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  Introduction

“You’re headlining Drudge.”

“Seriously?”

Bigger than the front page of The New York Times, topping The Drudge Report was like having your headline carved in the moon—everyone saw it.

“Yeah, above the fold. Top billing.” My friend was oddly matter-of-fact. “Drudge pulled the headline straight from your video—‘economic suicide pact.’”

Print newspapers are on their way out. Dying, if not dead.

But you wouldn’t know it to hear antiquated print lingo, like “above the fold,” still bandied about by people who get most of their news online. I suppose terms of art occasionally outlast the art itself.

Three weeks prior, I’d huddled with two colleagues, John Sowinski and Tre’ Evers, to sketch out a new video project we’d begun calling, “If I Wanted America to Fail.” After the third draft, I was nervous. It broke most of the cardinal rules: Too dark—but dead-on accurate. Too long—but we couldn't find anything to cut. Too controversial—but it sure as hell had to be said.

The soon-to-be-viral video took aim at environmentalism run amok—on Earth Day. Off the air, one radio host told me, “That took balls.” Just brains. It simply said what we’d all been thinking, fearing: Our country is slipping away.

Our inspiration was Paul Harvey’s 1965 essay, “If I Were the Devil.” In it, the famous radioman slipped into the shoes of Satan himself to imagine what plots the Prince of Darkness might contrive to corrupt mankind. After recounting a litany of contemporary social and civic ills, Harvey concludes: “If I were the Devil […] I guess I would leave things pretty much the way they are.”

Our conclusion was similar: “If I Wanted America to fail,” I said. “I suppose I wouldn’t change a thing.” This somber endnote would lead many observers to conclude my message was one of despair.

Not so.

The American Interest’s Josef Joffe got it right when he noted that warnings of America’s decline are intended to be “self-defeating prophecy.” “We foretell” so that we may “forestall;” the goal is to break the spell, to change the course, to spur individuals to heroic action.1

And that is exactly what is needed now: Heroic action.

I’m a young man—27 years old when “If I Wanted America to Fail” went viral—and I’m very much counting on heroic action to turn things around; to do what Americans have done so often throughout our history: Beat expectations. Make a comeback.

Our video made its YouTube debut to a tiny audience on a damp Thursday night. We were approaching the Earth Day weekend and, when I left the office that evening, “If I Wanted America to Fail” had scarcely earned over 200 hits. Within less than two weeks, it would rack up over 2 million.

Seven days later, I’d find our video catapulted not just to the top of Matt Drudge’s eponymous website but plastered across cable news outlets and replayed by leading talk radio hosts across the country. That very week, hungry and late for lunch, I stepped into my car, tuned the radio to AM540 and heard a familiar voice describe a new video suddenly sweeping the web.

“It’s brilliant!” thundered Rush. “It absolutely nails the wacko environmentalist movement.” A fixture of conservative households for two generations, Rush Limbaugh’s voice was instantly recognizable.

“No way,” I whispered to myself. “I think he’s talking about us.’” He was. Later that week, interviews with conservative titans Glenn Beck and John Stossell cemented the video’s status as a new “conservative manifesto,” as Fox News’ Eric Bolling put it.

“If I Wanted America to Fail” went viral because it articulated an idea that many Americans had felt but couldn’t quite express. I received plenty of hate mail when it and subsequent videos were released. I still do. However, the majority of mail is decidedly thoughtful and heartfelt. It comes from immensely decent and honest Americans across the country. Many have Millennial children, roughly my age.

They’re worried about their kids; they’re worried about the country those kids will soon inherit. The question they ask me is almost always the same:

“So, honestly, will America fail?”

I make no apologies: From the pen of a pessimist, this book is the unlikely case for hope. It is tempered optimism courtesy of a young smartass (me) better known for his gloom than his glee—and it may be hard to stomach for some of my fellow conservatives, for whom gloom and doom now feels quite natural. Of course, the gloom is understandable, even if the doom is premature. With a staggering $17 trillion national debt linked to a rising China, persistently high unemployment, and a stubbornly slow economic recovery, Americans have precious little left in the way of our trademark optimism.

That’s led to some pretty tough questions, chief among them: Will America Fail?

Is America, like Rome before it, destined to crumble and collapse? Has the Information Age rendered the values of our Founders obsolete? Will our addiction to debt enslave us to China? Is the next generation of Americans—the so-called “Millennials”—prepared to lead?

