society that protects his individual rights. In these pages we 

hope to defend these values. To learn more about the ideas behind them, you can begin by reading  

Ayn Rand’s books, such as The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, or by visiting AynRand.org.
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D          on Watkins is a fellow at the Ayn Rand  
Institute and is co-author, with Yaron Brook, 
of the best-selling book Free Market Revo-
lution: How Ayn Rand’s Ideas Can 
End Big Government. Watkins is now 
drafting RooseveltCare: How Social 
Security Is Sabotaging the Land of 
Self-Reliance. You can learn more about 
his campaign against welfare statism at  
www.endthedebtdraft.com. 

The Undercurrent is sponsoring a debate between Watkins and  
Howard Schweber (of the University of Wisconsin and The Huff-
ington Post) on the topic “Is the welfare state just?” on April 1st. 
Visit the site above or www.itsyourlifeownit.org for more information 
on how to watch the debate live online. 

TU sat down with Don Watkins to learn more about his campaign 
to “end the debt draft”: 

You talk about ending the “debt draft.” What do you mean 
by that?

The military draft treated the lives of young people as 
the property of the state� Well, what I call the debt draft 
refers to the fact that young people today have been drafted 
into debt by the government—a debt that runs into the hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars per person� The overwhelm-
ing majority of that debt comes from government spending, 
not on services we all need, like the military, but on old-age 
welfare programs—namely Social Security and Medicare� 

Could you briefly describe the scale of the problem? How 
much are young people now supposed to owe the old, and 
why do you think it's going to be so difficult for them to 
discharge their obligation?

The government’s official debt is around $12 trillion and 
growing quickly, which means that each of us owes about 
$40,000.1  That’s bad but it’s nothing compared to the debt 
the government’s going to be racking up in the years ahead 
thanks to America’s old-age welfare programs� 

As the Baby Boomers retire, the bill for Social Security 
and Medicare will grow fast� Economists can calculate the 
difference between how much those programs are likely to 
cost and how much money the government will raise from 
taxes. They call this “unfunded liabilities” or “the fiscal 
gap.” That number is astronomical: roughly $200 trillion 
dollars or more than half a million dollars per person�2  

If the bill comes anywhere close to that, it will spell disas-
ter� The government could seize 100 percent of the income of 
the top earners and it wouldn’t make a dent in that amount, 
so taxes are going to skyrocket for everyone� Young people 
will find themselves working harder and harder and taking 
home less and less—if they are lucky enough to have jobs� 
Already studies show that young Americans are putting off 
buying homes, getting married, starting families, and starting 

businesses, largely for economic reasons� All of this is going 
to get much worse unless we put an end to the debt draft�  
Are economic problems the biggest problems with the 
debt draft? 

The debt draft is not the only problem with the welfare 
state� The welfare state takes money from the people who 
earned it and gives it to those who didn’t earn it� Instead 
of a society that rewards productive achievement, the wel-
fare state creates a society in which the more you achieve, 
the more you owe others—the more successful you are, the 
more you’ll be punished in order to reward the unsuccessful� 
That’s the deepest injustice of the welfare state� It is a system 
of exploitation� 

Is the comparison to a military draft appropriate? Didn’t 
that involve forcing people to die for the national interest, 
not just to give up some money?

It’s not a perfect analogy� The military draft left countless 
young Americans maimed or killed� As bad as the debt draft 
is, I would never want to trivialize war by equating the two 
in that sense� But in both cases what you have is the govern-
ment trampling on the rights of young people, turning them 
into selfless servants of society rather than leaving them free 
to pursue their own happiness� 

The analogy is meant to be provocative� We’re so used 
to thinking of the welfare state as this noble project� I want 
people to question that—to see that the welfare state doesn’t 
help people but robs them of money, freedom, and opportu-
nity� It is a totally immoral institution and it deserves to meet 
the same fate as the military draft�

But doesn’t the welfare state keep many people out of 
poverty, and wouldn’t dismantling the welfare state, as 
you seem to be suggesting, result in worsening poverty?

On the contrary, the welfare state manufactures poverty� It 
doesn’t just redistribute prosperity, it reduces it� 

If we look at history we see that poverty is the norm� Un-
til the nineteenth century, virtually all human beings lived 
on about a dollar or two a day—if they lived at all� Prosper-
ity is an achievement—and it is capitalism’s achievement� It’s 
no accident that the nineteenth century saw both the rise of 
capitalism and, for the first time, a rise in men’s standard of 
living generation after generation�

How did that happen? This is something Yaron Brook 
and I discuss at length in our book Free Market Revolution: 
How Ayn Rand’s Ideas Can End Big Government� Here’s the short 
answer� By protecting the individual’s rights, and in particu-
lar his right to property, capitalism gave him the greatest 
possible freedom and incentive to produce, save, and invest� 

1http://is�gd/y8VmlJ      2http://is�gd/y8VmlJ
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Since the early 1900s, education has 
been compulsory in most U�S� states 

for children between the ages of six and 
seventeen� The precise age range varies, 
but the consequences are often severe� 
Local ordinances, like those recently 
proposed in an Illinois city, levy fines 
against parents whose children miss a 
certain number of school days and can 
make alternative educational strategies 
such as homeschooling more difficult.1 

Similar laws also provide for uniformed officers to patrol and en-
force truancy laws�2 

