
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Advance Praise for 
Crisis of Responsibility

			“David has hit home on the key point that must drive a new era of prosperity: with greater opportunity comes greater responsibility. The next generation of climbers in an aspirational society deserve a better shake from the establishment, but ultimately, they must embrace all challenges with a dogged determination. David’s book says no to the blame game, and yes to the triumph of the human spirit.”

			–ANTHONY SCARAMUCCI, former White House Communications Director; Founder, SkyBridge Capital 

			“There is a virtuous cycle between responsibility and prosperity, and David has tapped into this favorite message of Jack Kemp in a way we need today more than ever. The vicious cycle of deteriorating social structures and poverty can be replaced, and readers of this book will see the path forward for real growth—a virtuous, opportunity-oriented society.”

			–LARRY KUDLOW, Senior Contributor, CNBC

			“Only when the great mass of people reawaken to their civic duties will they be able to wrest control of America from an elite that has shown its failure to lead again and again. David Bahnsen’s new book is the first step along this important path.”

			–JONAH GOLDBERG, Senior Fellow and Contributor, 
National Review

			“David Bahnsen outlines cultural, economic, and political remedies for an ailing America of all classes. His often autobiographical message is that our fate still rests in our own hands. We are not pawns of global determinism, but with a few basic collective reforms and a return to individual self-reliance instead of our current self-obsessions, we can rebuild a prosperous, fair, and dynamic American culture and civilization. An outsider/insider message of hope and renewal that is now as rare as it is needed.”

			–VICTOR DAVIS HANSON, Senior Fellow, the Hoover Institution, 
Stanford University

			“David Bahnsen has written a bracing and incisive critique of our increasingly pervasive culture of victimization. He makes a compelling case that it’s still within our power, and absolutely necessary, that we help ourselves. You will enjoy and profit from this book.”

			–RICH LOWRY, Editor in Chief, National Review

			“When will we put our fingers to better use than pointing them at each other or thrusting a middle one into the air? David Bahnsen shows us how to use our hands and brains to improve housing, education, labor markets, tax policy, and more.”

			–DR. MARVIN OLASKY, Editor in Chief, WORLD 

			“In any debate, the one who controls the narrative wins the day, and David Bahnsen is about shifting the narrative on discussions related to doing well and good at the same time. Bahnsen has undertaken this herculean task in Crisis of Responsibility by combining his economic and financial acumen with his moral clarity in a manner that is neither didactic nor preachy. See if you don’t agree.”

			–FR. ROBERT SIRICO, President, the Acton Institute

			“We all look for paths for finances and economics to help us succeed and move ahead in life.  David Bahnsen has targeted the best possible stance toward this, which is to take responsibility for one’s actions, starting at the individual level. He also provides a well-thought-out framework of specific suggestions to get this done.  Highly recommended.”

			–DR. JOHN TOWNSEND, New York Times bestselling author; 
Founder of the Townsend Institute for Leadership and Counseling

			“The philosopher Johann Herder once defined culture as ‘the lifeblood of a people; the flow of moral energy that keeps a society intact.’ If that analysis is correct, then we can respond that our society has been definitively exsanguinated. For this reason, I am so glad David Bahnsen’s book has made its way to the public—for such a time as this. From Wall Street to Main Street and from tech to trade, Bahnsen diagnoses the fundamental problem that ails us and prescribes the only possible cure. He chronicles the decline of individual responsibility while simultaneously offering concrete proposals to bring it back to the nation.”

			–DR. GREGORY THORNBURY, President, King’s College

			“Markets are living moral creatures, as David Bahnsen notes. The world has been waiting for someone from finance to address the moral aspect of the 2008 crisis. Dave ‘Moral Hazard’ Bahnsen delivers it.”

			–AMITY SHLAES, Board Chair, Coolidge Presidential Foundation

			“In his thought-provoking, brilliant new book, David Bahnsen brings to light, in an easy to read style, the necessary components for building and maintaining a prosperous and moral society. Personal responsibility, opportunity, and limited government are cornerstones for success for all Americans. It is a must read.”

