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Restore Reagan’s Military ‘Margin of Safety’
drive Moscow to the negotiating ta-
ble.

In remarks to the Veterans of For-
eign Wars in Chicago, Reagan de-
clared he would restore America’s
military strength through a major
peacetime buildup. “Having known
war,” he told the veterans assembled
that day, “you are in the forefront of
those who know that peace is not ob-
tained or preserved by wishing and
weakness. You have consistently
urged maintenance of a defense capa-
bility that provides a margin of
safety for America.”

Those words became known as the
“margin of safety” speech, and Rea-
gan observed that “today, that mar-
gin is disappearing.” He rejected the
prevailing view of the “realists” in
both parties who championed a de-
tente policy and assumed the U.S.
lacked the will or the capacity to roll
back the Soviet Union. He believed in
a peace under which “freedom can
flourish and justice prevail,” and re-
jected detente as a “false peace” or
“a peace of humiliation and gradual
surrender.”

It seems prescient now. It was
provocative then.

Reagan insisted the two essential
ingredients of U.S. security—re-
sources and resolve—had been lack-
ing. Invoking the “forever war” of his
day, Reagan took the politically peril-
ous position of denouncing Vietnam
syndrome, which made peace a eu-
phemism for defeat and saw winning
as an unattainable goal. Instead, Rea-
gan argued that “we must have the
means and the determination to pre-
vail or we will not have what it takes
to secure the peace.”

Critics dismissed Reagan’s rheto-
ric. Defense Secretary Harold Brown
rejected the approach as “unrealistic,

simplistic, dangerous.” This was the
prevailing orthodoxy of the time. But
now history speaks to us unambigu-
ously. Reagan was right: Timidity of-
ten cloaks itself in foreign-policy re-
alism. Restoring the margin of
strength produced true peace.

Today’s challenges are no doubt
more complex, in part because China
poses economic and security risks.
Still, the solutions Reagan offered
should be no less compelling. Yet 42
years later, leaders in both parties
seem eager to make common cause
with the detente-pushing realists, as-
suming that an aggressive Russia and
a rising China are merely the facts of
life in the 21st century.

Even with a bipartisan consensus
that China is America’s pre-eminent
security challenge and that Russia is
a dangerous adversary, many in both
parties wonder whether the U.S. has
the economic and political strength
to prevail against China while sus-

taining its security leadership in Eu-
rope and the Middle East.

There is good reason to wonder.
The past three administrations have
failed to expand and modernize the
U.S. military sufficiently, and law-
makers seem more inclined to let the
status quo calcify than to change
course—no matter how predictable
the results. This year’s security con-
vulsions over Taiwan and Ukraine ha-
ven’t prompted a Reaganesque re-
sponse. Yet we know from Russia’s
2014 invasion of Crimea that tolerat-
ing aggression encourages more ag-
gression.

Billions of dollars in security sup-
port to Ukraine and the strong bipar-
tisan vote for Sweden’s and Finland’s
accession to the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization demonstrate a
general U.S. belief in checking Russia
and strengthening security in Europe.
But the Biden administration has
fallen short of committing to restore

Ukraine to the preinvasion status
quo, while voices on the far right
parrot Russian propaganda justifying
Vladimir Putin’s atrocities. In Asia,
the president has made America’s
longstanding policy of “strategic am-
biguity” seem anything but strategic.

Making matters worse, inflation
effectively shrinks the defense bud-
get, making it even more difficult for
the military to sustain today’s force
and modernize for tomorrow. Con-
gress and the administration need to
bolster these budgets significantly.
As President Reagan showed, it is far
better to spend now to prevent a war
than to spend later to fight one.

To meet this moment, we need de-
fense investment along the lines of
what the Reagan administration pur-
sued: roughly 5% to 6% of gross do-
mestic product annually. To those
who say we can’t afford a buildup
without sacrificing our prosperity,
Reagan’s response from four decades
ago still rings true: “Our government
must stop pretending that it has a
choice between promoting the gen-
eral welfare and providing for the
common defense. Today they are one
and the same.”

