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“Unbelievably” good things do happen; but the market generally prefers nightmares. 
  

Every once in a while, the markets spend a little while acting calm:  a few days, or weeks, or even a month 
or two.  But acting calm is not the market’s nature.  Running around and shouting about something—or 
several things—is the market’s way of life almost all the time.  The tidal wave of speculation which 
washes through the market every single day is mostly to blame for this, of course; but even the non-
speculators among us find it easy to be drawn into the feverish running around and shouting, since our 
sacred fortunes are at stake.  
  
Hence the gift we receive, now and then, from the rare analysts who insist upon standing apart 
from the crowd, and also standing far enough away so they can actually see something useful:  the forest, 
that is, instead of the trees.  Economist Scott Grannis did exactly that the other day.  Let’s just look, he 
said, at a couple of genuinely unbelievable things which have happened since the Calamity and Financial 
Panic of 2008 – 2009, and think about why they happened. 
  

 
  

This is a chart which ought to make us feel more astonished awe the longer we look at it—like the Grand 
Canyon or the Lincoln Memorial, kind of.  Weekly unemployment claims are at 30-year lows—by a long 
shot.  This particular item—unemployment claims—is really a stand-in for a great big crowd of 
measurements of the strength of the U.S. economy.  Almost every one of them tell the same story:  a truly 
“unbelievable” 10-year improvement in America’s economic health, starting from a point so dismal, so 
deep down in the Valley of Despair during the 2008 – 2009 recession, that Outlook will say one thing with 
100% confidence:  “Nobody saw this coming.  Nobody.”  Down in that Valley ten years ago, a few of us 
optimists were certain there would be a recovery; and we were pretty certain its strength would 
surprise the investment world, precisely because businesses and consumers would respond to the terror 
of the Calamity with determination to rebuild so strongly that they could withstand anything, including a 
return of the Calamity in the near future (which many experts were predicting, back then.)  But we never 
imagined how far and how high the economy would actually climb. 
  
Why did this “unbelievable” thing happen? 
  



In a nutshell, because the speed of human invention never slowed down; and because—as noted above—
that 2008 – 2009 Calamity and Panic so frightened people that it brought out the very best in 
them:  namely a tremendous determination to build their financial castles so strongly that they would be 
sure to survive a return of the nightmare.  The combination of determination and caution, among most 
businesses and consumers, created a slow-but-steady decade of U.S. economic growth:  the “Plowhorse 
Economy,” in economist Brian Wesbury’s words.  There have been a few pockets of silliness 
within the market, these ten years, but hardly any within the real economy.  So the Plowhorse Economy 
kept trudging forward—and it gave the labor market a very long time to keep making gradual gains. 
  
And while the real-world economic Plowhorse trudged through its long journey, the market . . . behaved 
according to its nature.  It ran around and shouted about a lot of things.  Most of those things were 
nightmares of some kind.  A handful of them were ecstatic—and profoundly silly—visions 
of the future.  Each successive nightmare eventually vanished under the light of the real-world sun, by 
which even the market was forced to notice that the facts-on-the-ground 
contradicted the nightmares.  No matter:  the next nightmare was always waiting around the corner, 
and the market’s mighty army of daily speculators were darned glad to see them.  
  
Those happy and silly visions of the future are, of course, the truly dangerous animals in the market 
zoo.  When such visions spread far beyond a few “pockets” (called “Tesla, Facebook, Amazon, Netflix and 
friends” these past few years) and infect a great many down-to-earth companies’ stocks, both the market 
and the real economy are heading for trouble.  As Outlook has noted pretty often, though, over these long 
ten years the silliness has been stuck upon only a few; and it has emphatically not infected most American 
companies or their stocks.  Quite the opposite:  it’s been anxiety, doubt, skepticism and downright fear 
which have been infecting the majority.  Their stock values have ebbed and flowed their way upwards 
because the real financial strength and business progress they’ve been making have been so clear, and so 
sustained, that the skeptical market has been forced to grudgingly recognize such facts . . . in between all 
those successive nightmares rounding the corner.  
  
The leading nightmare today, of course, is “Global Trade War!”  Like all good nightmares, it is not all 
imagination.  There is real economic risk within it.  Fueling the risk are politicians and governments—and 
an eternal truth about the investment and economic worlds is that politicians and governments 
are the most dangerous animals in the zoo, by far.  But it’s just crucial for us investors to “see” that risk as 
part of the whole picture—not the shouting and running-around corner of it where the market puts on its 
show.  The chart up top reminds us of the whole picture:  businesses and consumers whose hatches have 
been battened down for a possible hurricane, for ten years now; and whose careful but determined 
actions have brought us to today’s “unbelievable” state of economic health.  “Who built this?”  They did—
not government’s politicians.  If the “Global Trade War!” nightmare turns real—a non-zero possibility, 
but not a significant probability—the real-world people who withstood the Calamity and built castles with 
such remarkable strength won’t be shouting and running around.  They’ll keep inventing and building 
for the future.  At Outlook we believe in investing with them, rather than shouting and running around 
with the politicians and speculators.  We’ll make a great deal more money that way. 
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The remarks above aren’t a general recommendation to buy or sell particular securities.  Such decisions 
should only be made in the context of an investor’s own circumstances.  Stocks and bonds carry the risk 
of loss.  

 