In Texas, truancy is considered a crime and students can be 
prosecuted in adult courts�3 Texas law permits students to miss 
at most ten days every six months� In one case, Elizabeth Hebert 
was summoned to appear in court as a “parent contributing to 
nonattendance�”4 In the end, the case was dropped when it became 
clear that it was her daughter Rachel’s chronic cerebral palsy that 
was keeping her from school, not her mother’s negligence�

The philosophy behind compulsory education is that students 
need education in order to become responsible citizens� If some 
do not understand the value of an education, according to this 
way of thinking, they should be made to see its value through 
time spent in the school system� Despite being zealously enforced, 
compulsory education policies cannot force students to learn—
not in any meaningful sense� 

Simply bringing students to school and exposing them to 
information does not make them see its value or force them to 
benefit from it. Learning means more than the passive absorption 
of information: it means actively integrating information into 
knowledge� To actively integrate information, one must maintain 
a vigilant mind, investigate available information, relate it to 
prior experience and to one’s wider body of knowledge, and make 
it the basis for one’s practical ambitions�  

For example, a student might be taught passively to recall the 
information that Hitler was an evil leader of Germany who was 
responsible for the holocaust and World War II� But to acquire 
meaningful knowledge, a student must seek to understand how 
Hitler could have been elected by an otherwise civilized society: 
because it had accepted certain core political ideas in a time of 
economic turmoil� The active student has the potential to learn a 
valuable lesson that might inform his own political awareness and 
make him a more informed citizen who could be vigilant against 
dictatorship� But this understanding is too subtle to be dictated 
to a student by a teacher; it can only be obtained through self-

directed learning� 
Students who integrate information into knowledge gain the 

ability to teach themselves� But students who simply memorize 
facts do not have this ability because they have not learned to 
love learning itself� They must rely on other people to explain 
the significance and meaning of new information, just as they 
accepted that the teacher was telling them everything they 
needed to know� 

The only guaranteed result of the compulsory educational 
process is a student who may have acquired some awareness of 
basic information and some low level skills but who needs to be 
reprogrammed in every new situation� Such a person is in thrall 
to those who can explain (or simply dictate) lessons to them� 

At an intellectual level, an education is valuable to a student 
only if he or she wants it� The mind of an individual cannot be 
compelled to value an education (or anything else)—especially an 
education which is presented as irrelevant to the student’s own 
values�

Suppose that a student wants to work in a trade that does 
not require an advanced formal education� There are numerous 
employment opportunities that do not require individuals to have 
an appreciation for Shakespeare or an understanding of algebra� 
In many cases, these students are wasting valuable time that 
would be better spent preparing for their future� 

There may indeed be many students who would profit from 
Shakespeare and algebra but who do not desire to learn about 
them� Such students have only themselves and their parents to 
blame� If they fail to pursue their own interests, or their parents 
fail to encourage them to do so, they alone bear responsibility for 
the consequences� 

There are also students who do want to study these topics, 
and they are also victims of compulsory education�  They are 
sometimes required to be in the presence of other people who do 
not want to learn and who distract them from the pursuit of their 
goals� 

It is precisely individuals who have a strong sense of self, 
who understand that the curriculum taught in the traditional 
government classroom is not relevant to or even consistent with 
their own ambitions, who suffer the most under compulsory 
education� 

Consider for instance the case of Diane Tran, an honors 
student who missed more than ten days at her school in Texas�5 

1http://is�gd/nFhssf         2http://is�gd/udltwa       3http://is�gd/odAUms 
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(continued on page 15)

by Sarah Martinson

Silicon Valley and the tech industry 
are generating enormous wealth, 

creating more jobs and opportunities, 
and radically reshaping our world� 
Our iPhones, tablets, and laptops  
allow us to become more independent 
and self-reliant, while at the same time 
allowing us to make more meaningful 
connections with other people� Apps 
and social media allow people around 
the world with similar interests and 

passions to connect in real-time, allowing the individuals most 
passionate about an idea or project to collaborate� In this regard, 
Silicon Valley allows for more people to connect, succeed, and 
profit. 

According to critics, however, even though Silicon Valley is 
creating more jobs and opportunities, it is a matter of some con-
cern that these opportunities are not open to everyone—that the 
tech industry suffers from inequality of opportunity� In a recent 
article in Wired (“Silicon Valley isn’t a Meritocracy� And it’s Dan-
gerous to Hero-Worship Entrepreneurs”), Alice Marwick ob-
serves that to work in the tech industry it helps immensely to come 
from wealth and to have attended a prestigious university; above 
all it helps to be white, heterosexual, and male�1  For these reasons, 
she argues that we should be critical of Silicon Valley instead of 
praising and admiring it� Silicon Valley, she says, plays into the 
“power structures” of capitalism: to gain wealth and success one 
must already be wealthy or have substantial connections� 

While it is true that individuals born into wealth and privi-
lege have an advantage over those who are not, they do not have 
an unfair advantage� Where one ends up in life also depends on 
whether one has made the right choices� If one is born to wealthy 
parents who have backgrounds in engineering one will have the 

opportunity to attend better schools and to learn more skills than 
one who does not have the same parents� But one must choose to 
take advantage of those opportunities� If an individual chooses 
to party and burn through all of his parent’s money he will not 
benefit from his upbringing in the long run. 

