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			Introduction
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			You will finish reading this book, put it down in front of  you, sit for a moment and then say to yourself, “Wow.” 

			At least that’s how I picture it. 

			There’s a lot in here you’ve never heard before. There are some things you may have heard before but you’ve never seen confirmed. There’s some behind the scenes stuff in this book you’ve probably never even considered. So the “wow” is not going to come as a result of my writing ability. It’ll come because I’m going to share some details with you that no one else has a vested interest in sharing. 

			To be honest, I don’t even have a vested interest in saying these things myself. 

			In fact, I’m probably working against my own interests sometimes as a daily chronicler of the investing world. I never really know what bridges I’m burning when I press publish on a thing. I’d like to say that I do it anyway because I’m on some sort of quest to reveal the truth and save the world, but it’s a bit more prosaic than that. The reality is I just talk too much. And when I see a thing, I can’t pretend I didn’t. And if it’s a thing that’s notable, I have to say so. 

			I’m both a player on the field and a commentator in the press box, acting and narrating simultaneously. It’s a strange vantage point but there are no lines anymore. Everyone’s doing content these days. The hedge fund guys are tweeting. The CEOs are writing on LinkedIn. The venture capitalists have YouTube shows. There’s no fourth wall. We don’t wait until after we’ve accomplished a thing to write a book about it. Now we write the book as we do the thing. The exposition of the effort becomes part of the creation itself. 

			

			This mirrors what’s happening in professional sports, with Derek Jeter having created The Players’ Tribune and several  active NBA stars producing podcasts while they’re still playing in the league. Musicians comment on the state of the music industry as a means of cultivating a fan base who will help them chart high, sell out concert venues, and defeat their perceived enemies and rival musicians on social media. 

			These days, we’re all both the performer on stage and the narrator who explains the performance as it happens. The Gen Z kids do a thing where they post an embarrassing photo of themselves and then caption it, “Not me showing up to my class wearing two different shoes LMAO!” or “Not me losing my job at the funeral parlor for taking selfies in front of an open casket!! OMG!!” A lot of the time I feel like it’s, “Not me revealing secrets about a tactic that’s going to piss off a thousand people I do business with!!” 

			But again, I can’t help myself. So that’s what’s in this book. Things I probably shouldn’t be talking about. 

			I spent 15 years writing about investing, trading, markets, regulation, economics, geopolitics, trends and fads, heroes and villains, entrepreneurship, culture, and the collision between Wall Street and Main Street. My blog, The Reformed Broker, ran from the fall of 2008 through the fall of 2023 and has been read by millions of people over the years. I’ve heard from fans and critics from around the world. I’ve met people who’ve been reading my stuff from every walk of life—young, old, amateur investor, professional trader, you name it. I’ve gotten thousands of emails, most of them encouraging and grateful for my perspective, some of them completely unhinged or furious with something I’d said. I’ve posed for pictures, responded to written letters, sent Happy Birthday videos to fans, signed thousands of books, and I even surprised a guy whose wife begged me to stop by a lunch she had planned across the street from my office on the off chance I’d say yes. That one didn’t go well, but that’s a story for another time. 

			

			The blog has been the center of my professional life and it occupied a great deal of my personal life as well. The blog is what saved me from a career in obscurity selling stocks to strangers over the telephone. The blog is how I met my mentor, idol and current partner, Barry Ritholtz. The blog is how the first dozen or so employees who’ve come to work with us discovered what we were doing. The blog got me columns at Fortune, Forbes, the Wall Street Journal, Yahoo Finance and elsewhere. The blog got  me seen by the television producers at CNN, Fox Business, Bloomberg and, ultimately, CNBC, where I’ve been an on-air persona since 2010 and a contributor under contract with NBCUniversal since 2012. The blog established me as a pundit worth listening to. The blog landed me on all the 40 Under 40 and Most Influential lists. The blog opened doors to me all over the world. It changed my life and, according to many investors and fellow advisors I’ve heard from over the years, it’s also changed theirs.  

			And that’s why this book is so meaningful to me. Because when I write here and elsewhere, I’m not just talking about finance or money, stocks or bonds. I’m talking about my life. Your life. What all this investing and money in motion is supposed to mean. What is the point? How does it work? Why should we care? How should we think about it? What is it all leading to? What are we trying to achieve? 

