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Charlotte, NC -  One of the questions rarely heard in the recent Presidential election was the usual, “Are you better off now than you were four years ago?”   The omission was surprising in view of the fact that the banking system had just gone through a disastrous freefall, requiring a massive $700 billion bailout, and the economy was headed into recession or worse.  
Because the incumbent Republican President could not re-run for office (due to term limits), the Democrats could not tar the Republican candidate, McCain, for the economic woes because their own party had controlled both sides of Congress for the past two years.  The Republicans also could not attack the Democrats on the economic issue because they had the Presidency for the past 8 years.  Both parties realized, although they would certainly not admit it, that there was plenty of blame to be heaped on both sides.  Consequently, the slogans centered on “Change” – a rather cleverly amorphous concept intended to capture the imagination of anyone who was unhappy with anything.  And it seemed to work!
But what also is apparent is that the answer, in the fall of 2008, to the “Are you better off?” question for most Americans would have been “Yes.”   Although massive unemployment is looming in the months ahead, with the misery index certain to rise, most Americans are still rather well off.  We have homes, cars, and nearly every consumer good imaginable.  We may have collected many of these items via credit, but we have them.  
Most of my friends, for example, have no answer when asked, “What would you like to receive for Christmas?”  In truth, they already have all the essentials.  They need no clothes, they have appliances, home entertainment systems, jewelry, and iPods.  Even the Christmas “Need Tree” at our church where homeless people list their wants is full of requests for MP3 players.  Judging by attendance at movies and sporting events, there is still a vast majority of Americans who have discretionary money to spend freely.  Here in Charlotte today, for example, thousands paid $80 to run 26 miles in the Thunder Road Marathon.  Others opted for the associated half marathon or the 5K races.  The same evening the professional basketball game between the Charlotte Bobcats and the Detroit Pistons was nearly sold-out, in spite of the fact that the home team has the second worst record in the entire Eastern Conference.  All of the $110 seats around me were filled, and fans seemed to have no reluctance to spend $7.50 for a beer or $5 for a soft drink.  Money is still flowing quite freely.
When most Americans say that they are “cutting back,” we are still in the “we have a lot of stuff” bracket.  We routinely throw away items that most people in the world would die to have.  Several years ago I was doing research for a book on the Great Depression, based on oral histories of the folks who lived through it.  Their stories were riveting and had a common thread, namely desperate times call for desperate measures.  When you have absolutely nothing, anything becomes a blessing.  Based the on those interviews, I came up with the title:  They Never Throw Anything Away.  

Hopefully, this economic downturn will not lead to similar stories.   We are blessed to be starting from a much more advantageous position, but the old axiom, the bigger they are, the harder they fall, would seem to be an apt warning.
I thought you might like to know.
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