The tech industry is a rapidly accelerating, competitive indus-
try� An idea one person has one day could the very next day be 
made obsolete by someone else’s idea� In the tech industry, it’s not 
enough that competitors be educated, they also need to make the 
right choices� 

Suppose that two individuals both want to start the next big-
name tech company� Both attended Harvard, both have connec-
tions, and both are smart. So imagine that the first person decides 
to leave Harvard to start his company; the second doesn’t� The 
first had to make a difficult choice. If he had stayed at Harvard he 
would likely have gotten a well-paying job after graduation� But 
then the idea for the company he wanted to start would become 
obsolete� The second individual stays at Harvard and upon grad-
uation secures a well-paying job� But as result, he doesn’t create 
the multi-billion dollar company called Facebook� 

Mark Zuckerberg’s choices were fundamentally responsible 
for his success� Of course to succeed in the tech industry he also 
had to be qualified—he had to have something of value to offer 
the investors who gambled on his idea for a social network� To be 
a programmer one has to have extensive knowledge of computer 
science, which individuals who cannot afford college would not 
have the opportunity to learn� An individual’s educational back-
ground can indicate to an employer whether he has something of 
value to offer the employer� But the fact remains that those who 

1http://is�gd/iofPGv
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THe CHARACTeR expeRImeNT:

Today’s generation of college 
students grew up on the notion 

that if they did well in school and got 
a college degree, good things were 
ahead� But recent news darkens this 
outlook� These days, everyone is fac-
ing stiffer competition for employ-
ment: in May of 2013, there were 
7.2 million people1  seeking work, 
up dramatically from 5�5 million in 
May of 2003.2  This is an increase 

of 30%, even as the total population has increased by only 
9%�3  A recent report indicates that unemployment among 
Millennials aged 25 to 32, of all educational stripes, is high-
er than that of Generation X and Baby Boomers, among 
others�4  As the ratio of jobs to job-seekers has increased, 
the percentage of college graduates who are unemployed or 
underemployed has grown as well. The 2013 unemployment 
rate for those over 25 with at least a bachelor’s degree was 
around 8%, compared with just 5% in 2003.5  

Students desperately need these jobs just to cover the cost 
of their education: since 2003, average student debt has in-
creased from $19,3006  to $35,200.7  Worse still, a 2013 re-
port notes that while there are currently 28.6 million jobs in 
the economy requiring a college degree, there are currently 
41�7 million employed college graduates�8  This means that 
about half of recent college graduates are working at jobs 
that don’t require their degree—up almost 10% from the 
year 2000. Present conditions simply don’t inspire the col-
lege endeavor�  

Quality jobs today are thus scarce at a time when stu-
dents need them the most, giving students a greater incen-
tive to settle for jobs for which they are simply overquali-

fied. In the face of a daunting job market, what can today’s 
generation of students do differently to make the most out of 
their decision to go to college?

To begin with, students must face the fact that compe-
tition for the best and most promising jobs will be tough-
er than it was a decade ago�  Obviously, success inside 
the classroom is crucial to success after school� But even 
if students go to college and perform exceptionally well  
academically, it’s important not to overlook that university 
life presents more than just the opportunity to learn aca-
demic content and methods� It also presents a unique oppor-
tunity for young adults to hone the particular virtues of charac-
ter that will prepare them to pursue a happy, successful life� 

“Character” is the essence of who an individual person 
is, the enduring set of practical and emotional habits that 
result from his chosen convictions and values� Character 
traits, such as ambitiousness and competitiveness, differ 
from cognitive skills, such as mathematical proficiency and 
the ability to play the piano, insofar as character traits are 
the products of  life habits—habits that are useful not only 
in work but in all of our other pursuits� In fact, cognitive 
skills are often themselves the results of life habits� “Virtues” 
of character are the particularly pervasive character traits 
which can empower a person to live his life and live it well� 

The job search itself requires virtues that students have 
the chance to develop further while attending school� The 
best jobs for graduates don’t come simply packaged with an 
earned degree� Searching for the right job requires a con-
stant, carefully planned course of action� If students empha-
size the development of their character throughout college, 
they have the opportunity to hone the virtues that are essen-
tial not only to finding a good job, but also to their pursuit of 
happiness more generally� 

How CUlTIvATING moRAl vIRTUe wIll sTReNGTHeN THe posT-GRAD expeRIeNCe

by J.A. Windham
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ADVERTISEMENT

Productiveness is the most obvious of those virtues.  A 2012 
study of how college students allocate their time each day 
shows that the average student spends just 3�4 hours each 
day on “school related activities,” including class and home-
work�9  That hardly seems to be an adequate amount of time 
to allot to schoolwork each day, and raises the question of 
whether students today are being as productive with their 
time as they could be� To be sure, college should be a fun 
experience—but constant partying that permeates today’s 
university atmosphere flies in the face of the notion that cel-
ebration presupposes some achievement to celebrate�

The productive student will go beyond merely attending 
class and performing well� He will both engage himself in 
the active pursuit of his hobbies through the many avenues 
on campus, and begin to build a social and professional 
network through campus clubs, part-time work, or volun-
teering� This active, productive mindset is critical to the job 
search: employers desire résumés showing evidence that a 
job candidate is a self-starter who creates and pursues oppor-
tunities for himself—which suggests that he would do the 
same for them� 

Going to college today represents a sort of rite of passage 
into adulthood from adolescence, in no small part because 
it is suitable environment for a young person to develop in-
dependence. Most students will leave home for the first time, 
exiting a world where teachers hold their hands and parents 
do their laundry, and entering an entirely new social envi-
ronment, where professors are relatively hands-off and par-
ents are nowhere to be found� But how many students enter-
ing college truly endeavor to foster their own independence? 