			I hope to help you answer some of these questions for yourself with what you’re about to read. I hope to educate and entertain you on the way to uncovering these answers. And most of all, I hope to convey how helpful this process is for me, as I am also in search of these answers, right alongside you. Still, after all these years. 

			The Wall Street Journal’s Jason Zweig once said, “The longer I’m doing this, the more I realize I don’t know.” Similarly, I think I’ve figured out quite a few important things along the way, and these are the things I’ll be telling you about on the pages within. But it’s never over, which is why the writing continues. Let’s begin. 

			

			Joshua M. Brown

			Long Island, New York

			April 2024

		

	


		
			

			Just Own the Damn Robots
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			…five ranks of ten machines each, swept their tools in unison across steel bars, kicked out finished shafts onto continuous belts…

			Paul unlocked the box containing the tape recording that controlled them all. The tape was a small loop that fed continuously between magnetic pickups. On it were recorded the movements of a master machinist turning out a shaft for a fractional horsepower motor. He’d been in on the making of the tape, the master from which this one had been made.

			He had been sent to one of the machine shops to make the recording. The foreman had pointed out the best man – what was his name? – and, joking with the puzzled machinist, had been hooked up to the recording apparatus. Hertz! That had been the machinist’s name – Rudy Hertz, an old timer, who had been about ready to retire.

			And here, now, this little loop in the box before Paul, here was Rudy as Rudy had been to his machine that afternoon – Rudy, the turner-on of power, the setter of speeds, the controller of the cutting tool. This was the essence of Rudy as far as his machine was concerned.

			Now, by switching in lathes on a master panel and feeding them signals from the tape, Paul could make the essence of Rudy Hertz produce one, ten, a hundred, or a thousand of the shafts.

			

			Kurt Vonnegut, Player Piano
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			There’s something insidious going on in the psyche of investors that deserves a lot of the credit for today’s bull market, and almost no one is talking about it. 

			But I will.

			The first American retirement system was available only for gunfighters. Let’s say a colonist in Massachusetts picks up his arms and goes off to defend his settlement against the Indians. They chop off his arm, rendering him unable to participate in the only form of labor that existed in those days (manual). He can’t build shelters anymore, raise animals or till the soil. So the colony takes up a collection, in the form of taxes, which enables the wounded fighter to retire and continue to support himself and his family.

			You know who collected these taxes from the colonists? Usually the guy himself. True story.

			The concept of retirement evolved from there. For most of the 1800s, you basically worked on a farm til you died. Retirement took place in a graveyard. Until 1875, when the American Express railroad company established the first private pension fund in America, followed by many other companies shortly after. It was no big deal, given that the average person wasn’t expected to make it long past their 50th birthday. The US government created a public version of this in the 1930s—the Social Security system—when it became apparent that not everyone was going to have a job long enough (or secure enough) to earn these pensions.

			And then that went on into the 1970s, whereupon the personalization of retirement funding began, with 401(k)s and individual retirement accounts (IRAs) and the like. Pensions were replaced with investment accounts owned and managed by each worker, which is where we are now. So the concept of retirement as we know it is essentially just 50 years old. It’s what the majority of investors have been doing in the markets in the first place—deferring spending today so that they’d be able to have enough money to spend later on.

			

			But something else is going on right now. There is a sense of desperation underlying the way in which we’re investing.
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			Why won’t people panic!?!

			Trump! Kim-Jong-Un! Nukes! Border walls! Race riots! Trade agreement demolition! Impeachment proceedings! Sell, goddamn you!

			But they won’t sell. Stocks make new highs, volatility completely disappears. Every week a fresh reason to freak out. No reaction from the investor class whatsoever, other than in short, sharp bursts that dissipate within hours.

			Why?

			Well, if you think Donald Trump’s outbursts on Twitter should be scaring investors, then perhaps you failed to consider the possibility that there is something even scarier out there.

			A 45-year-old married father of two with a mortgage and a pair of college educations to fund. The remote yet persistent threat of a nuclear war is not what keeps him up at night. In fact, he might almost see it as a relief should it come. He is a bundle of raw nerves, and each day brings even more dread and foreboding than the day before. What’s frying his nerves and impinging on his amygdala all day long is something far scarier, after all. He, like everyone else, is afraid that he doesn’t have a future.