Refusing to provide the resolve
and resources to win isn’t new. The
country has been here before. Then
as now, the timid, complacent and
self-centered will retreat to the com-
fort of “realism.” But to achieve true
deterrence, not false detente, look to
the reality of history. It compels us to
restore the margin of safety.

Mr. Zakheim is director of the Rea-
gan Institute in Washington. He
served as deputy staff director of the
House Armed Services Committee
(2009-13) and deputy assistant secre-
tary of defense (2008-09).
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T he U.S. faces the most
daunting security land-
scape in 45 years. That’s
no coincidence. Earlier this
year Russia launched the

bloodiest armed conflict in Europe
since World War II, and this summer
China publicly displayed plans to
strangle or swallow the free people
of Taiwan. Leaders in both countries
examined the landscape and deter-
mined they could prevail in their ulti-
mate goals, believing that the U.S.
lacks the will to win.

It isn’t the first time autocrats
have brazenly defied norms and
threatened freedom. It also isn’t the
first time the U.S., stung by defeat in
a “forever war,” roiled by political
turmoil, and fixated on inflation and

economic anxiety at home, has been
judged weak by its adversaries. So
how did the U.S. shift the security
landscape the last time dictators
were on the march? The answer is
found on the campaign trail in the
summer of 1980, just after Ronald
Reagan won the Republican presiden-
tial nomination.

For years Reagan had consistently
summed up his Cold War strategy as
“We win, they lose.” It was more than
a slogan, it was a plan. In August
1980 he explained how he would halt
the Soviet Union’s advances and

While foreign policy
‘realists’ urge detente with
China and Russia, only
strength ensures peace.

OPINION

Student-Loan Forgiveness Is Really a Bailout for Woke Higher Ed
Defenders of Presi-
dent Biden’s half-
trillion-dollar loan
forgiveness argue
student debt is a
drag on the econ-
omy. But isn’t
higher education
supposed to be an
investment?

The real problem
is that federal sub-

sidies have distorted this investment
and resulted in a misallocation of hu-
man capital. America’s bureaucratic-
educational complex has produced
too many young people with too
much debt and too few skills that
employers want, and not enough
workers with skills that they do.

We’ve all heard that Americans
who earn a college degree make
more than those who don’t—and
that’s true in the aggregate. The As-
sociation of Public and Land-grant
Universities says that recent bache-
lor’s degree recipients earn a median
$44,000, which is about $14,000
more than young people with only a
high-school diploma.

Yet many recent grads with ex-
pensive degrees earn less than work-
ers without any higher education.

The median earnings for a recent Co-
lumbia grad with an anthropology
degree ($85,967 annual sticker price)
was only $29,201, according to the
Education Department’s College
Scorecard. Low pay isn’t an aberra-
tion in the humanities and social sci-
ences.

Many could earn more working
jobs that don’t require a college de-
gree. Employees at the lowest end of
Deere & Co.’s pay scale earn $22.13
an hour ($46,030 annually), and the
company’s more-skilled workers such
as electricians make $33.05 an hour
($68,744). Construction and mainte-
nance staff at the University of
Southern California make more than
twice as much as the school’s recent
graduates in English.

A Federal Reserve Bank of New
York analysis last month found that
41% of 22- to 27-year-old college
grads work at jobs that don’t require
degrees. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez
worked as a bartender after graduat-
ing cum laude from Boston Univer-
sity. Her current job also doesn’t re-
quire a degree or hard skills, though
it pays well ($174,000).

Some argue that even if jobs don’t
require a college education, a bache-
lor’s degree can help employers

screen for attributes such as a strong
work ethic and sense of personal re-
sponsibility. That might have once
been true. But professors report that
many students nowadays don’t show
up for class or turn in assignments
on time, make ridiculous excuses,
and try to intimidate instructors into
being treated leniently.

Yet most of them graduate, often
with high grade-point averages. Col-
lege completion rates have been in-
creasing since 1990, which a study
last year by Brigham Young and Pur-
due professors linked to grade infla-
tion. The authors noted that instruc-
tors who give higher grades get
higher student ratings, which are
considered in tenure decisions and
contract renewals.