How many conceive of their life, and the form it will take, 
as their own responsibility and no one else’s? As the numbers 
indicate, not enough: while less than one-third of college 
graduates 18 to 24 still lived at home in 2001, that figure 
rose to almost half by 2011.10  

While many students need their family’s support during 
college, the gravity of the change from living at home to 
attending university brings new opportunities for growth� 
It provides the perfect setting for young adults to learn to 
do things for themselves, starting at first with simple things 
like cleaning their dorm rooms and getting assignments 
in on time� But if students think of university as their own 
personal experiment where they alone, in a new and exciting 
environment, have the opportunity to craft themselves into 
the kind of person they’d like to become, then the kind of 
independence learned in college will be far more useful than 
for just doing the laundry or even getting that A� 

By doing everything from trying out new and challenging 
hobbies advertised at the campus club festival, to developing 
distinctly personal convictions from in-class discussions and 
conversation with peers, students have the opportunity for a 
world of independent growth� College can prepare students 
to develop a new and unique sense of who they are, and to 

  1http://is�gd/XgKCq0      2http://is�gd/jWSc5v      3http://is�gd/d70Fy0 
  4http://is.gd/j26ws1          5http://is�gd/sxRz5T      6http://is�gd/GVe5vU
  7http://is�gd/uBs0Bf         8http://is.gd/Kr2sKJ       9http://is�gd/e9oEPy 
 10http://is�gd/4XLkzg 
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the Pope in this regard would be petty� No one masquerading 
as “nonjudgmental” can be fully consistent� To sneer at moral 
judgment is—you guessed it—to make a moral judgment� The 
flaw here is not hypocrisy—it’s self-refutation. 

Members of the cult of moral tolerance can’t help but be 
judgmental in spite of themselves� No human being can avoid 
the necessity of making judgments� This applies in particular 
to the leader of a religious ideology�  As a systematic world 
view, Catholicism offers its followers guidance for living and 
lists of virtues and vices consonant with its vision of the good 
life� To issue this advice is to render moral judgment� 

The need to judge the world and the people in it is a fact 
that is rooted in something deeper than one’s adherence to any 
specific ideology. It goes to the core of what it is to be a human 
being� Human beings are conceptual beings who unavoidably 
grasp similarities and differences in what they observe� And 
we cannot help but notice differences between what we take 
to be food and poison, between apparent friends and enemies� 
Whether we live in a cave or in a civilized metropolis, we need 
to make judgments of value�

Try as we may,  we cannot abandon the necessity of judg-
ment, because we can’t see the world as an infant, without the 
benefit of the experience or the belief system we have built up 
over the years� The most we can do is pretend that we do not 
need to judge; we can abdicate the responsibility of forming 
judgments rationally, abandoning our judgment to chance and 
whim� We can lazily jump to conclusions on the basis of our 
first impressions, or we can try to believe only what we want to 
be true—rather than believing what our best assessment of the 
evidence dictates� 

When we abdicate the responsibility for rationally judging 
for ourselves according to our firsthand grasp of the facts, we 
usually surrender our standards of judgment to other people: to 
our parents, our peers, or to the voices of whichever authority 

wHo yoU ARe 
To jUDGe: 
A RespoNse To 
pope FRANCIs AND 
THe CUlT oF “ToleRANCe”

It’s not every day that we see the mainstream media celebrate 
a religious figure as some kind of rock star. From Jimmy 

Swaggart to Ted Haggard, journalists usually treat religious 
leaders as hypocrites, buffoons, or both� Dispensation seems to 
have been granted for the new Roman Catholic pope, Francis 
(a�k�a� Jorge Mario Bergoglio of Argentina)� 

Bergoglio has become the darling of the media—rising 
even to the status of Time’s “Person of the Year”—because he 
has projected a more “liberal” tone on social issues such as 
abortion and homosexuality� Bergoglio consummated this love 
affair with the media on a plane from Rome to Brazil� When 
asked about his evaluation of homosexual priests, the pontiff 
declared poignantly: “Who am I to judge?” 

And yet journalists and pundits eventually qualify their 
adulation over the pope’s new “tone” with the admission that 
he has not proposed altering any substantive aspects of church 
doctrine. In fact, Bergoglio has reaffirmed all of Rome’s con-
tentious dogmas: he has opposed same-sex marriage as a “total 
rejection of God’s law”1 and condemned abortion as a “fear-
ful” offense against God,2  just to name a few�

And even as Bergoglio puts a smile on the Church’s social 
doctrine, he pontificates with a grimace on matters economic. 
In his recent “apostolic exhortation” Evangelii Gaudium, Bergo-
glio issues a harsh condemnation of free market capitalism� In 
the tract, he directs his ire not at some faceless system, but at 
the individuals whose free choices drive the capitalist economy� 
The pontiff chastises as inhumane and ignoble the capitalists 
who are “in thrall to an � � � indifferent and self-centered men-
tality�”3 He laments “careerism” as the pursuit of “parched” 
souls who find themselves “buried under a pile of excuses.”4  

He rebukes individualism as an “evil�”5  
One could accuse Bergoglio of hypocrisy: he claims the 

mantle of nonjudgmental tolerance in one breath while hasten-
ing to judge people categorically in the next� But to single out 
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(continued on page 14)

figures have worked their way into our subconscious when we 
let down our guard� So while we can’t avoid making judgments 
as such, we can choose to irresponsibly parrot the judgments 
of others� 