The fear of American decline is now a recurring hot topic on primetime cable news programs and daytime talk radio shows. Public opinion polls routinely report that once-devoutly-hopeful Americans have grown deeply pessimistic about our country’s future. Gradually, the fear of American decline has begun to reshape the political landscape.

This fear is deepest among conservatives.

For many, the 2012 Election seemed like the last chance to stop a leftwing agenda aimed at rewriting our cultural DNA. Terms such as “Makers and Takers” and “the 47 percent” became watchwords of this struggle. We cast the election as a make or break moment—a point of no return. If Barack Obama saw his 2008 election as “the moment when the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal,” then conservatives saw the 2012 race in terms no less consequential. This, we thought, was the moment when our movement would either be vindicated or vanquished, when the American Experiment would either survive or fail. For many conservatives, Barack Obama’s reelection seemed to seal our fate.

I was one of those conservatives.

I belong to the generation that returned Barack Obama to the White House. I also belong to the generation that has suffered most deeply during his presidency. In the weeks following the 2012 Elections, I struggled to escape the feeling that our country had been lost—that this was no ordinary election; that it was a the symptom of a deeper disease; that we had become sick, addicted to the narcotic of entitlement. The GOP’s suddenly sober efforts to ship us off to rehab were woefully inadequate compared to progressives’ seductive pill pushing. Leftwing pundits crowed that this was the end of the GOP. A new “Coalition of the Ascendant,” comprised of Millennials, minorities and single women, would sweep out the stodgy Republican remnants and inaugurate a new age of liberalism, they said.

It was tempting to believe them.

There can be no doubt that our movement and our country face grave challenges. As a writer and producer, I’ve certainly spent plenty of time—in front of the camera and behind it—ringing the alarm bell, like many others. In the space of only a few days, millions of Americans watched “If I Wanted America to Fail” and were moved by its bleak, seemingly pessimistic prophecy of America’s decline.

For that reason, I’ve been called a “Declinist”—one who predicts and revels in forecasts of America’s doom. I’m not. On the contrary, I am well aware that people are not passive observers of history—we are free agents, with the power to shape the contours of history. But like many who read this book, I spent the latter part of 2012 fearful that the once-bright light of American Exceptionalism was failing.

By the time the New Year rolled around, I decided to take a closer look at the forces shaping my generation. Why did we vote for Barack Obama and are we now reliable foot soldiers for his seductive brand of statism? My search quickly widened to include broader economic and cultural trends. Will America emerge from its self-imposed stagnation? Will China “own us” because it owns our debt? Will this rising dragon unseat the United States as the world’s leading power?

I believe that things are shifting in the shadows; that powerful underlying trends— cultural, political, and economic—are converging to halt decline and renew hope. A time of terrible difficulty is ahead, but just beyond it, there is a Turning Point.

My call: America will not fail. Conservatism will not die. Millennials will not forever form the backbone of Barack Obama’s Coalition of the Ascendant. Buoyed by long-term economic forces and powered by a Promethean spark, Millennials will help forge a 21st Century that belongs to the United States. They will not belong to any political party. And they will not preside over the collapse of conservatism; they will reshape it in their image.

For many conservatives who watched with dismay as my generation twice elected Barack Obama, this scenario will seem hard to believe; my optimism, Pollyannaish at best. To those conservatives, I would say, read on. This book isn’t based on a single snapshot in time; it’s not based on the disappointment of a single election; it’s not based on Millennials’ politics—it’s based on Millennials’ culture, which will ultimately shape their politics.

Change is afoot—and not just the kind you can slap on a bumper sticker.

To evaluate that change, I’ll address the Five Pillars of American Power, which form the bedrock of US prosperity and the basis for an American-led international order. The first pillar: Economic Dynamism—America’s innovation-based economy, which relies upon on free enterprise, entrepreneurship, and creative destruction; second, Cultural Universality—the powerful, naturally American qualities that also have broad global appeal, such as the values of personal choice and free speech; third, Domestic Stability—shaped by key civic and demographic factors, including healthy demographics, democratic institutions, and the Rule of Law; fourth, Energy Security—our country’s ability to fuel its economy, particularly with domestic energy reserves; and fifth, Military Primacy—America’s ability to deter adversaries, support allies, and wage war.

