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The Battle Against Fear:  Main Street Wins. 
  

Let’s take a step back, today, and ask ourselves what’s been going on in the world and the markets since 
March, 2020. 
  
“Well, that’s obvious,” some might say.  “The world has been fighting a titanic battle against a deadly 
virus.”  But at Outlook we see it a little differently.  It’s been a battle against a virus, all right . . . but what 
has really defined us, these long 18 months, has been the titanic battle against fear.  
  
For all those months, most of the media and an overwhelming number of politicians have done everything 
in their power to persuade the world that we owed the Virus not just fear, but outright terror—so the 
most startling political action in the history of the world (economic lockdown) was justified.  Now, as 
startling and unique as that political action has been, in fact it’s really been a case of the media and 
politicians doing what they always do:  convincing themselves (and everyone who will listen) that the 
problems, crises, or nightmares of the day aren’t just “bad,” but are “unthinkable catastrophes.”  If we’re 
willing to dig just a little into history, we’ll find media and politicians doing exactly the same thing in any 
decade we randomly choose to examine, for the past 250 years.  There is always “a survival threat to our 
country,” or “a threat to our very existence” being trumpeted by eminent people and eminent media. 
  
And sometimes that threat really is about survival itself . . . but that’s been rare, indeed—very, very rare 
indeed.  These last 18 months, when media and politicians acted as if a deadly but sharply-limited disease 
deserved the world’s terror, they were copying their behavior during the hundreds of times in history 
when that was not true—not the small handful of times when it was.  
  
Today, 18 months after the “crisis” got started, we are still engaged in a titanic battle against fear all over 
the world.  And here’s the good news:  that battle is being won, not lost.  It’s being won decisively.  It’s 
being won, in America, where all the deadly battles take place:  on Main Street, where working people 
build their lives and businesses, and often rebuild them when something has knocked them down.  The 
media is not in that building business; nor are the politicians, for the most part.  The media and politicians 
are in the talking business, not the “doing” business.  
  
Here's the CEO of Cummins (the diesel engine king) this morning.  He was explaining his company’s 
quarterly results, which were up like a rocket across the board. 
  

“The strength of our orders across many of our key markets reflects robust underlying demand 
which is remarkable considering the challenges and uncertainty we faced during this same period 
last year.  I can’t thank our people enough for their unwavering contributions during these 
challenging times.” 
  

When Mr. Linebarger mentioned “the challenges and uncertainty we faced last year,” he might as well 
have said, “the challenges and uncertainty we’ve faced continuously since March, 2020.”  Cummins is the 
dominant truck-engine supplier in North America; but it’s a giant player across the globe, too.  When this 
company sees that “remarkably robust underlying demand,” it’s not just seeing Main Street, USA; but 
Main Street, Everywhere.  “Main Street, Everywhere” may have been glancing at the terror headlines 
flashing around the clock all this time; but mostly it’s been shrugging and getting on with the job. 
  



And as it’s gotten on with the job, it has also built its walls higher and stronger than before.  People do 
that when they survive threats, exaggerated or not.  Here are those higher, stronger walls. 
  

 
  

Cash on hand at America’s biggest companies was already rising in March, 2020—but then it really floored 
the pedal.  That green circle shows the dramatic jump in cash reserves over the last 12 months—to historic 
records by a long shot.  
  
As we’ve mentioned once or twice at Outlook, determined people always rebuild, no matter how terrible 
the hammering they’ve endured, as long as they have the cash and low debt needed to buy themselves 
time.  And if they have little debt and a whole lot of cash . . . it’s rather difficult to terrify them.  They know 
they can shrug, and keep building.  That is exactly what has been going on—in America emphatically, in 
the world to a degree—for the last year and more.  It’s been a battle against fear, and Main Street has 
been winning, decisively. 
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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.  
 