Higher-grading departments also
draw more students and thus more
institutional funding. This could ex-

plain why grade inflation is more
acute in the humanities and social
sciences, where teaching positions
are more precarious.

The broader problem is that col-
leges, though in many ways discon-
nected from the real economy, oper-
ate too much like businesses. They
grow by charging higher tuition,
which allows them to suck in more
federal student aid. They aim to keep
their customers—the students—
happy, whether by building rock-
climbing walls or giving them unde-
served good grades.

Who cares if students graduate
without the skills or traits needed
to succeed in the real economy?
Many are increasingly choosing to
prolong their academic experience
by going to graduate school. In the
2019-20 school year, universities
awarded more than a million gradu-
ate degrees—about half as many as
bachelor’s degrees.

Over the past two decades, the
number of Americans over 25 with a
master’s or doctorate has more than
doubled. About half of the $1.6 tril-
lion in federal student debt is now
held by Americans with graduate de-
grees.

Advanced degrees can increase

earnings potential, but they often
don’t. A recent recipient of a mas-
ter’s in film from New York Univer-
sity earns about $30,581 and has
$113,180 in debt. Recent recipients of
humanities doctorates make on aver-
age of $55,000. Most work as college
lecturers, positions that don’t pay
especially well since the academic la-
bor market is oversaturated.

Meanwhile, employers say they
can’t find skilled trade workers such
as electricians and machinists. The
labor market has roughly 10.7 million
job openings, most of which are in
occupations that don’t typically re-
quire college degrees. Many require
skills training, but students in coding
boot camps and many trade schools
aren’t eligible for federal aid.

Government subsidies have been
driving too many young people to
pursue degrees whether or not they
are worthwhile investments. The
president’s loan forgiveness and 5%
income cap on monthly loan pay-
ments will compound all these mis-
aligned incentives that have pro-
duced a growing class of
underemployed and over-creden-
tialed young progressives.

None of this is good for the U.S.
economy or democracy.

It will perpetuate the
racket of selling degrees
that aren’t accompanied
by marketable skills.
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What Jerome Powell Can Learn From Arthur Burns

H istory, Federal Reserve Chair-
man Jerome Powell said last
week in Jackson Hole, Wyo.,

warns against “prematurely loosen-
ing” Fed policy. Has he learned
something from Arthur Burns?
Burns, who led the Fed from 1970 to
1978, tightened credit to fight infla-
tion early in the 1970s, but then
failed to follow through. That con-
tributed to the Great Inflation.

Burns, a respected economist who
had been president of the National
Bureau of Economic Research, had
impeccable anti-inflation credentials
when President Richard Nixon ap-
pointed him. He taught Milton Fried-
man when Friedman was an under-
graduate at Rutgers University and
trained future Fed Chairman Alan
Greenspan, who did graduate work
at Columbia. But Burns ultimately
admitted that he failed to rein in the
inflationary pressures when he had
the opportunity to do so.

The 11% annual inflation of 1974
was the first installment of double-
digit annual price increases of the
decade. Some macroeconomists la-
beled that year’s inflation transitory,
citing shortages of food and energy
as the main offenders. Ignoring
those arguments, Burns tightened
credit sharply to restrict demand,
raising the overnight interest rate to
more than 12% by mid-1974. That
monetary restraint temporarily cut
inflation in half, but subsequent Fed
actions allowed it to grow again.
The recession that developed in 1974
increased the unemployment rate to
about 9% from 5%, and Burns re-
sponded by quickly cutting the
short-term interest rate in half. But
after that he never raised interest
rates high enough to curb accelerat-
ing prices and regain the upper hand
in battling inflation.

He did, however, convince Paul
Volcker to become president of the
Federal Reserve Bank of New York
in 1975. Burns strong-armed Volcker,
a known inflation hawk, into taking

the job to place a voice of restraint
on the Fed’s policy-making commit-
tee. But in a public lecture after he
left office in 1978, Burns admitted
that under his leadership the Fed-
eral Reserve’s “restrictive stance
was not maintained long enough to
end inflation.”