			

			He is petrified by the idea that the skills he’s managed to build throughout the course of his life are already obsolete.
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			In Kurt Vonnegut’s 1952 novel Player Piano, we are introduced to a future in which only engineers and managers have gainful employment and meaningful lives. If you’re not one of the engineers and managers, then you’re in the army of nameless people fixing roads and bridges. You live in Homestead, far from the machines that do everything, and are treated throughout your life like a helpless baby. The world no longer has a use for you. Anything you can do a machine can do better, and you are reminded of this all day, every day by society and the single omnipotent industrial corporation that oversees it all.

			Vonnegut wrote this 65 years ago. It couldn’t have been more apropos to what we’re witnessing now than if had he written it this morning, right down to the nostalgia-selling demagogue who seizes the opportunity to foment rebellion amongst the displaced and disgruntled. When millions of people start seeing their purpose begin to erode and their dignity being stolen from them, the idea that there’s nothing left to lose starts to creep in.

			In the book, the result is a violent rebellion against the machines. In the real world, we’ve resigned ourselves to investing in them instead.

			We could be in the midst of the first fear-based investment bubble in American history, with the masses buying in not out of avarice, but from a mentality of abject terror. Robots, software and automation, owned by Capital, are notching new victories over Labor at an ever-accelerating rate. It’s gone parabolic in recent years—every industry, every region of the country, and all over the world. It’s thrilling to be a part of if you’re an owner of the robots, the software and the automation. If you’re a part of the capital side of that equation.

			

			If you’re on the other side, however—the losing side—it’s a horror movie in slow motion.

			The only way out? Invest in your own destruction. In this context, the FANG stocks are not a gimmick or a fad, they’re a f***ing life raft. Market commentators rhetorically ask aloud what multiple investors should pay to own the technology giants. That’s the wrong question when people feel like they’re drowning.

			What multiple would you pay to survive? Grab a raft. 

			Here’s the “Robotics and Automation ETF” from November 2015 to November 2017.

			[image: A chart titled Robo Global Robotics and Automation ETF (ROBO) Total Return shows data from November two thousand fifteen to November two thousand seventeen. The line trends upward, ending at seventy four point seventeen percent.]

			There’s panic in this chart. A much more sustained kind of panic than can be sown by the pronouncements of Trump or the bellicosity of North Korea.
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			There’s a great joke about an automated car plant in Japan, where the machines work in the dark (no need for light, they don’t have eyes) and there are only two living things authorized to be on the factory floor—a man and a dog.

			What’s the man there for?

			His job is to feed the dog.

			What’s the dog for?

			The dog keeps the man from touching any of the machines.

			Matt Levine at Bloomberg View has an interesting way of thinking about Bridgewater, a gigantic hedge fund overseeing almost $200 billion in assets:

			if you had to describe in two words what Bridgewater’s 1,500 employees do, “not investing” would be a pretty good fit. They have a computer to do the investing! Bridgewater runs on algorithms, and famously few of its employees have much visibility into how the algorithms actually work. They instead spend their time marketing the firm, doing investor relations, and—crucially—evaluating and critiquing one another. I once explained my theory of Bridgewater: “One stylized model for thinking about Bridgewater is that it is run by the computer with absolute logic and efficiency; in this model, the computer’s main problem is keeping the 1,500 human employees busy so that they don’t interfere with its perfect rationality.”1

			This heuristic—a room full of geniuses playing mind games with each other while computers keep the profits rolling in—is definitely silly, but Vonnegut would have loved it. And it works really well symbolically, even if it’s a distortion. You don’t get a better educated, more highly pedigreed workforce than the folks at Bridgewater. So the image of them looking for ways to fill their days—even though untrue—could only increase the dread of people working in firms further down in the Knowledge Economy food chain.
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			“Specialize,” the displaced workers are being told. “Up your education and increase your skills! Move to a different city! Find a niche where technology can’t replace you! Learn to code!” They’re trying, but this doesn’t seem to be a long-term solution. We’re in an age where we’re being told AI is about to start writing its own software. Machines are going to be trying legal cases and diagnosing illnesses, writing songs and architecting buildings, giving financial advice and driving our vehicles. Every day more articles about this or that breakthrough. There are no limits, there are no protections. It’s bordering on lawlessness.