			–SALLY PIPES, President, Pacific Research Institute

			“Bahnsen has produced the quintessential counter-narrative to both the 2008 financial collapse and the 2016 presidential election. The theme of both individual and institutional responsibility was a major driving force behind the founding of our nation, and it was a guiding principle until at least halfway through the twentieth century. Its evaporation in recent decades has dramatically altered our culture. Bahnsen exposes this crisis and shows us the way out of it. I eagerly endorse this book, but I must say that the most telling endorsement is nothing I could say, but rather the author himself, whom I have known for twenty years as the epitome of individual responsibility. This man practices what he preaches. It is principally for this reason that I urge you to listen to his preaching: the more David Bahnsens that emerge, the fewer cultural crises we would suffer.”

			–P. ANDREW SANDLIN, Founder and President, 
Center for Cultural Leadership

			“Bahnsen brings rare assets to his treatment of the 2008 financial crisis. He has decades of first-hand experience in the financial industry, a keen understanding of economics, and a willingness to make fair but unpopular moral judgments. Together, these allow him to offer an account of the crisis that is both precise and comprehensive. The financial crisis is, in part, a tale of morality. But it’s not the cartoon morality tale that demonizes stereotypical villains and lets the rest of us off the hook. If we want to avoid a future crisis like the last one, we need to learn the lessons Bahnsen offers.”

			–JAY RICHARDS, Senior Fellow, Discovery Institute; Professor, 
Catholic University of America
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			For Joleen, 
who has kept me on the path of a virtuous life 
more than I deserve, 
and who joined me so many years ago 
on a lifetime journey where commitment and love 
have been blessings, not burdens, 
and where the rewards have been not just prosperous, 
but the stuff dreams are made of.
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			FOREWORD

			 

			My friend David Bahnsen’s book comes to us in a time of trouble. On August 12, 2017, a Nazi-sympathizing white supremacist rammed his car into a group of leftist protesters, killing one young woman and injuring nineteen. This hideous terrorist attack occurred after a night and day of so-called “alt-right” marches through the city of Charlottesville, Virginia—marches attended by hundreds of mostly young men who held aloft torches in the night and chanted about the “blood and soil” of white nationalism. 

			This attack occurred not quite two months after an enraged supporter of Bernie Sanders walked onto a baseball field in Alexandria, Virginia, and opened fire on a collection of Republican congressmen who were practicing for an annual charity baseball game. It was only through good fortune and enormous personal courage that this one man didn’t kill a large percentage of GOP members of the House and Senate. 

			The list of violent American political acts could roll on and on. Unquestionably, the nation is reaching a period of turmoil not seen since the bad days of the late 1960s and early 1970s. White supremacists have killed men in New York, Maryland, and Oregon. In Kansas, a man angry at immigrants opened fire on two people originally from India, killing one. 

			Left-wing violence has surged—especially violence directed against police. From Dallas to Baton Rouge to New York City, police ambushes have claimed life after life, and anti-police riots have burned parts of Charlotte, Ferguson, and Baltimore. In places as far-flung and widely separated as Vermont, California, Oregon, Washington State, and Missouri, left-wing violence and threats of left-wing violence have rocked college campuses.

			It paints a bleak picture, but we’ve hardly begun to get bleak.

			Just as it feels that political violence is on the edge of spinning out of control, millions of Americans are suffering from an astounding—and deadly—level of personal malaise. Young children are enduring skyrocketing levels of anxiety and depression, and adults are dying due to “deaths of despair” at a stunning rate.

			Alcohol-related deaths are on the rise. Suicide rates are increasing. Opioid overdoses are at crisis levels. The level of self-inflicted harm is so great that for the first time in decades American life expectancy recently dropped. The United States is the most advanced nation in the world, with the highest level of insured citizens in its history, and the world leader in medical technology. Yet none of that has overcome the terrible power of despair. 

			Is anyone surprised, then, that American political culture is disrupted? The American people have increasingly rejected the elites that they blame for financial disruption and eternal, seemingly unwinnable wars. In 2016, they chose a bombastic reality TV star with zero political experience to run the most powerful nation in the history of the earth, and they rolled the dice with him at a time of increasing world instability and danger. Donald Trump defeated the very picture of establishment politics in Hillary Clinton, but she survived her primary only after her elite party establishment had put its thumb on the scales. Arguably, had her party’s primary been as open and democratic as the GOP primary, the 2016 election would have featured an outsider Republican versus an avowed socialist Democrat.

