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In the first instance, structural26 budget deficits are more likely to be symptoms of incipient overstretch then prima facie evidence of national decline. Overstretch suggests a need to realign commitments and resources, hence spending and revenues. In principle, persistently large deficits demand adjustments that need not materially impact the underlying drivers of longer-term prosperity. In contrast, if fiscal imbalances prove sufficiently chronic, they can eventually trigger growth-inhibiting alterations in microeconomic incentives. In such cases, incipient overstretch can mutate into a more primary threat to the system's underlying dynamism. In its classical formulation, “imperial overstretch” refers to unrestrained and exorbitant foreign military campaigns. The latter can be said to redound to the detriment of great powers by crowding out more productive capital investments. Yet in contrast to widespread impression, the US fiscal challenge does not primarily reflect out-of-control defense spending and the burden of foreign entanglements. If this were the case, then the feasibility of financing an ever-expanding global power projection would be brought into question. This neither minimizes the sizable resources the US commits to military-related spending nor denies that cutbacks in such spending can help facilitate overall fiscal adjustment. Rather, the point is that an endemic failure to rein in explosive economy-wide health care costs with the latter's implications for public sector health insurance programs – the real fiscal challenge – will do more to endanger macroeconomic stability and eventually erode the material foundation of US power (see chapter 8). By viewing (health-care driven) fiscal deficits as a necessary manifestation of overstretch is misguided for a more basic reason. The root of the US fiscal problem involves unsustainable commitments – particularly in the area of health expenditure – made by government to its citizens. It is decidedly not a question of any dearth of national resources to adequately meet the health needs of the population at large. As the richest country in the world, the US possesses more than enough resources to achieve this goal. The relevant political and social question is whether the population’s basic health requirements are best met via ever-expanding entitlements requiring increasingly higher levels of taxation. 
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