			No one is immune. Not even the creatives. Netflix users have spent 500 million hours watching Adam Sandler content, so it isn’t far-fetched to imagine its programming algorithm devising an art house film starring Sandler.2 Why do we need producers? Why is a monster like Harvey Weinstein even necessary in a near future where software determines what we want to watch and automagically gives us more of it? What would be Weinstein’s role in that, besides grabbing people and running up massive legal and travel bills for the studio?

			People have never felt more ill at ease about their own reason for existing. This is manifesting itself in the trillions of dollars being thrown at Facebook, Google, Uber, Nvidia, Apple, Amazon, Alibaba. Yes, these companies create jobs, but they are different jobs that the people being displaced mostly can’t get. When 10,000 sweater-folding department store workers are laid off in 50 different cities on a Friday, it’s not like they can all relocate to Seattle and begin building mobile user interfaces for Amazon the next Monday morning.
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			Professor Scott Galloway, an expert on the technology giants that now dominate every facet of the economy and our lives:

			Uber only has a few thousand employees, and they’re very technically literate. Uber has figured out a way to isolate the lords (4,000 employees) from the serfs (2 million drivers), who average $7.75/hour, so its 4,000 employees can carve up $70 billion vs 2 million on an hourly wage. So, Uber has said to the global workforce, in hushed but clear tones: ‘Thanks, and f*** you.’

			Michael Batnick frames this as the price of progress,3 which is becoming a full-blown crisis. We have no answers for this yet. He is hopeful that we come up with some. It’s happening a lot faster than we can adjust to it, even if it’s all eventually for our benefit (and what sort of capitalist would be caught dead arguing otherwise?).

			The anarchists in Vonnegut’s book have paid the price of progress. They worry about their sons committing suicide when their IQ test results sort them out for a lifetime of roadwork rather than an invitation into the upper echelons of managers and engineers. They write a letter explaining the destruction they’re about to unleash as payback for all of the “progress” that’s been inflicted on them:

			I deny that there is any natural or divine law requiring that machines, efficiency, and organization should forever increase in scope, power, and complexity. I see these now, rather, as the result of a dangerous lack of law. The time has come to stop the lawlessness.

			Without regard for the wishes of men, any machines or techniques or forms of organization that can economically replace men do replace men. Replacement is not necessarily bad, but to do it without regard for the wishes of men is lawlessness.

			Without regard for the changes in human life patterns that may result, new machines, new forms of organization, new ways of increasing efficiency, are constantly being introduced. To do this without regard for the effects on life patterns is lawlessness.

			

			Men, by their nature, seemingly, cannot be happy unless engaged in enterprises that make them feel useful. They must, therefore, be returned to participation in such enterprises.
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			The disruptor’s credo, say it with me: Your profit margin is my opportunity. Put another way: Your profitable small business is basically a market failure. But only for now, because we’ve got investors, motherf***er. 

			Friend of a friend owns a small chain of grocery stores in New Jersey. A few years ago, when Amazon got into groceries, he changed his mind about investing in the growth of his own business. He started buying Amazon shares with his investment capital instead. He saw what happened to Circuit City and Tower Records, Borders and Barnes & Noble. So he bought some Amazon and then he bought some more.

			This wasn’t retirement investing. This was something else. What should we call it? Disruption insurance? 

			I don’t know. Anyway, long story short, Amazon is up over a thousand percent over the last ten years, and <Jersey accent>he don’t need the stores no more.</Jersey accent>
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			Of the people actively looking for jobs right now, 96% are currently employed, as of the latest labor report. This, of course, excludes tens of millions of working-age folks who have stopped looking, are working off the books or have otherwise just given up. A great deal of them come from industries or vocations that no longer exist. This is not a new phenomenon, it’s been going on since the beginning of time.

			

			What is undeniable, however, is that the pace of this process has increased to breakneck speed. It also seems to be perennially advantaging those for whom advantage has already accrued. Winners keep winning. A momentum strategy, but for people. You would expect the folks on Wall Street to be celebrating all-time record highs for asset prices. It’s the opposite. It’s making them miserable. Headcounts and fund closures are this bull market’s accoutrements, not lavish parties and cocaine. It’s never been like this before.

			For the last 50 years, we’ve invested for retirement. For the last two or three years, we might be investing for a whole other reason. What price is too high to pay for a company’s stock if the company spends every waking minute trying to replace you?

			So what else is left to do? Just own the damn robots.

