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Moderator, John Tamny, Questions

Moderator:
The next speaker, John Tamny, is the Editor of RealClearMarkets.com, a spinoff of the policy website RealClearPolitics. RCM seeks to compile top quality information and opinions about the stock market and global economy.


Tamny frequently writes about the securities market, along with tax, trade, and monetary policy issues that impact those markets, for a variety of publications, including The Wall Street Journal, Investor’s Business Daily, Financial Times, National Review, and London’s Daily Telegraph. He’s also a weekly guest on Forbes, on Fox. 
 
He’s the author of the books Popular Economics: What the Rolling Stones, Downton Abbey, and LeBron James Can Teach You about Economics, and Who Needs the Fed?: What Taylor Swift, Uber, and Robots Tell Us About Money, Credit, and Why We Should Abolish America’s Central Bank.

Tamny’s third book, The End of Work, was released in May of 2018. In it he chronicles the amazing evolution of abundant work that rewards more and more unique skills and singular forms of intelligence. The end of work is near, precisely because the jobs of today and tomorrow increasingly don’t feel like work.


Previously, Tamny worked in private wealth management for Credit Suisse and Goldman Sachs. He received a BA in government from the University of Texas at Austin, and an MBA from Vanderbilt University's Owen Graduate School of Management. He lives in Washington, D.C.

Please welcome our next guest.

[Applause]

John Tamny:
Thanks, David, and thanks to all of you for taking the time to come out and hear me talk after leaving the wine taste. I’m flattered indeed. I’m actually here to talk about my fifth book, which all of you should buy several copies of, When Politicians Panicked. 

This is a book about what happened, beginning in March of 2020, and let’s be very clear about what happened: politicians panicked, and they did so in disastrous fashion. It cannot be stressed enough that the virus had been in the news for months. It had been spreading around the world for months, and people around the world were starting to adjust to it.


In Germany, masks and hand sanitizer were selling out. In US states, including the states to lock down last, people were rapidly changing their lifestyles to deal with an unknown.


It’s important to point this out, that people, the marketplace that is humanity, the marketplace that is people were making very rapid adjustments to something that was new, only for politicians to step in and substitute their very narrow knowledge for the broad knowledge of the people, the marketplace. In doing so, they created a crisis that would otherwise have never revealed itself.


It’s important that we stress this narrative, that we were fine until politicians panicked. Because if we don’t, history books are going to tell a false story, that are going to tell a story about how a virus caused a global economic contraction. In fact politicians, biting their nails as they always do and always eager to do something, created a global economic contraction. This falls on them and we must make sure to tell the story. 

 
That’s why I wrote When Politicians Panicked. I want to tell as many people what happened as I see as possible, in the hope that you’ll go and talk to other people about it, because we cannot let the current version of history stand.


Now in thinking about what happened, about what happened in March of 2020, it cannot be stressed enough that the initial excuses used for the lockdowns were easily the most foolish of them all. Think back to them. Think back to the justifications they used for taking away our right to work, our right to operate our businesses, our right to live our lives.

They said, “We have to stop the spread. Unless we take away the freedom of every American, Americans will foolishly go about continuing to live their lives, and in doing so they’ll become very sick and have to be hospitalized, at which point they will go to hospitals and overrun them, hospitals that are not prepared for the influx of people.”


Have you ever heard of a more foolish and insulting excuse for taking away freedom? Supposedly, unless we’re guided around by wise politicians, we’ll engage in behavior that causes us to be so sick that we must go to the hospital. Incredibly insulting, also just insulting to the very truth that no one needs to be forced to avoid behavior that would lead to hospitalization, potentially.


Which leads to an even dumber follow-up excuse. No doubt many of you remember that they argued at the same time that the Imperial College in London has come out with a study saying that unless we lock Americans down, 2.3 million Americans will die. That, if possible, is an even dumber excuse for taking away crucial freedoms enjoyed by humans.


