Up, Down, Up, Down, Up….Are you on the Stairmaster of financial life?
It sure seems like we’ve been here before and before.  Better said by Yogi Berra, “Déjà vu all over again.” 

For at least the past 25 years it seems that the capital markets have not been content to have a settled theme, at least on the surface, clearly demonstrating Schwartz’s Law, Axioms 2 and 9: “Everything works sometimes.  Nothing works all the time” and “There’s ALWAYS something.  Expect it!”

Perhaps it’s the same self-induced delusion many have that life was somehow better “in the good old days.”  If we examine our experience more closely it may be just that it seemed better because “it” is now a “was”, a memory subject to the infinite capacity of the human mind to selectively recreate the past and cast it into a comprehensible and usually more pleasant and simple form.

As we reflect on the markets and remember that they are a cumulative expression of the dominant activity on the planet, then more understanding is possible.  Of course, for better or worse, that activity is focused in the economic dimension.  The financial or capital markets embody the cumulative aspirations, decisions and actions of billions of people striving to improve their material welfare.

We shouldn’t be too surprised that the markets are volatile and seem confused.  The world is in the very throes of epochal change.  What were beautiful sentiments and theories a mere 50 years ago are now real.  And realities have all the imperfections of human beings in the process of growth and change.  The unfolding global interdependency is simultaneously being created, experienced and analyzed constantly.  We aren’t allowing any time for deeper purposeful reflection.   Without this reflection how will we direct all this toward some larger purpose?  Will we finally reduce the “pursuit of happiness” to the pursuit of “more?”
The mid 1950s book, The Family of Man, comes to mind.  It is an exhibition and book of pictures from many photographers around the world, collected by Edward Steichen.  Reading it and viewing the images back then made possible a deeply moving experience of the joys and sorrows we have in common.  It was a kind of prayer to the future from a war ravaged humanity orienting toward a new set of possibilities.  It implicitly acknowledged the suffering and poverty of the time along with the exuberance of the human spirit in celebration.  What was being celebrated in the mid 1950s was the possibility of a world, one world, of joyful peace, prosperity and freedom.  After thousands of years of strife and conflict it seemed a definitive moment had arrived when much of humanity could turn its vision to a new world.
This aspiration was confirmed in the late 1980’s with the capitulation of Communism as an economic model.  Individual freedom, the dignity of private enterprise and the opening of global markets is the current theme of planetary economic life.  These, in extreme, also have their dark side. Without a deep commitment to the common welfare of all, there is an increasing possibility of producing a widening of the economic circumstances of poverty and wealth.  This eventuality is more of a political determination than a purely economic one.  The dynamism of enterprise is intense.  As the opportunity for greater participation in the economic sphere unfolds, creativity and productivity become the key to individual abundance.  At least in principle, today a citizen China or India has more access to economic self-determination than a citizen of North Korea.

As the pendulum continues to swing in this direction, more planetary wealth is going to be created and spread more widely.  As humanity moves from scarcity to abundance, standards of living around the world will be raised.  This is already apparent in the economically vibrant coastal cities of China, where “suburbs” are now appearing rapidly.  This is not an unmitigated good.  Traditional culture is displaced, identities and relationships are transformed, and resources are reallocated along with the problems of increasing consumption.  Democracy, private enterprise, open markets are not ends in themselves, but should be in the service of some higher purpose.

This “higher purpose” element is not generally yet present and so the pursuit of “more” is at present its own justification.  This aspect of the unfolding planetary abundance is potentially an endless treadmill, increasing in speed on a very steep incline.  It can become an endless quest with no “off switch.”  This risk of exhaustive planetary “joyless prosperity” is not what we set out to achieve.   We should pursue the solution to humankind’s quest to overcome scarcity as a means allowing all of us to lead healthy abundant lives.  Now we need to add the higher purpose, so that our increasing material welfare becomes the instrument and pathway from material abundance to an abundant Life.
As always, “Here’s to your Good Wealth!

Jerry!