			While periods of disruption and dislocation are inevitable, they always seem to take us by surprise. The status quo seems like it will endure, until the very moment that it doesn’t. And so it is with our modern challenge. We can’t go back to September 10, 2001, to the last day of a long peace. We can’t go back to the day before the financial crash, when countless millions of Americans thought that if they could believe in anything financial on this earth, they could at least believe in the value of their own home. Those times are gone. The question is now, to quote Christian thinker Francis Schaefer, “How should we then live?”

			The answer boils down to a choice: Build or burn. Embrace the spirit of the American Revolution—the spirit that has sustained this nation since its founding—or lurch toward the French Revolution, to destructive and vicious rage at failed elites. Make no mistake, the spirit of the French Revolution is in the air. GOP voters demanded that Trump “burn it all down.” Far-left rioters and all too many Black Lives Matter protesters have chosen to light literal fires in American streets. Even in the peaceful confines of social media and political debate, an “ends justifies the means” ethic has taken hold. Lies and vicious personal attacks are celebrated. Hatred of the other side trumps even regard for your own ideas. Winning justifies all manner of sins.

			But that’s antithetical to the ordered liberty envisioned by the founders of our country and demanded by our Constitution. Yes, our founders fought to overthrow a corrupt elite, but from the beginning they did so from within accountable institutions according to ancient rules of faith and morality. They fought to build, not ultimately to destroy, and they understood a core truth—“the Constitution of the United States was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”

			This is the truth that David Bahnsen understands. This is the truth he brings to life. In other words, you can slay all your political dragons, but—at the end of the day—you are the person most responsible for the outcome of your own life. Yes, elites fail, but we also fail ourselves, and a nation that loses its sense of personal responsibility can cycle through leaders and political parties without ever soothing its rage or healing its wounds. 

			In other words, there are wounds that public policy can’t heal, and there are injustices that no court can correct. At the same time, however, there exists hope greater than any president can bring, and a renewal awaits that needn’t depend on the competence of any politician. David’s book answers that crucial question: “What now?” And the answer, truly, isn’t found in our votes. It’s not found in our anger. It’s found when faithful men and women connect with a nation’s founding cultural and spiritual core, accept the responsibilities of citizenship, and live with confidence and courage. That is the path forward, that is the answer to our national crisis, and that is the lesson of David’s indispensable book. 

			 

			David French

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			How This Book Became a Book

			September 2008—a watershed moment for our country and a watershed month for a lot of people. I am one of those people. 

			The financial crisis became a significant moment in my life and career for a lot of obvious reasons. I run a wealth management business engaged in managing people’s money and financial affairs, a responsibility that intensifies significantly during moments of extraordinary distress. Living through the financial crisis and its attendant responsibilities with client capital, decision making, and good old-fashioned hand-holding was an intensely stressful experience for me, but also one that motivated me and provoked a strong sense of duty within. 

			I happened to be a managing director at one of Wall Street’s largest investment banks at the time, so client anxieties comingled with company anxieties. With the very fate of the firm in question, transparency was understandably hard to come by. In addition, my wife and I had a three-year-old boy and a newborn baby girl at the time. Anxiety came from all directions—family, clients, company, and then, of course, from the actual crisis itself.

			On a macro level, I am skeptical that history will record the financial crisis correctly. Many people know that Lehman Brothers, the famed Wall Street bank, went bankrupt. Many know that significant government assistance got thrown around Wall Street in the aftermath. And many know that, somewhere in the middle of it all, a housing bubble burst. The aftermath of the crisis became immediately more newsworthy than the cause(s) of the crisis.

			America entered an economic recession in the fall of 2008 that surpassed any economic contraction we have suffered since the Great Depression. More than a 50 percent drop in the stock market, higher than 10 percent unemployment, the longest and deepest contraction of gross domestic product since the Depression, and housing foreclosures or mortgage defaults that transcended anything we have ever seen—the financial crisis of 2008 had all of it and touched everyone.