			Josh’s Remarks
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			Over the six years following the publication of this post  in the fall of 2017, Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Microsoft,  Nvidia and Tesla all more than doubled. Meta, formerly referred to as Facebook (I will always call it Facebook), lagged its cohort, gaining just 80%—roughly in line with the overall stock market. But those other tech giants only got gianter, with Tesla and Nvidia growing eightfold. Apple and Microsoft both quadrupled, becoming $3 trillion market capitalization companies—larger than any publicly traded companies anywhere in the world, ever. 

			The chart shows the growth of $10,000 from October 2017 through October 2023.

			[image: A chart shows the growth of a $10,000 investment in six technology companies, Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, Nvidia, and Tesla, from October 2017 to 2024. The lines fluctuate and then rise sharply on the right side. The companies appear on the right with values TSLA $110.04K, NVDA $98.42K, AAPL $47.10K, GOOGL $27.49K, MSFT $45.55K, and AMZN $26.45K.]

			

			By the end of this period, Apple’s market value was equivalent to every single company in the Russell 2000 Small Cap Index combined. The so-called Magnificent Seven stocks grew as a proportion of the stock market to the point where they accounted for 28% of the S&P 500’s index of large cap stocks. One in four dollars invested in the US stock market was invested in just these seven companies.  

			The idea of machines taking the jobs of ordinary people and thereby tearing at the fabric of society is an ancient paranoia. John Henry was said to have swung his steel hammer in a race against a steam-driven replacement in 1870 as the C&O Railroad was breaking a mile-long tunnel through Big Bend Mountain in West Virginia. As most people are aware, specific jobs come and go, but every technology revolution we’ve had so far has ultimately led to the creation of new vocations and careers none of us could have imagined in the prior period. But there’s a lag between the death of the old and the birth of the new. A chasm in time where folks who aren’t trained or suited for the new availabilities fall through the cracks. Not everyone can or will be trained for whatever’s next. This lag in time and the threat of personal obsolescence is what fuels the fears I described in the post. 

			On November 30, 2022, a software program known as ChatGPT was released to the general public for the first time via a not-for-profit organization called OpenAI. Not long after, technology industry folks were sharing its writing and coding capabilities on Twitter to a chorus of wonder and borderline disbelief. From there, visual versions of OpenAI that dealt with images rather than text began to circulate, led by its sister program DALL-E and a San Francisco-based upstart called Midjourney. These programs had been “trained” with data over years until the point where they were ready to handle all sorts of tasks and queries from a general audience... 

			Write me a college admissions essay incorporating my experiences volunteering for homeless charities playing tennis in an international tournament.

			

			Create a table listing all of the top-selling SUV makes and models in America during the month of January 2016, sorted by sales volume in descending order.

			Write a text message I can use to break up with my boyfriend but make it kind and gentle.

			Create an image of the skyline of Manhattan but composed entirely of spaghetti noodles and a red sauce river surrounding it, in the style of an Impressionist painting.

			Make me a rectangular logo for my trucking company, Greenbriar Hauling, using the image of a large tree and a modern typeface.  

			The above demands are known as “prompts” and prompts are going to eventually replace search queries in many instances of our collective internet use. It’s been remarked that a Google search tells you where to find the answer you are looking for while a ChatGPT prompt just hands you the answer itself. If this isn’t a great leap forward for billions of internet users, I don’t know what is. It feels like the world is about to make a jump and everything about how we live and work with information is about to change. 

			It took Instagram two years and six months to reach 100 million users from its launch in 2010. It took Uber five years and ten months to get there. YouTube and Facebook took a little over four years each to get to 100 million users. The World Wide Web took about seven full years. 

			So when the TikTok app came along and got to 100 million users in just nine months, people were blown away. And then ChatGPT did it in just two months, a rate of adoption the likes of which we’ve never seen before. So of course, as this earth-shaking revolution was getting underway, investors were searching for a way to make money from it. 

			

			All roads led to Nvidia. For over a decade, the one-time video game graphics card maker had been transforming its business to be ready for the AI revolution. Unlike central processing unit (CPU) chips (think Intel), whose computational order of operations is linear, graphics processing units (GPUs) are built to carry out many operations at once, referred to as parallel processing. These GPUs—and the software platform that dictates their actions—became the most in-demand technology products in the world in 2023. Nvidia was practically the only game in town—and by “in town,” I actually mean in the whole world. The revolution came and only they were there to supply the picks and shovels on day one. 

