
The Unthinking Man’s Solution to the Deficit 
You have a complex problem. So you ask someone who knows nothing about it how to 
solve it. What you’ll invariably get is a simple, obvious, and totally flawed solution. Which 
is why if you ask someone who knows nothing about government and economics how to 
eliminate the deficit, their answer will probably be … the Balanced Budget Amendment. 
Simple right? You amend the Constitution, outlaw deficits, and voilà, no more deficits! 
What could be easier? And stupider? And more catastrophic? 
To see how the Amendment would work, lets go back to 2008. The Federal Government 
spent $2.98 trillion in fiscal year 2008, but only brought in $2.52 trillion in revenues – a 
$454 billion deficit. But let’s imagine that between 2001 and 2008, Congress had cut 
enough spending to put the 2008 budget in balance. 
So during the Bush Administration, they’d eliminated the Energy Department, the 
Education Department, all housing, food, and other welfare assistance, all community 
development programs, all foreign aid, NASA, and all scientific research funding. Good, 
you say. That’s a whole lot of waste, gone. 
But then the Great Recession hits. The economy’s in shambles, millions lose their jobs 
and no longer owe taxes. As a result, Federal revenues fall by 17%, to $2.10 trillion. So 
now, in the midst of a recession, the Federal government needs to cut another $419 
billion in spending – because of the Balanced Budget Amendment. 
So we eliminate the Agriculture Department. Gone. The Health Department – gone. The 
Highway Department – gone. The VA – gone. The EPA – gone. Which means now, 
there’s only another $137 billion to cut. 
Except actually, there’s more than that to cut. We’ve just laid off all those highway 
construction workers, and all those nurses and food inspectors and other Federal 
employees, so there’s another half million people out of work. People who no longer 
earn an income, and so people who no longer pay taxes. People who quit going to 
restaurants and hair salons, so a lot of small businesses are struggling even more, 
earning even less – and paying less taxes.  
So the $137 billion deficit is back above $200 billion again. So what gets cut next? We’re 
pretty much down to either (a) cutting all those Social Security checks by about 30%, or 
(b) cutting Defense spending by about 40%, or (c) cutting Medicare by over 50%. But of 
course none of those will quite do the trick. Because when we cancel that defense 
spending, Oshkosh Corp. will have to lay off a lot of workers, who will no longer pay 
income taxes. Or when we cut half of all Medicare spending, Mercy and Aurora will have 
to lay off a lot of workers, who, well, you get the picture. (Fortunately, though, the 
undertaker industry will be way up.)  
That’s why when economists, Republican and Democrat alike, describe the beginning of 
a recession, we all use the term “downward spiral”. And the Balanced Budget 
Amendment requires that once a spiral begins, the government is absolutely, positively 
required to make it worse. 
Which is why no one, absolutely no one, who really understands how the economy 
actually works is in favor of a Balanced Budget Amendment. But that doesn’t stop the 
unthinking man from proposing it. Because if you’re an unthinking man, and you’ve 
already come up with a simple solution to a complex problem, what’s there to think 
about? 
 
 