			I saw the crisis as the primary domestic news event of my adult lifetime. Because I was already deeply invested in it professionally and personally, I took on an intense study of the crisis in the years that followed. Even as the crisis lingered, the punditry class began analyzing and proposing various policy lessons and prescriptions. Indeed, the movement began prior to the eventual GDP recovery and the violent and shocking comeback of the stock market. From media figures to economists, financial analysts to politicians, actual stakeholders and policymakers during the crisis, a plethora of perspectives floated about in the years that followed regarding what happened, why it happened, and what it all meant. 

			I read every book I could get my hands on. I do not exaggerate in saying that understanding the crisis became an obsession—for two reasons. I wanted to better myself, of course, but I was also confident a revisionist narrative would eventually get baked into society’s understanding of the crisis. Sadly, I was all too right.

			Alongside my journey to better understand the crisis, I became sensitive to the intuitions and impulses of those around me regarding its circumstances. In social circles, I saw questionable behavior justified as a rational response to questionable behavior by other institutions enmeshed in the financial crisis. Already polarized political lines darkened considerably. What I observed validated a thesis I had, by then, developed: the financial crisis was not the cause of, but a symptom of a broader cultural crisis of responsibility. 

			The actors in this crisis were not limited to any one group. The cast in the escapade included people of all walks of life—lenders, bankers, politicians, central bankers, policymakers, and homeowners themselves. All discussions of the financial crisis turned into a blame game, with only one common thread: the target of the blame would be whatever culprit you were most conditioned to dislike in the first place—your own personal bogeyman.

			I set out to write a book about the financial crisis. At that point, I fancied myself one of the most well-read people in the country on the topic, having read well over seventy books and thousands of pages of periodicals, journals, and white papers on the subject. I spent hours upon hours talking to hedge fund managers, elected officials, and other thought leaders to pick their brains. What I discovered was that I had a rather unique perspective on the crisis, one that carried not only helpful economic and historical commentary, but also a valuable lesson regarding our cultural addiction to blame. 

			As the years went by, I brought my wealth management business out of the aforementioned Wall Street firm (to be independent), but the impact of the financial crisis and the need for a more coherent societal lesson remained vitally important to me.

			Then 2016 happened. A populist uprising took place. I don’t refer only to the presidential election in the United States, but to a broader reality both here in the U.S. and abroad. At the movement’s root was a deep dissatisfaction with the status quo. In the aftermath of the financial crisis, successful people had seen their balance sheets significantly restored, housing prices had recovered and then some, stock markets and bond markets were generating unprecedented returns, and the top end of the income scale was skyrocketing. 

			Yet culturally, things weren’t quite so copasetic. Significant socioeconomic divides existed with entire segments of the U.S. population feeling abandoned and ignored. Previous years had seen a lot of concentrated angst about the crisis, but 2016 saw the catalysts to those tensions diversify. The financial crisis had not exited the stage; instead it was now joined by trade agreements, immigration challenges, government malfeasance, income inequality, student loan debt, geopolitical pacts, educational discrimination, and a plethora of other political, economic, and cultural issues driving a wedge deeper into our society. 

			All of it disrupted the American dream I believe in deeply. I shelved the financial crisis book, but maintained its underlying thesis. I turned my attention to evaluating the broader stressors at work in our society. My analysis of that distress—and beliefs about those issues—became the subject of this book. The motivation behind this book is the same desire I had when I set out to draft a book about the financial crisis. I offer a counter-narrative to the recent developments and significant events, and I propose a constructive path forward by which we can learn from past mistakes and create better opportunity in the future. As has been the case with the financial crisis, many events dominating the headlines today are symptoms of an entirely different problem, a deeper problem with disturbing cultural implications. 

			In the pages that follow, I identify that problem and suggest a path forward to a better destination—a free and virtuous society. But to get there, we must first overcome this present challenge—our cultural crisis of responsibility. 

		

	
		
			1

			BUILDING WALLS

			A New Era 

			There are more ideas on earth than intellectuals imagine. And these ideas are more active, stronger, more resistant, more passionate than politicians think. But it is because the world has ideas (and because it constantly produces them) that it is not passively ruled by those who are its leaders or those who would like to teach it, once and for all, what it must think. 