But judging the world around is far too important a re-
sponsibility to abandon to others� Moral judgments concern 
the most fundamental choices in life�  Some choices lead us to 
a fulfilling life, while others license stagnation or destruction. 
Being honest solidifies our grip on reality, while dishonesty iso-
lates us in a fantasy world� Living with integrity harmonizes 
our actions with our values; compromising these values makes 
our lives schizophrenic� Practicing justice rewards others who 
practice our values; injustice punishes allies and rewards our 
enemies� 

Even if we don’t communicate these judgments to others, 
it is crucially important that we make them for ourselves, not 
only to identify the right people to associate with, but also to 
reaffirm to ourselves the kind of life we want to live. But it is 
also crucial to pronounce moral judgment� The kids who cheer 
on the playground bully rather than shun him give him license 
to bully again� The voters who distinguish a politician’s char-
acter flaws from his policy stance should not be surprised when 
the same politician enacts corrupt policies� Diplomats who ne-
gotiate with dictators can now reflect on the long history of 
betrayal and aggression of the tyrants they have coddled� Evil 
people gain power in the world because good people remain 
silent� 

It is understandable if good people chafe at “ judgmental” 
behavior: they may confuse irresponsible judgment with the 
practice of judgment as such� And we should resist the intel-

lectually lazy father who criticizes his daughter for wanting to 
have a career rather than becoming a wife and mother out of 
high school, or the dogmatic teacher who chastises a student 
for registering an unpopular opinion on a paper assignment� 

We should be especially critical of the irresponsible judg-
ment of those who are held up as moral authorities� Consider 
the priest who regards homosexual acts as immoral because 
they are condemned in an ancient text—a text that sanctions 
the existence of slavery but prohibits the consumption of shell-
fish. Pressed on the relevance of this ancient text, the priest 
might insist that the natural purpose of intercourse is repro-
duction (ignoring the fact that he does not condemn sex among 
sterile couples), or that children need role models of both sexes 
(leaving aside that he belongs to an all-male clergy)� If he then 
goes on to defend his judgment as a matter of faith, as a claim 
to be believed without evidence, then the utter irrationality 
and irresponsibility of his judgment rear their ugly head� 

When some of the most intellectually reckless people issue 
some of the loudest judgments, it is little wonder that the prac-
tice of moral judgment is unpopular� But the alternative is not 
to refrain from judging� It is to be more scrupulously rational 
in one’s own judgment—and to harshly judge those who refuse 
to be scrupulous themselves�

For this reason it is particularly inexcusable to ask that 
the world refrain from judgment because one fears being 
judged—because one is insecure in the merit of one’s own 

 
1http://is�gd/oN9KZU      2http://is�gd/SrlEY1      3http://is�gd/Mv3x9P    
4http://is.gd/2EpGZX      5http://is�gd/tB7kNR 
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Well, those are exactly the ingredients that lead to economic 
progress� Innovation and economic growth come from peo-
ple making money, saving money, and investing those sav-
ings in profit-seeking ventures. 

The welfare state taxes production and rewards non- 
production: the more you produce, the higher your taxes; the 
less you produce, the bigger your welfare check� And since it 
also transfers wealth from savers to consumers, you get less 
and less investment capital available to grow the economy� If 
you wanted to invent a way to impoverish a nation, it would 
be hard to do better than to create the welfare state�

Now obviously the welfare state hasn’t eliminated eco-
nomic growth in this country� But it has slowed it down� 
How much? It’s impossible to put an exact number on it, 
but consider this� If, starting in 1870, economic growth had 
been just one percent lower each year than it was, our stan-
dard of living today would be lower than Mexico’s�3   

Welfare statists do not care about poverty� If they did 
they would champion capitalism, which has lifted billions 
out of poverty� The welfare state may increase some peo-
ple’s income in the short term—although that doesn’t justify 
wealth redistribution—but in the long run it ensures that 
more people face poverty and hardship�  

But what happens to people who can’t make ends meet in 
the short term under capitalism? 

There’s a saying in marketing: people don’t want a drill, 
they want holes� Well, people don’t want a safety net, they 
want economic security� And the best means of achieving 
economic security is to live in a free market, which maxi-
mizes prosperity and minimizes disruptions such as eco-
nomic crises and mass unemployment� It also gives people 
the freedom to protect themselves against economic risks 
through savings, insurance, help from friends and family 
and neighbors and co-workers, and any other lawful method 
they can dream up�

In addition, there’s a sense in which capitalism does pro-
vide a safety net, but it is private and voluntary� In the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries people formed mutual 
aid societies to protect themselves from risks like injury, ill-
ness, and unemployment� And, of course, there were thou-
sands of private charities� Isn’t a voluntary system morally 
preferable to a coercive one that mass-produces victims?

Could you comment on how premium payments by the 
young under Obamacare mirror your thesis about the 
debt draft?

Obamacare is simply one more way that young people 
are being exploited in order to funnel benefits to their par-
ents and grandparents� It forces young people to pay more 
for health insurance in order to subsidize the cost of insur-
ance for older Americans� But don’t worry, they’re being 
told, you’ll get to enjoy cheaper insurance when you reach 
old age, so everyone wins� 

The truth is, young people lose a ton of money to the wel-
fare state at a time when they can least afford it� But it’s not 
as if older Americans are getting rich from these schemes 
either� Social Security only pays, on average, a little over a 
thousand dollars a month. Medicare benefits can be enor-
mous in dollar terms, especially relative to what people pay 
in Medicare taxes during their working years, but the over-
all effect of Medicare has been to make life worse for seniors, 
not better� To name just one example of this: Medicare reim-
bursements to doctors cover only about 80 percent of their 
costs, which means that it’s difficult for many seniors—who 
have no real choice but to enroll in Medicare—to find a 
doctor�4   

Why do you think previous generations have voted for 
programs that will leave their children worse off? 