Mr. Powell can avoid repeating
those errors by restraining credit
enough and for long enough. But
figuring out what “long enough”
means is challenging and depends
on how inflation and the economy
evolve. And unlike Burns in the
1970s, Mr. Powell has to contend
with another challenge: the Fed’s
current policy of “forward guid-
ance,” the practice of releasing pro-
jections of each committee mem-
ber’s expected future path of the
federal-funds rate after meetings of
its rate-setting committee.

The Fed tries to explain forward
guidance by saying that each mem-
ber’s projection is “based on infor-
mation available at the time of the
meeting, together with her or his as-

sessment of appropriate monetary
policy.” But that description explains
neither whether those projections
are a forecast or a policy preference
nor how they depend on inflation,
economic growth and unemploy-
ment. Forward guidance is supposed

to be informative but often fails to
provide clarity and sometimes mis-
leads. At the press conference fol-
lowing the Fed’s July policy meeting,
Mr. Powell announced a temporary
suspension of forward guidance. He
should make it permanent.

A prolonged battle against infla-
tion won’t be easy. Pressure to
abandon tight money has already
risen in Congress, even though real

interest rates are still at histori-
cally low levels. And Congress
holds the power to change the
Fed’s mandate. Sen. Elizabeth War-
ren recently wrote in these pages
that “unfortunately, the Fed has
seized on aggressive rate hikes—a
big dose of the only medicine at its
disposal—even though they are
largely ineffective against many of
the underlying causes of this infla-
tionary spike.” She asserted that
high interest rates won’t cure the
current inflation, which comes
from “skyrocketing energy prices
caused by Vladimir Putin’s war on
Ukraine” and “won’t fix supply
chains still reeling from the pan-
demic.” She neglected to mention
that the purpose of the Fed’s tight
credit is to offset the inflationary
effects of the expansionary mone-
tary and fiscal actions of 2020 and
2021, which she and other members
of Congress favored.

In the end, Burns blamed Con-
gress for his failure to control infla-
tion in the 1970s, saying in 1979 that
if the Fed pursued a determined pol-
icy of monetary restraint, it “would
be frustrating the will of Congress,
to which it is responsible—a Con-
gress that was intent on providing
additional services to the electorate
and assuring that jobs and incomes
were maintained.” America suffered
a decade of inflation because Burns
failed to do enough, soon enough
and for long enough. Mr. Powell can
avoid repeating those errors.

Mr. Sargent is a senior fellow at
the Hoover Institution, a professor of
economics at NYU and a 2011 Nobel
Laureate in Economics. Mr. Silber is
a senior adviser at Cornerstone Re-
search and author, most recently, of
“The Power of Nothing to Lose: The
Hail Mary Effect in Politics, War and
Business.”

By Thomas J. Sargent
And William L. Silber

The 1970s Fed chairman
choked when recession hit.
Inflation persisted, and
then he blamed Congress.

From an Aug. 25 report by Dallas’s
WFAA-TV:

The world’s largest podcast con-
ference . . . apologized Thursday for
the presence of a conservative pod-
caster. . . . The Podcast Movement
apologized for Daily Wire co-
founder . . . Ben Shapiro being at the
conference, saying “we take full re-
sponsibility for the harm done by
his presence.”

The Daily Wire, which is a conser-
vative news website and media com-
pany, did have a booth near the PM22
expo area. . . . The conference did not
provide anymore details about what

happened while Shapiro was there.
Podcast Movement provided a fol-

low-up Tweet that said:
“There’s no way around it: We

agreed to sell The Daily Wire a first-
time booth based on the company’s
large presence in podcasting. The
weight of that decision is now pain-
fully clear. Shapiro is a co-founder. A
drop-in, however unlikely, should
have been considered a possibility.”

Later in the thread, Podcast Move-
ment also tweeted, “The pain caused
by this one will always stick with us.
We promise that sponsors will be
more carefully considered moving
forward.”
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