			– MICHEL FOUCAULT

			In the case of everything that belongs to the realm of sentiment, religion, politics, morality, the affections, and antipathies, etc. The most eminent men seldom surpass the standard of the most ordinary individuals. From the intellectual point of view an abyss may exist between a great mathematician and his boot-maker, but from the point of view of character, the difference is often slight or nonexistent.

			–GUSTAVE LE BON

			June 23, 2016—the voters of the United Kingdom went to the ballot box to express their views on a controversial referendum to exit the European Union. Although Brexit, the shorthand term for the vote, had taken hold in American media, the substance of the referendum, and certainly the true implications, meant very little to the average American.

			For one thing, the referendum was not expected to pass. Polls had fluctuated a bit, with some showing it modestly leading and some showing it modestly failing. Betting markets consistently showed the referendum likely to fail. Despite being averse to any form of uncertainty, U.S. stock markets rallied dramatically the week before the vote. Clearly, few believed something as dramatic as a world superpower (Britain) leaving a core global institution (the European Union) was likely to happen. As the Dow Jones Industrial Average advanced 500 points in the week before the vote, pundits proclaimed that cooler heads would prevail. Rational, mature voters would override the temper tantrums of the ignorant few. 

			I had an uncommon opinion about the vote. I was (and remain) convinced that a British exit from the European Union would be the right decision for Britain. And yet, I was also convinced it would not prevail. Polls, betting markets, and, most significantly, the ruling elites of most institutions agreed it simply would not pass, regardless of the merits of the arguments. 

			Yes, there was some angst among the masses to be addressed. Sure, the more liberal posture on refugee immigration had created complexities in Britain (and across Europe) that were proving to be a bit of a nuisance. But, at the end of the day, the esteemed wisdom of the elites would prevail. The people would fall in line, the elites told us. The advanced and cosmopolitan population of Britain wouldn’t dare cross the wisdom of unaccountable bureaucrats in Brussels. 

			The elites had it all wrong.

			Brexit was less about the arguments for and against and more about what the vote itself revealed. The vote revealed a paradigm shift taking place around the world that transcends the United Kingdom. 

			Yes, the voters of Britain stood against global authoritarianism, and, yes, they stand to benefit from reclaiming their sovereignty on matters of immigration, trade, and geopolitical policy. But the Brexit vote revealed something real and profound—a growing sense of distrust toward and dissatisfaction with the institutions of modern society. It gave voice to the growing belief that the cultural elite—long believed to be the responsible ones in society—have lost their way. 

			To be fair, elitist arrogance that Brexit would not pass was forgivable. Even supporters of the move, like myself, predicted failure. I appeared as the “pro-Brexit” advocate in a May 2016 debate sponsored by the World Affairs Council and British-American Business Council. My “anti-Brexit” debate opponent, former Allergan CEO David Pyott, argued passionately that the move would be a disaster to British economic opportunity. I argued in defense of Britain’s sovereignty and the opportunity to enhance their economic standing outside the European Union. After two hours of debate, the moderator asked for a show of hands as to who believed the Brexit vote would pass. Almost no one raised a hand—not even me—in spite of nearly half the audience agreeing with me by the end of the evening. 

			Ironically, the arrogance with which elitists predicted the disintegration of British society discredited the ruling class. I appeared as a special guest on CNBC’s Squawk Box the morning after the referendum vote to discuss the stock market outlook in light of the Brexit surprise. Stocks were indeed pointing downward that morning. Financial Times managing editor Gillian Tett appeared on the show just before me. She pontificated that the Brexit impact would be on the scale of the Lehman Brothers bankruptcy of 2008—the precursor to the largest financial crisis of the last eighty years! 

			Her prophecy of market collapse and economic catastrophe stood in stark contrast to my claims on the show minutes later. Famed economist Jim Grant joined me to insist Brexit not only was not a systemic event, but also was likely to create incredible buying opportunities if market prices dropped enough. To be candid, neither one of us could have guessed the market drop would end in a few days. The ensuing post-Brexit market sell-off would last only forty-eight hours. Markets would fully recover and even set new highs just days after the vote. 

			Nevertheless, behemoth financial institutions said they would be forced to withdraw thousands of jobs from London if Brexit were approved. To date, no such job relocations have taken place, and superpower financial firms have walked back such Chicken Little forecasts. In the face of such fearmongering, the vote of the British people to exit the European Union was quite the declaration. They no longer only questioned the legitimacy of “the establishment”—they questioned its very credibility. 