			And then one day in May 2023, everyone, everywhere, all at once, was put on notice that this was real—the next tech tidal wave was now crashing upon us, ready or not. On May 24, Nvidia reported its second-quarter earnings and gave guidance for the rest of the year. It was the most explosive earnings report of all-time. 

			Here’s how Reuters reported it: 

			Nvidia Corp on Wednesday forecast second-quarter revenue more than 50% above Wall Street estimates, and said it is boosting supply to meet surging demand for its artificial-intelligence chips, which are used to power ChatGPT and many similar services.

			Shares of Nvidia, the world’s most valuable listed semiconductor company, rocketed as much as 28% after the bell to trade at $391.50, a record high. The gain increased Nvidia’s stock market value by about $200 billion to over $950 billion, extending the Silicon Valley company’s lead as the world’s most valuable chipmaker and Wall Street’s fifth-most-valuable company.

			

			Never before had a public company added $200 billion in market cap in a single day after an earnings report. Nvidia would eventually get above the $1 trillion market cap level and keep going. It rose from around $150 per share at the start of 2023 to over $500 in the first ten months of the year, with subsequent earnings beats powering a 250% rally in its shares year-to-date. Nvidia’s stock is up over 13,000% over the decade up until this writing, making it one of the greatest winners in US stock market history. 

			Its Taiwanese-American co-founder and CEO Jensen Huang saw his net worth rise to over $40 billion, catapulting him onto the list of the wealthiest people on Earth. In October of 2023, Huang gave a talk at a technology event organized by Columbia University. Relaxed and clad in his now trademark black leather motorcycle jacket, he told the audience, “AI is not going to take your job. The person who uses AI is going to take your job.”

			The simultaneous launch of popular AI text and image applications, combined with the eruption of demand for Nvidia’s GPU chips, was the starting gun being fired in the first half of 2023. As the onslaught of new large language models and other AI applications come at us in wave after wave, we’ll look back on this moment as the beginning of a new era. In hindsight, there will only be a before and a since. 

			Given the sheer power of this new technology, both realized and imagined, it should come as no surprise to you that the companies associated with it have enjoyed a massive spate of outperformance in the stock market ever since it emerged. Indeed, owning the damn robots has never seemed so incontrovertibly necessary as it does today. Own them or be left behind as they are trained to do what you do, only cheaper, faster and better. Invest or die.
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			You Weren’t Supposed to See That
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			I’m going to tell you a quick story in the order in which it happened. You were there. You will be familiar with the sequence of these events. But you may not have reached the shocking conclusion that I have. At least not yet. Wait for it…

			Our story begins in 2019…

			It was the best of times, it was the best of times. The tail end of a decade of uninterrupted asset price appreciation for the top decile of American households who own 89% of the US stock market and 70% of all of the wealth. Not only did they ride this wave higher, they even figured out a way to have their cake and eat it too—a way to not even have to sell any of their assets to maintain the costs of a top ten-percenter lifestyle. 

			Securities-based lending. A silver bullet.

			The banks were more than happy to arrange a loan against any stock, bond or building in their clients’ portfolios. And why not? This way, no one had to sell and pay taxes while the money under management remained sticky and eligible for fees forever. You could be rich, stay rich, borrow at will, never come out of pocket, never give up your piece of the pie and yet still be able to pay for whatever you wanted. Clients loved it, banks loved it, financial advisors and fund managers loved it.

			It was a win-win engineered by the cleverest of the clever on Wall Street and a decade of ultra-low interest rates courtesy of the Federal Reserve and central banks around the world. Stock market volatility was minimal, taxes were low and borrowing costs were so slight they may as well have not even existed. Never before was it so easy to finance, accumulate and maintain a portfolio of real and financial assets—from private real estate to startup shares to public stocks to fixed income of every sort and stripe. The upper class was floating away on an endless river of cashflows and capital gains. Meanwhile, prices and costs in the real economy barely budged. Income and wealth inequality soared but it was hard to say the “winners” were directly hurting anyone or causing any harm to any other group. It’s just that they were noticeably pulling ahead of everyone else at faster rates. But everyone was advancing to some degree, so, whatever. Life went on.

