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Reassessing During a Recession

By NAT CHARLES

News about the recession and the plummeting stock market resounds like a drumbeat in the daily media, pounding steadily in conversations around dinner tables and office watering holes. But the irony is that the folks complaining loudest about how much they have lost are the ones who have the most money in the first place. Witness a recent episode of my favorite news program, the Newshour with Jim Lehrer. My interest is piqued when they announce that the upcoming segment will be a spotlight on the plight of the small investor. I figure that a segment on the small investor will be something to which I can relate. My cousin the banker has persistently advised me that the first rule of investing is to contribute the maximum allowable to my retirement plan, so finally, sacrificially, I have done so. At last, I think, this will be an opportunity to gauge how my fledgling 401K is faring alongside the small investors featured in the segment. Are their blues the same as mine? Do they open their quarterly statements with trepidation, as I do? 

Four investors – two men and two women – are introduced in a confessional style, by telling how much they have lost since the market downturn. The first replies that he has lost about $40,000; the second, a retiree, has lost $80,000. The third has lost $200,000 - nearly all he has invested. The fourth panelist, who works for a Dow Jones affiliate, coyly admits only that she has lost a quarter of the value of her portfolio. The conversation continues rather grimly as the group discusses whether they have faith in the future of the stock market, whether they will take their (remaining) funds and run, or whether they will hang in until stocks rebound. 

Finally, the panelists are asked whether they have reduced their spending as a result of their losses. What shocks me is that only one of the four - ironically, the one who has lost the smallest amount - has reduced his spending. To the contrary, the investor who has lost nearly the full value of his portfolio admits, chuckling, that he has spent even more in recent months, engaging in some major home renovations.  The Dow Jones company employee affirms her faith in the market, and adds that she is investing more in the market as it is declining, expecting to get a good value while prices are low. Even the retiree isn’t worried. She admits that though she has lost $80,000, she is lucky because what she has lost is not money she needs to live on anyway. Then what is the money for, I wonder. What is it for?
How does the recession hurt people who can lose $200,000 and laugh while they continue to spend? They speak of the fall of the stock market in aggrieved, desperate tones, though in most cases, the daily fabric of their lives is not changing. What is changing is how much wealth they are accumulating. Theirs is an identity and outlook contingent upon stockpiling more than they need. Clearly, a sizeable segment of even the American middle class now views their sense of well-being in terms of surplus and profit.

I am concerned that many Americans have lost perspective on the concept of having our daily bread – of having “enough” - a concept valued on some level by most of the world’s religious and social philosophies. But these days, having just “enough” represents a frightening precipice from which one could tumble at any moment to utter financial ruin. Now, our sense of security depends on a daily report of the gains in the stock market. 

Yet it was not always thus. The lyrics of a favorite patriotic hymn celebrate the fact that, before financial markets and the Forbes 500, our nation was born with a silver spoon in its mouth: spacious skies, amber waves of grain, purple mountain majesties, and fruited plains. But the richness of America celebrated in this song is based on valuing natural resources and nurturing enduring values, like liberty, beauty and purity. Today, rampant capitalism has corrupted basic values to the extent that we are no longer satisfied with the capacity to have wealth (freedom), but must have the wealth itself (greed). Yale law professor and author Stephen L. Carter underscores this notion, writing, “self-indulgence…is replacing both capitalism and democracy as the nation’s true ideology.” 

I want to be clear in noting that I have no problem with prosperity; we certainly deserve to savor the fruits of our labor. But we could stand to reassess our focus on accumulating an unchecked surplus of funds and resources. Perhaps the recession is not only an opportunity to assess our losses, but to gain some perspective on what we still have. 