			 

			Trumping Brexit

			Not to be left out in 2016, America also demanded a seat at the table of unexpected political transformation. The contrarian reality of the Donald J. Trump candidacy and eventual election to the presidency made Brexit look like a sideshow. Campaigning as a sort of conservative Huey Long, the billionaire real estate developer and Fifth Avenue Manhattan resident ran the first populist campaign since Ross Perot—and the first successful one in a century or more. 

			Initially dismissed as a publicity-seeking reality TV star (including by this author), his campaign quickly morphed into one of the most historical political events of our lifetimes. His road to the Republican nomination first had to go through some of the most qualified and recognizable Republican candidates ever assembled. From the extremely well-financed, former successful governor of Florida, Jeb Bush, to the young conservative stars Marco Rubio and Ted Cruz, each member of the sixteen-person field tried and failed to block the nomination of Donald Trump. The candidates were not considered weak conservatives or questionable Republicans. They were mostly traditional Reaganite conservatives, strong on Republican orthodoxy and untainted by scandal or personal damage to their candidacies. But in 2016, traditional Republican orthodoxies weren’t generating massive crowds or blowout primary wins. The broad policy platform that has always served the Republican Party well—tax cuts, smaller government, balanced budgets, entitlement reform, and the hope of a more restrained Supreme Court—were not enough. In fact, they were not even necessary. 

			A sort of poetry took over the 2016 election cycle. It was decidedly sociological, populist in nature, and struck a unique chord in the national psyche. Time and time again, enthusiasts for Donald Trump claimed they were attracted by his “outsider” status and commitment to change the way business is done in Washington, DC. Trump complained about Wall Street; the business-friendly GOP base ate it up. He criticized the Left, not for being too liberal but for being ineffective. He didn’t campaign on making government smaller; he campaigned on making it more productive (more “businesslike”). He didn’t try that hard to reach out to the social conservative wing of the Republican party; he reached out to all in the party who were tired of media bias and political correctness. He donned a red ball cap and filled arenas with thousands of people as he promised to undo the damage caused by the “establishment”—lumping the media, the Beltway insiders, and the GOP leadership all under one broad tent. 

			A fair and charitable interpretation of the Trump movement, and certainly of his successful bid for the presidency, is that Trump was an imperfect candidate who crafted the perfect message for a key constituency—a certain middle-class and lower middle-class economic group that had not participated in the economic growth of the last two decades. 

			The message was simple: the system had been rigged against them. Regardless of the messenger, that message resonated. From free trade deals such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the proposed Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), to the rising number of immigrants who crossed our southern border illegally, to the war in Iraq which cost unfathomable dollars without a clear win for America, to the way China managed its currency, to American companies sending jobs offshore—Donald Trump tapped into a list of frustrations. 

			Most importantly, all of them provided reasons for this frustrated and neglected constituency to feel like victims. All of them provided bogeymen, problems that President Trump promised to confront and resolve. All of them fed a powerful narrative that establishment forces had enjoyed their fun for far too long. A new sheriff was coming to town.

			This political phenomenon would never have happened if this target voting market hadn’t been frustrated to begin with. Although the phenomenon hit its peak in 2016, resulting in the nomination and eventual election of Donald Trump, the reality is that it had been building for at least an election cycle or two before it. Rick Santorum, a perfect encapsulation of social conservatism and economic populism, came extremely close to winning the Republican nomination in 2012. In the cycle before that, Mike Huckabee, an early representation of that same blend, was the near spoiler. While neither Santorum nor Huckabee crossed the finish line, their unlikely and extraordinary showings demonstrated that populist angst was brewing.

			Many perspectives exist about each of the 2016 campaign issues, and, indeed, this book will parse some of those issues with what I hope to be precision and fairness. But like the Brexit vote, the media and punditry class simply could not believe what they were seeing take place. I’m not referring merely to those who didn’t believe Donald Trump would prevail in the race (that included the vast majority of Americans). I’m referring to those who could not see the movement, did not understand the pent-up generational resentment, and were not convinced any cultural divide existed in the first place. 
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