
My upbringing did not offer a hint that I
would become a committed libertarian. My
parents were staunch liberal Democrats
who admired the socialist heritage of Mil-
waukee, where I grew up. My father believed
that the greatest U.S. president was not
George Washington or Abraham Lincoln,
but Franklin Delano Roosevelt. It was an
unpleasant shock to him that his youngest
child became an enthusiastic high school
volunteer for Barry Goldwater’s presidential
campaign.

My political apostasy was not just a case
of youthful rebellion, though. I had read
Goldwater’s Conscience of a Conservative, and
it bothered me how large and intrusive gov-
ernment had become. But I was not a con-
ventional conservative on every issue. It
seemed to me that conservatives were hyp-
ocritical when they criticized oppressive
government but were enthusiastic advo-
cates of censorship laws and statutes that
prohibited drug use or certain types of sex-
ual behavior.

Meeting my future wife, Barbara, at the
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee deci-
sively shaped my ideological education. She
introduced me to Atlas Shrugged and the oth-
er writings of Ayn Rand, which intensified
both my suspicion of government and my
commitment to individual liberty.

I started out as a foreign policy hawk, but
two developments transformed my outlook.

One was the increasingly evident failure 
of the Vietnam War and the lies from mili-
tary and civilian leaders that accompanied
that debacle. The other was my expo-
sure to the writings of
the founders, especial-
ly Washington and Jef-
ferson, regarding for-
eign policy. I began to
conclude that promis-
cuous military inter-
ventions were inher-
ently destructive of
limited government
and individual liberty.

Those views were
reinforced during the
pursuit of my PhD in
history at the Universi-
ty of Texas during the
mid and late 1970s. As
I read the works of real-
ist writers such as
George Kennan and
Walter Lippmann, and so-called isolationist
figures such as William Henry Chamberlin
and Charles Callan Tansill, it became appar-
ent to me that U.S. foreign policy was badly
off course.

As I became more active in the libertari-
an movement at the end of the decade,
including joining the Texas Libertarian Par-
ty and working on Ed Clark’s presidential

campaign, I decided to focus even more on
foreign policy issues. There was already an
impressive array of libertarian scholars and
pundits on most domestic policy issues, but
with the exception of Earl Ravenal and one
or two others, the ranks of good libertarian
foreign policy experts seemed rather thin.

Since my three-year post-doctoral
research post with Lyndon Johnson’s
national security adviser, Walt W. Rostow
(an interesting adventure), was coming to
an end, I approached the Cato Institute
about future plans, including a grant to
write a book on how an interventionist for-
eign policy erodes domestic liberty. It is
somewhat ironic that although I’ve pub-
lished 18 books as a Cato scholar, I have yet
to write the book that I originally proposed.
It is a project to which I hope to return in
the next few years.

The bulk of my
work now focuses on
such topics as policy
toward Iran and North
Korea, relations with
China, and the dis-
astrous consequences
of the international
war on drugs. My lat-
est book, which will
appear in 2012, exam-
ines the alarming drug-
related violence next
door in Mexico.

My proudest achie-
vement during the 26
years that I’ve worked
for Cato is building a
defense and foreign po-
licy department that

achieves the highest standards for both
quantity and quality of scholarship. Cato is
now a major and highly respected partici-
pant in the debate about America’s role in
the world. Our Institute is also the bright-
est hope to create a foreign policy for the
21st century that is consistent with a con-
stitutional system based on limited govern-
ment and individual liberty.
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