			

			So long as inflation remained in check, the Fed could more or less manage the stock market with occasional quarter-point rate hikes or rate cuts and a smattering of speeches here and there.

			And it worked beautifully—here are the annual inflation rates (as measured by CPI) for the years leading up to this ecstatic moment in the history of American-style capitalism:

			2015: 0.12%

			2016: 1.26%

			2017: 2.13%

			2018: 2.44%

			2019: 1.81%

			The economists couldn’t believe the marvels of the disinflationary era. We had lived through decades of “the great moderation” following the peak of prices in the 1980s, but the last few years of it were truly extraordinary. It broke all of the models and core tenets of how we thought money was supposed to work. If people were willing to pay their governments interest to hold their money for them—and they were—then nothing made sense and all of our assumptions about “rational actors” in the capital markets were up for a reexamination. At one point during the summer of 2019, some $15 trillion worth of sovereign bonds, or one-quarter of the overall global bond market, had negative interest rates.4 There was too much money sloshing around in these countries and the central banks were basically saying, “Go invest or spend it, we don’t need it but hopefully you do.” The bond yields in Japan, Germany, France, Sweden, the Netherlands and Switzerland were all deeply negative.

			People in the know were utterly mystified by how all of this free money wasn’t causing enormous amounts of inflation in the real economy, let alone how it could actually be feeding into the disinflation being felt everywhere. They blamed tech (“Software is eating the world”), they blamed globalization, they blamed just-in-time inventory strategies, they blamed China (“They’re exporting deflation!”), they blamed millennials (“They’re not having sex! They’re not starting families and buying homes!”), they blamed indexing and ETFs (“It’s a gateway drug to communism!”) and, when all of that failed to explain the lack of inflation, they blamed the statistics themselves (“Obama! He’s hiding something. He’s in on it with the Jews and the lesbians! They’re taking over the pizza parlors in Washington D.C. for their satanic sex rituals and suppressing the inflation stats to keep Donald Trump Jr. from discovering the true location of the treasure chest Jesus Christ gave to George Washington for safekeeping in 1984!”). 

			I wish I was kidding about that last thing, but I am not. We are surrounded by imbeciles. Social media has enabled the village idiots of every town and region to discover each other and band together in the millions. Society is actually regressing intellectually for the first time since the Dark Ages. We’ll get to that some other time.

			

			Anyway…

			Even after all these tortured economic theories were run through the financial media’s military-industrial spin cycle, deconstructed and recombined into takes on takes on takes, endlessly ricocheting off the walls of a thousand PDFs, we were no closer to having a real understanding of how a phenomenon such as this could even be possible in the first place, let alone how it could run on for as long as it did, year after year.  

			And then the pandemic came along a few months later and, without knowing it, we were about to run the greatest economic experiment since the Great Depression, in real time, for all to see. Everyone got to participate in this experiment, whether they wanted to or not. Every existing person in our economy—from the CEO of the largest publicly traded company in America to the lowest-paid employee of the smallest commercial farm—we would each be assigned a role to play. Every single one of us—that’s how big this experiment would be.

			Most experiments start with a question. A hypothesis is then proposed to answer that question. A test of the hypothesis is devised and then carried out. It is proven true or false.

			Our experiment started out with the following question: “Can we shut the economy down for a health emergency and not cause a second Great Depression?”

			The answer turns out to have been: “Yes, we can.”

			The hypothesis was that if we print enough money so that no one falls behind on their bills, we can effectively shut down all but essential commerce for an indeterminate period of time and most people will be okay. It took a lot of money, but it basically worked.

			We carried out stimulus in several ways but the most notable thing we’d done was brand new: Direct payments to regular people whose employers had permanently or temporarily asked them not to show up for work. This happened in three rounds of payments. These numbers are taken directly from the government’s pandemic oversight agency:5

			
					Round 1, March 2020: $1,200 per income tax filer, $500 per child (CARES Act).

					Round 2, December 2020: $600 per income tax filer, $600 per child (Consolidated Appropriations Act).

					Round 3, March 2021: $1,400 per income tax filer, $1,400 per child (American Rescue Plan Act).

			

			To prevent companies from conducting mass layoffs of their employees, the Paycheck Protection Program (or PPP) was created. Beginning in late March of 2020, and continuing over the course of two rounds, a total of $792.6 billion went out to 11.5 million small and midsized
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