Although some of these pillars may now appear cracked, three important events will take place over the next two decades, which will seal the cracks, mend the trusses, and strengthen America’s 21st Century foundations: First, America’s Millennials—an entrepreneurial generation—will pioneer a new politics, inherit the nation’s great institutions, and then remake them; Second, the Great Transition from the Industrial Age to the Information Age—which long ago transformed private life—will finally reach the halls of government, bringing about renewed stability and growth; Third, the transformative power of technology, which has already changed the world, will fragment America’s Three Cultural Drivers—entertainment, education, and the news media—that shape our national politics. By 2035, the United States will have overcome its growing pains, achieved energy independence, adapted to a new model of government, enjoyed something of a conservative renaissance, and reached new heights of prosperity.

A note: While this book is optimistic, it has no guarantees, only probabilities and prescriptions. It’s grounded in our history and our position relative to economic and geopolitical rivals. It’s based on a view from 30,000 feet up, over a long period of time. It’s not about a single presidency or a single policy. It’s not intended as a license to stick our heads in the sand or become content with the status quo. It is a push; a prod; a provocation—and all the while a reminder that, to borrow from Mr. Joffe, our country’s recent backward steps may, unexpectedly, give us just enough room for a running start.2


  Chapter 1

Hang Onto That Towel

Every society has both hardware and software.

Culture is a society’s hardware. It encompasses such things as a nation’s history, values, and worldview. This social hardware also incorporates bedrock economic, environmental, and geographic realities. For example, whether or not a nation has abundant natural resources or tends to believe in a higher power is indicative of its culture—its hardware. These matters speak to a society’s broader architecture and are typically transformed only by catastrophic, tumultuous events.

Politics is a society’s software. It’s the operating system we’re running at the moment—Democrat, Republican and so forth. Undoubtedly, poor software can underutilize excellent hardware. Poor software can also ensure that certain applications—free enterprise, common decency, education and the like—don’t work properly.

Right now, our software sucks. But our hardware still kicks ass.

America is currently running a deeply problematic, buggy, and inadequate software, designed and distributed by the Left. Countless patches and updates haven’t made this sluggish operating system any better. A bloated and activist federal government, dysfunctional public education system, troubling deficits, and fabulously lackluster leadership have combined to make this American machine run very, very slowly.

Fortunately, the Five Pillars of American Power—Economic Dynamism, Domestic Stability, Military Primacy, Energy Security and Cultural Universality—are based largely on our cultural architecture, on our hardware. That’s important because hardware—culture—can outlast presidents and overcomes politics.

To understand the nature and durability of our American hardware, I’ll ask the gentlemen to roll up those suit sleeves and invite the ladies to slip in those shoulder pads—we’re headed back to 1989.

Irony is alive and well as the Soviet Union—a communist empire that supposedly represents the workers of the world—suffers a wave of crippling work stoppages. In Soviet-dominated Czechoslovakia, a brewery worker named Zdenek Janicek steps onto a platform and begins to speak.3

“We hold these truths to be self-evident,” he says, “that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Americans understood these rights more than 200 years ago. We are only now learning to believe that we are entitled to the same rights.”4

Bigger than baseball and bolder than jazz, the Declaration of Independence may be the best, most concentrated expression of American values ever conceived. Yet, it was not an original idea. The Declaration sought neither “originality of principle or sentiment” yet was not “copied from any particular and previous writing.” It was, as Jefferson put it, “intended to be an expression of the American mind.”5

This is the privilege of a people forged by philosophy rather than geography; to gather up the best ideas mankind has to offer and to devise a new hardware. Not a crudely improvised analogue contraption based on a common race or religion; but a wonderfully intentional new digital hardware based on a common theory of liberty.

Liberty is the very fire that animates the human race. America did not invent it. It invented America. This idea makes our country bigger than its borders; it has made our intentional nation an accidental superpower—at its best, virtuous, just, and free. Liberty—the modern vernacular is personal choice—is what America offers the world. It is our value proposition, our unique selling point, our sales pitch—our guiding philosophy.

And it is the basis for our record-breaking, standard-setting hardware.

It is why we exist. It is why Zdenek Janicek quoted Jefferson. It is why our values retain universal appeal. It is why the Five Pillars of American Power endured great calamities and failed presidents in the past—and why they will endure this failed president, too.