I place the blame on the political and intellectual leaders 
of the country� They have an unbroken track record of lying 
about the nature of their schemes� 

For instance, Social Security and later Medicare were 
not presented as welfare programs, but as “social insurance” 
programs: everyone would pay into a government “trust 
fund” which would later pay them “earned benefits.” The 
truth is that the people who created these programs hated 
capitalism and wanted to replace it with an American wel-
fare state� They knew there was no “trust fund”—not in any 
meaningful sense—and that every penny that went in to the 
pockets of retirees came out of the pockets of current work-
ers�

When Social Security was created, the government 
vowed that the payroll tax to fund the program would never 
go above six percent� They knew that was almost certainly 
untrue, and of course today the Social Security payroll tax 
is more than double that amount� And now we have a cot-
tage industry of what I call debt deniers—people like Sena-
tor Elizabeth Warren who cook up arguments to deny that 
the welfare state is bankrupting us� 

So you can’t blame the average person for supporting the 
debt draft� They are not being told the truth�

What kind of obligations do you think a child does have 
towards his or her parents? Why doesn't this imply an ob-
ligation to support the welfare state?

My wife recently gave birth to our first child, and one 
thing I can tell you is that we never asked my daughter if 
she wanted to be born� We had a choice in the matter, so we 
have obligations with respect to our child� But she doesn’t 
have any with respect to us� 

Now so long as she lives in our house she has to follow our 
rules, but she has no moral obligation to take care of us once 
she’s grown� She might choose to do so, out of gratitude and 
benevolence and if we need it� But no good parent wants to 
breed servants� My daughter has a right to live her own life� 

In fact, there are only two sorts of obligations we owe to 

eNDING THe DRAFT DeBT
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others: one, to respect their rights, and two, to abide by any 
commitments we voluntarily assume� Now, the welfare state 
violates people’s rights and forces them to assume burden-
some commitments without their consent� So much for the 
idea that the welfare state is some grand moral achievement�

Why do you say we are not our grandfather's keeper? Who 
is if we’re not?

I do say we are not our grandfather’s keeper, which of 
course is a play on the traditional notion that we are our 
brother’s keeper� That notion more than anything is respon-
sible for the welfare state� It says you don’t have a right to 
exist for your own sake and that other people’s need is a 
mortgage on your life� So, when older Americans claim they 
need you to pay for their retirement and health care, that’s 
your moral duty, even if it comes at the expense of your goals 
and dreams�

I am challenging that idea that we are our grandfather’s 
keeper� Obviously I don’t mean we should never help out 
our grandfather, or cooperate with others when our inter-
ests align� But welfare statists’ schemes are not about helping 
others but about exploiting others� Their view is not that it’s 
nice to help out others when you can—it’s that you are born 
in debt, in moral debt, to the needs of others�

Take that seriously for a minute� To live by that notion, it 
would mean that you don’t have a right to a single morsel of 
food so long as there is anyone anywhere on the globe who 
needs it more—even if your dinner was not stolen from oth-
ers but earned by your own effort� 

That is a monstrous idea, and the only reason we don’t 
perceive it as monstrous is because we don’t try to live by 
it day in and day out� Well, I say a moral principle that ap-
pears noble only because you cheat on it is not a true moral 
principle� 

I agree with Ayn Rand: morality is not about carrying 
other people’s burdens� It’s about human achievement and 
human happiness� It’s about each of us being our own keep-
er, taking responsibility for our own life, and trying to make 
the most of it� 

Can you give us a few more details about how the welfare 
state should be phased out?

There are a number of options� In my forthcoming book 
RooseveltCare: How Social Security Is Sabotaging the Land of Self-
Reliance, I talk about a few of them� I think it’s something 
economists should be thinking about and debating� 

Our goal needs to be the complete abolition of the welfare 
state� In the short term, then, we should be looking for mea-
sures that move us in that direction� For instance, I think we 
need to start cutting benefits immediately. In health care, I 
would support turning Medicare into a voucher program 
rather than an open-ended fee-for-service commitment, 
which at least puts some sort of cap on what is now an open 
ended black hole slowly sucking us into oblivion� 

The critical thing, however, is to wage an educational 
campaign to change people’s thinking on this issue� Noth-

ing will change so long as most Americans think the welfare 
state is moral� 

What can young people do?
The welfare state cannot exist without the consent of its 

victims� It counts on the people being exploited to accept 
that they are being sacrificed for a noble cause. If the vic-
tims ever rebelled publicly and said they do not consent to 
being victimized—that the debt draft is immoral—then the 
whole thing would collapse� 

We have to turn the tables on the welfare statists� We 
can’t continue to adopt a defensive posture where we con-
cede that their goals are noble but their programs are poorly 
designed� We can’t respond to charges that we are means-
pirited by saying that we support the welfare state, we just 
want to make it smaller and more effective� That’s what the 
right has been doing for close to a hundred years, and it 
does not work� 

No, we need to take the moral high ground and put them 
on the defensive� Nothing will change until the people will-
ing to tell the truth about the welfare state are able to mount 
a moral opposition—to say, not simply that its financial con-
sequences are devastating, but that it is inherently immoral� 
And to provide a positive alternative� 

How do we make that happen? There’s a lot to say about 
this, and I address it at length in RooseveltCare� For now I’ll 
name two steps�

First, educate yourself about the debt draft and about 
the individualist alternative to the welfare state, laissez-faire 
capitalism� It’s not enough to say that what’s happening to 
you is morally wrong� You have to be able to articulate why� 
Start by visiting www�endthedebtdraft�com, where I have a 
bunch of free resources on this subject� 

Second, speak out� This can take many forms� I don’t 
recommend getting into time-consuming debates on-
line� Instead, look for high-leverage ways to have impact� 
Hand people books and articles you think are persuasive� 
Host talks and debates on your campus� Here’s one small 
but meaningful thing you can do: “Like” our campaign’s  
Facebook page, which you can find at facebook.com/debt-
draft� If we can get thousands and ultimately tens of thou-
sands of young people to like the page, that sends a powerful 
message�

Thank you, Don Watkins!

3Daniel J� Mitchell, The Debt Dialogues podcast (forthcoming)� 
4http://is�gd/5vETOn

??
Don Watkins argues that excessive government 
spending drafts young people into debt. Does 
this perspective change how you think about 
the welfare state? 
Respond to facebook.com/theundercurrent for 
your chance at a free prize!
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Tran, who works one full-time and one part-time job to support 
her siblings, was jailed for twenty-four hours and fined for her 
truancy� The words of the sentencing judge illustrate a central 
problem with compulsory education policies: “If you let one run 
loose, what are you going to do with the rest of them?” 

One has the sense, from these comments, that the judge is 
talking about escaped criminals who ought to be rounded up, 
not absentee school-children engaged in supporting a family� 
Tran’s case demonstrates that individuals who can learn on their 
own do not benefit from being forced to sit in classrooms all 
day� Competent, exemplary citizens do not roll off of production 
lines at the end of high school—they handcraft themselves�  

Both students who wish to learn and those who do not are 
victims of compulsory education because both are taught that 
they, as individuals, do not matter� Requiring people to attend 
school, over and against their (and their family’s) wishes teaches 
students that they should not trust their own judgment, that they 
should instead respect the values that government authority 
figures dictate to them.

Perhaps it was not a coincidence that Winston Churchill was 
able to describe Germany in 1934 as a “nation � � � of the most 
educated, industrious, scientific, disciplined people in the world�”6  

Compulsory education was first introduced in Prussia and 
later extended to the unified German nation in the nineteenth 
century�7 

Churchill was not wrong: many Germans were well-
educated, in the sense that they had developed certain skills 
that enabled many to be better industrial workers� But it is not 
enough to know how to perform even an advanced scientific 
task� A person must know why they should perform such a task� 
And a student who has been taught by compulsory education 
that his own values do not matter will have few tools for deciding 
what purpose his work should serve� Hitler’s Nazi party did not 
come to power because of compulsory education, but German 
schools clearly didn’t prepare the German citizenry to resist 
Hitler’s arguments�  

People must be able to decide which goals they should work 
towards and which values they should pursue� Their own needs, 
priorities, and capacities should guide them in making this 
decision� While a person may be informed by outside sources, 
the ultimate decision about which goals to work towards rests 
with the individual� 

An appropriate system of education would apply the same 
kinds of principles to educating older children and adolescents 
that Maria Montessori developed for educating younger 
children�8 Such a system would recognize that children as 
individuals needs to be given the freedom (within appropriate 
limits) to pursue knowledge that is relevant to their own interests 
and should not be compelled to follow a particular course of 
study dictated by the state� There should indeed be some 
parental oversight, but this should aid children in pursuing their 
own goals� 

While a broad, liberal education, like that taught in our 
public schools, might be useful to certain students pursuing a 
college education, it is no substitute for allowing students and 
parents to make their own decisions about what is valuable and 
allowing them to develop their minds in unique, individual 
ways� At least one legislator in Utah has recognized the need 
to abolish compulsory education laws, and other states should 
adopt similar measures�9  

Compulsory education laws are at best an ineffective societal 
experiment being carried out on our children by force� As such, 
they are immoral and should be scrapped in favor of allowing 
individual people to make decisions about what is valuable to 
themselves� 

Thomas Duke is a graduate student in Communication Studies at the 
University of Alabama.
 
6http://is�gd/mJ6lFj      7http://is�gd/3bfjs1      8http://is�gd/Q4paeU 
9http://is�gd/H54myy 
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Advocates of compulsory education say it makes 
us more civilized, but this article argues that one 
cannot be forced to learn something one deems 
unimportant, no matter how important it is. 
What do you think? 
Respond to facebook.com/theundercurrent for 
your chance at a free prize!

 
decisions, and unsure of how to engage in responsible judg-
ment of one’s own� Perhaps it is no surprise that priests intone 
that we should “ judge not lest we be judged�” It seems to ex-
empt them and anyone else who lacks confidence in his own 
virtue from being held culpable for their own irresponsible 
judgments� 

Needless to say, the “ judge not” attitude doesn’t stop the 
priests from preaching the moral teachings of their religion� 
They can rationalize this behavior by claiming that these are 
actually God’s judgments, not theirs� This is the most they can 
do to reconcile their preaching with their belief that human 
beings are too insignificant and too sinful to judge things for 
themselves�  

But anyone with a mind has the ability to make responsible 
moral judgments� One does not need to be an omniscient or 
omnipotent being to tell the basic difference between good and 
evil� Moral judgment is the right and the privilege of proud hu-
man beings, one that should not be surrendered to others, let 
alone those who don’t have the confidence to judge for them-
selves�  