Welcome back to 2014—where our software sucks.

The reelection of Barack Obama has convinced many conservatives that we’re on the Highway to Hell with no off-ramps in sight. While conservatives’ causes for concern are many, five key concerns threaten the Five Pillars of American Power: First, the growth of the welfare state and its consequences for private virtue, productivity and, ultimately, Domestic Stability; Second, the rise of China and the threat it poses to US Military Primacy; Third, the swell of the regulatory state and its crippling impact on free enterprise, namely those companies responsible for our Energy Security; Fourth, the erosion of US prestige and its impact on American Cultural Universality; and fifth, the crushing national debt—much of it owned by foreign powers, such as China—and the toll it takes on America’s Economic Dynamism.

There is no greater threat than the national debt, the tendrils of which snake into the foundations of every pillar of power. Excessive national debt drains dollars from private investment, saps Economic Dynamism, impedes US foreign policy objectives, and threatens—as evidenced by Chinese saber-rattling in Southeast Asia—America’s long-term Domestic Stability and, ultimately, Military Primacy.

Debt is the destroyer of nations.

That may sound pretty Old Testament—but it’s true. And it’s what keeps conservatives up at night. Not only does our national debt imperil the prosperity of our children, it limits US military options abroad and binds us to foreign creditors with conflicting geopolitical interests. That’s why many consider the issues of “debt” and “China” inextricably linked.

If America fails, debt will almost certainly be the overriding reason.

At more than $17 trillion, US national debt already amounts to over $50,000 for every man, woman and child in the country—more than $1.1 million for every taxpayer.6 Spending on Social Security, Medicaid, and Medicare alone total nearly 45 percent of the federal budget—and these programs are growing, not shrinking. Combined, Medicare and Social Security have racked up more than $47.5 trillion in unfunded liabilities—that’s the amount of money these programs will someday owe but be unable to pay. President Obama commissioned a bipartisan panel to study and recommend solutions to this crisis. When the panel’s recommendations were issued, he promptly ignored them. Then, he proposed a budget that never balances.7

Debt is not new. However, the current level of peacetime debt is unprecedented.

Typically, debt increases (sometimes dramatically) during periods of crisis, namely war. The United States incurred roughly $75 million of debt (about 30 percent of GDP) after the Revolutionary War. Debt fell until the War of 1812 broke out in, well, 1812—at which point it rose again sharply. Only once, in 1835, has the US been debt-free. That lasted until 1836, at which point debt began to accrue once more. Just prior to the Civil War, debt totaled nearly $65 million. But two years into the war, federal debt vaulted past $1 billion. By the end of the war, it was approaching $3 billion (also about 30 percent of GDP). Late-century economic growth fueled by industrialization helped America pay down its Civil War debts. However, debt would spike again during World War I (to roughly—you guessed it—30 percent of GDP). When the roaring twenties followed, debt quickly fell. Although public spending increased during the Great Depression, it was not until World War II that debt began to reach truly stratospheric levels. By the end of the war, US national debt totaled $260 billion—or roughly 113 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), the highest it has ever been.8

Today, total US national debt is roughly 70 percent of GDP—and much higher if you count debt owed to federal programs, like Social Security. While not record-setting, that figure is certainly excessive for peacetime. High peacetime debt undermines US Military Primacy by limiting our military and diplomatic options abroad. For example, it’s difficult to deter foreign aggressors who know that we are financially constrained. A large national debt also dampens Economic Dynamism by sucking financial capital out of private investment markets, which would otherwise be used to fund economic expansion. Unless our entitlement programs—Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid—are reformed, the national debt will reach truly unsustainable (and possibly irreversible) levels sometime in the 2030s.9

Strange as it sounds, Social Security is actually America’s single largest creditor, owning about 16.5 percent of the debt load. The US Federal Reserve—America’s Central Bank—is not far behind, with about 12.4 percent. China owns about 7.6 percent of the debt.10

And that’s what is causing the sleepless nights.

Within the next two decades, one of two things will occur: We will either reform entitlement spending and place it on a sustainable course or it will choke the federal budget, bringing about truly draconian cuts to vulnerable seniors, with the potential to cause serious social unrest, upending our country’s Domestic Stability.

But don’t toss in the towel yet.

America’s debt problem is serious. However, debt conditions can change quickly—in good ways and bad. At the beginning of the 21st Century, America’s debt reached a modern-low of roughly 30 percent. Observers often spoke of eliminating the national debt altogether within a single generation. The military spending that followed 9/11 combined with the expansion of Medicare and the collapse of the housing market quickly crushed that optimism. By the same token, America has managed to subdue debt during periods of economic expansion—in the late 18th Century, the late 19th Century, the 1920s, and the 1990s. Our country has proven strong enough to survive confidence-shaking recessions, misery-inducing depressions, globe-spanning wars, and even terrible presidents in the past. There are two reasons the Five Pillars of American Power have survived (albeit weaker) the reckless spending and lackluster recovery of Barack Obama’s presidency:

First, the United States is stable (relatively speaking) and Uncle Sam has never been a deadbeat. Through thick and thin, we’ve always paid up. We’re also free of sectarian violence, coup d’états, and general social instability—no military juntas or kangaroo courts over the past two-and-a-half centuries. Until recently, America’s national debt has also been comparatively low. At present, it’s bad—but others are far worse. Japan, for example, has a national debt well over 200 percent of GDP, more than double that of the United States. Even Germany, which is often considered fiscally responsible, has a debt-to-GDP ratio of slightly more than 80 percent. Meanwhile, as I’ll cover in greater depth in the Turning Point, China, far from owning the United States, is afflicted by deep-seeded troubles of its own. The Peoples’ Republic’s distressed banking sector may be on the brink of a dangerous new bubble that could dwarf America’s 2008 housing calamity. In the aftermath of the Great Recession, China’s overall debt-to-GDP soared from 150 percent to more than 200 percent today, thanks mostly to local governments and state-backed companies.11

There’s a second reason towel-tossing would be premature: Size. Economically, the US is big—really big. That’s made the dollar more durable. Faced with instability, investors flock to the dollar because it offers unparalleled liquidity, which, in a crisis, is king. America is so big, in fact, that foreign countries, banks, hedge funds, and billionaires with excess cash can safely park it in US Treasuries without disrupting the market or risking their principal.

This advantage has made the US dollar the world’s reserve currency—another term for the paper that governments and institutions buy and frequently use for international transactions. For example, China buys dollars because it does an enormous amount of international trade, and international trade is denominated in US dollars.

That’s why—despite irresponsible federal spending and unfunded entitlement liabilities—investors keep buying dollars. The high demand for dollars has suppressed the cost of borrowing. As a result, only 6 percent of the US budget is devoted to interest payments on the national debt. That’s down from 15 percent in the mid-90s.12 It’s also why, in 2013, about 62 percent of the world’s currency reserves were made up of dollars. In 1995, it was only about 59 percent.13

Although it makes our exports more expensive, the dollar’s unique (though increasingly fragile) status as world reserve currency conveys what the French call “exorbitant privilege.” Damn, it even sounds French when you write it in English.

Whatever you call it, the dollar’s special importance affords Uncle Sam an uncommonly large margin for error, making it harder for our terrible political software to ruin our stellar cultural hardware. Basically, we get to make mistakes, even big ones (Barack Obama-sized mistakes, for example). That doesn’t mean we’re invincible. Just tougher than most.

One of the most troubling parts of the debt crisis—and it is a crisis—is the increasingly common misconception that it cannot be solved. Although they were shaken by the Great Recession and the amateurish, incompetent presidency of Barack Obama, the Five Pillars of American Power remain:

In terms of Economic Dynamism, the US easily outclasses its rivals. At the beginning of 2014, the American economy weighed in at around $17 trillion—still larger than the nominal GDP of all so-called BRIC nations—China, Russia, India, and Brazil—combined.14 America is rich and, comparatively speaking, so are Americans. Despite being a very large economy, the US still boasts one of the world’s highest per capita GDPs.