Who are you to judge? A human being with a mind, that’s 
who� Of course to judge others is to assume a serious responsi-
bility� To do it appropriately is no easy task� But neither is any-
thing important in life� On this matter, the philosopher Ayn 
Rand proposed a counterpoint to the conventional wisdom of 
“ judge not lest ye be judged�” As an alternative, she proposed 
that we “ judge, and prepare to be judged�” Do you agree with 
this advice? Judge for yourself� 

Valery Publius is the pen name for a teacher living in the American South.
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Passing judgment isn't easy, but we all need to do it. 
The Pope's attitude toward social issues seems to 
suggest otherwise. What do you think? 
Respond to facebook.com/theundercurrent for 
your chance at a free prize!
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continued from page 9

choose to make the most of their opportunities deserve the jobs 
they are awarded�  

If an employer doesn’t consider someone’s educational or tech-
nical background and instead hires someone to promote diversity 
or social advancement, how can he know if the hire is of value to 
him? To run a successful business, an employer has to hire the best 
and most competent individuals� If there are not as many quali-
fied women as men it will not benefit an employer to hire equal 
numbers of men and women� The decision to hire “unequally” 
isn’t unfair: people deserve a job only if they have skills and knowl-
edge which will be of value to an employer�  

According to Marwick it is even unfair to reward entrepre-
neurs who are assertive, competitive, and self-reliant, because 
these are “male-oriented” traits� But all jobs demand certain 
characteristics and abilities, whether the candidate is male or fe-
male, black or white, straight or gay� To deserve a job individuals 
have to fulfill the demands of the job. If a job requires being as-
sertive, those who fill it must be assertive, regardless of sex, race, 
or sexual orientation�   

Marissa Mayer and Sheryl Sandberg, executives of two of the 
biggest tech companies, have succeeded because they are assertive, 
competitive, and self-reliant� Both of these women chose to gain 
the knowledge and develop the skills—including the character 
traits2—that are necessary for success in the business world� They 
chose to “lean in�”3  

Marwick criticizes Silicon Valley for being so exclusive, but 
its competitive environment is what makes it so successful� Silicon 
Valley is creating new technology that decreases rapidly in price 
with every advancement made, which is much more than can be 
said of academia (where Marwick works)� To go to college one 
has to spend anywhere from $20,000 to $40,000 a year, which 
is not practical for even most upper-middle class students� Yet for 
a couple hundred dollars students can buy a laptop and Internet 
access to Coursera, Khan Academy and other MOOCs, and gain 
equal, if not greater amounts of knowledge, opportunities, and 
connections than they would gain from traditional higher educa-
tion� Why then is Silicon Valley being criticized for not providing 
enough opportunities?  

Think of it this way: entrepreneurs could give up some of their 
resources so those born less well-off could live in greater comfort 
now, or they could invest their resources in their company, in their 
ideas, at their profit, and create whole new industries that allow us 
to not just live comfortably, but to live better� What do you think 
is the right choice to make?

Sarah Martinson is is an aspiring fiction writer.
 

 2http://is�gd/dmIgoJ 
 3http://is�gd/NsUKMz 
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Critics of Silicon Valley think it's not open enough 
to the underprivileged, but our writer argues that 
merit, not privilege is the ultimate source of success. 
What do you think? 
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your chance at a free prize!
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The job market is tough for new graduates. Our 
columnist argues that students need good moral 
character to help them navigate the job market. 
What do you think? 
Respond to facebook.com/theundercurrent for 
your chance at a free prize!
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THe CHARACTeR expeRImeNT

face a market of employers searching for those outstand-
ing few candidates with a confident and developed sense of 
identity. Employers want confident students who are willing 
to put themselves out there for the world to see� 

College students must also learn to defend the fruits of 
their independent productiveness with the virtue of integrity� 
Not only do students need to decide which ideas, values, 
and career goals are the right ones, they also need to act in 
accordance with their decisions� The graphic design grad-
uate who settles for a job coaching soccer, the economics 
graduate who settles for a job as a supervisor at the local 
supermarket, the physical therapy graduate who settles for a 
job as a salesperson at his family’s car dealership—none of 
these graduates had the integrity to say “no” to or to break 
free from a job they never desired� Values have no value if 
they aren’t put into practice�

Of course, finding the ideal position may be no small 
feat when jobs are scarce and opportunities more limited 
than they were a decade ago� But it’s possible for graduates 
to retain their integrity—their commitment to their deepest 
values—even if they’re unable to earn that ideal job at first. 
Graduates with integrity will relentlessly pursue the job that 
allows them to translate their values into action, if at first 
they fail to do so. While the first job right out of school may 
not be ideal for many, it offers an invaluable opportunity 
for graduates to meet professionals, apply skills and learn 
new ones, and with time, springboard from that first job to 
a better one�

Those graduates who end up unemployed or working 
less-than-ideal jobs often tend to blame the job market� 
There’s certainly merit in that sentiment� But that way of 
thinking won’t change anything or help anybody� Rather, 
graduates should be asking the same question that current 
students must ask themselves: have I really done all that I can 
do? That analysis begins—but does not end—with grades 
and job performance� It extends to the further question: am 
I really all that I can be? The answer to that question lies 
in whether students have used college as an opportunity 
to become productive, to foster independence, to act with 
integrity, and to develop other virtues of character� These 
virtues will guide young persons though college as students, 
help them to navigate the unsure waters of the job market 
as graduates, and give them the tools to pursue the best life 
possible as mature adults�

J.A. Windham is a first-year law student at the University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill.
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