But traditional metrics like Gross Domestic Product (GDP) fail to fully capture the magnitude of American economic influence. Despite decades of rising competition, US firms lead 70 percent of the world’s major economic sectors. America’s lead is most pronounced in the industries of the future, such as computer hardware and software, health care, pharmaceuticals, and biotechnology. On average, American shareholders own roughly 85 percent of these leading US companies, explaining why over 40 percent of the world’s total household wealth can be found in the United States.15 Moreover, America is home to a workforce that is, comparatively speaking, highly educated, highly diverse, and highly productive. The United States ranks as the most innovative economy on the planet, turning in top-ten performances in R&D intensity, productivity, high-tech density, and researcher concentration.16 Its H-Index score, which measures scientific impact, easily outstrips its closest competitors—most of whom are allies.17

Backed by its highly developed venture capital corps, the US is the birthplace of fully half of Encyclopedia Britannica’s 321 Great Inventions, despite being a young country. In a single year, its exports exceed the entire Gross Domestic Product of Russia. Although it is no longer celebrated as a manufacturing economy, the United States is the world’s second largest manufacturer—and it is now gaining, not losing ground. With less than 5 percent of the world’s population, it is home to 60 percent of the world’s top fifty universities, 40 percent of the world’s billionaires, 30 percent of the world’s millionaires, a third of the world’s Nobel laureates, and a fourth of the world’s Fortune 500 companies, more than twice that of any other nation.18 19 20 Its economy represents roughly one-fifth of the world’s GDP.21 While foreign investments in the US total roughly $2.5 trillion, American investments abroad total roughly $3.3 trillion—and both are roughly twice that of any other country.22 Compared to others, Americans are big believers in hard work: 77 percent say that most people can succeed if they work hard, compared with 59 percent of those surveyed in emerging countries, 55 percent of those in Arab countries and 50 percent in European countries.23 Despite the best efforts of its worst political leaders, America is still ranked near the top of the various economic indices that measure competitiveness and ease of doing business.

When it comes to Energy Security, a revolution is underway beneath our feet. Despite an out-of-control Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) that seems bent on crushing domestic energy development, the free market has proven resilient. The United States has seen its oil production increase by more than 50 percent over the last 8 years, faster than any other country on Earth. Over the same period, domestic natural gas production has soared by more than 30 percent.24 The US already holds the largest recoverable coal reserves in the world and became the leading producer of natural gas while I was writing this book. By the time it is published, America will have also unseated Saudi Arabia as the planet’s top producer of oil.25

In terms of Military Primacy, America has spent much of the last century designing the world order it desires. Now, it must simply defend that order. And, militarily, it remains positioned to do so. In terms of defense spending, military technology and power projection capabilities, the United States surpasses all potential rivals. Although its competitors are catching up, US defense spending still dwarfs that of its nearest rival, China, roughly 5-to-1. Indeed, America spends more than the next 10 countries combined, most of which are treaty allies.26 Despite recent cuts, the United States has as many aircraft carriers as the rest of the world combined. Single US carrier groups outclass the entire navies and air forces of most other countries. The US Air Force is easily the largest and most technologically advanced on the planet—as is the US Navy. America maintains a military presence in roughly 150 of the world’s 192 countries at any given time, including large deployments in Germany, Japan, South Korea, Italy, and the United Kingdom, totaling nearly 80,000 active duty personnel in Europe and nearly 50,000 in East Asia and the Pacific. While recent defense cuts threaten America’s ability to deter potential rivals, no other country presently comes close to matching US power projection capabilities or sophisticated alliance systems.

Moreover, the US enjoys a favorable geography with unrestricted access to both of the world’s major oceans, the Atlantic and the Pacific. North America is one of the largest and most peaceful free trade zones in the world. Despite recurring immigration and drug-related tensions with Mexico, the United States enjoys comparatively cordial relations with both of its immediate neighbors, neither of whom harbor global aspirations of their own. Contrast this with the geopolitical challenges faced by America’s emerging rival, China. Hemmed in by mountains and constrained by its suspicious neighbors, China’s ambitions have aroused regional mistrust rather than cooperation. This mistrust has strengthened America’s Pacific alliance system and will impede China’s ability to influence global affairs.

When it comes to Domestic Stability, the United States faces troubling levels of public distrust of traditional institutions. However, the US is unlikely to go the way of Rome—at least not within my lifetime. Every so often, Americans are treated to a budget showdown or debt ceiling spectacle, in which our elected leaders careen the ship of state toward the very precipice of disaster, just before returning it safely to calm waters. Understandably, such incidents engender feelings of dismay and even despair among many Americans. Yet, these reasonably tame, reasonably civil disagreements are notable for their lack of bloodshed.
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