Think about it. What if they predicted 30 million deaths or 50 million deaths? The simpler truth is that the more threatening anything is, the more superfluous is political force. Really, who needs to be forced to avoid behavior that might result in death? But politicians quite literally said, “Unless we basically lock you down, you will engage in behavior because you don’t know any better, that will result in you dying.” Your politicians thought you were incredibly stupid.


Which brings us to the third excuse that they came up with for their actions. So having locked Americans down and in quick order caused unemployment to the tune of tens of millions of Americans, not to mention the impairment of millions of businesses around the United States, having done that in short order, politicians then looked to cast blame to the other side of the world, “The Chinese made us do it. See, if the Chinese had not covered up the virus, we could have contained it sooner. We could have responded sooner and contained it.” 


Oh yes, pathogens, even though they’ve long been a part of life, the political class could have contained it, made it fall asleep and just gone off to die over here, so that we could get on with our lives. Again, they insult us with their shocking stupidity, their attempts to justify what never made sense. So in thinking about what happened in China, it’s important to stress that there’s no way the Chinese could have covered up what US politicians claim they covered up as an excuse for their shockingly obtuse actions. 

 
Think about it. Everyone here is likely an investor. So I know there are deferring views in the room about China, but what cannot be denied is that, other than the United States, it’s increasingly the case that the Chinese market is the largest market for the most valuable companies in the world. That would be US companies.


You can go down the list. Apple, the most valuable company in the world, sells one-fifth of its iPhones in China. McDonald’s second largest market is China. Nike’s second largest market is China. GM sells more cars in China than it does in North America. There are 4,200 Starbucks in China, on the way to 7,000, on the way to tens of thousands.


What’s important about all of this? If the virus had been a major killer of the Chinese people, we would have known this in stock prices long before the lockdowns. Markets anticipate. They never price in the present. They price in the future. So if the most major non-US market for US companies was dying off with any kind of rapidity, stocks would have reflected this long before March of 2020, but in fact, right through this time they are hitting all-time highs.

Which brings us to the smart phone that are dense in China, you know, those super-computers that we all have in our pockets. This is important. Think back just a few months ago, to when protests began in Cuba. Even out of that economically primitive nation, videos of the people taking their freedom back, fighting to get it back leaked out.


So does anyone seriously think that in a country like China, much more technologically advanced, that if people had been dying en masse that there’s no way that information would have leaked, and would have leaked in enormous fashion? People can say that censors are there. There are. But what we keep finding in that country is that people keep outrunning the censors. There’s no way the Chinese could have hidden this.


Which brings us to US intelligence services, not to mention foreign intelligence services. They all have assets on the ground there. Does anyone think this could have been hidden?


Think back to March 18, 2020 and Fred Smith, the founder of FedEx. He conducted an interview with Bret Baier of Fox News. Bret Baier asked him a number of questions, including an obvious one, “What do you think about this virus spreading?”


He had a very important answer, because Wuhan is a major economic city in China. So FedEx has a pretty major operation there of 900-plus people. He said, “We’ve got 907 employees. We’ve tested them all. Four tested positive. Two were false positives. But the main thing is they are all healthy.”


Elon Musk had the same reaction. Because he’s got major operations over in China, he knew. But then again, the virus, no one is denying that it existed, that it’s real, but as many things, none of them lethal.


But let’s assume for a second that it had been incredibly lethal in China. Once again, if that had been true, there would have been no justifications for lockdowns. Again, who needs to be locked down? Who needs to be forced to avoid human contact that was supposed to result in death?


Again, the justifications never made sense, but even if it had been a major killer, the lockdowns would never have made sense, given the basic truth that economic growth is easily the biggest enemy that death and disease have ever known.


To understand this better, it’s important to travel back in time, to the 19th century. Going back to that time, it’s worth pointing out that, for instance, if you broke your femur in the 19th century, you had a one in three chance of death. But assuming you were lucky enough to live, your only option was amputation. Let’s be clear that amputation back then didn’t include some of the pain killers that we’ve gotten used to in modern times.


A broken hip, forget about it, dead. When you were born in the 19th century, you had as good of a chance of dying as you did living. Cancer, oh please, forget about it. There was no cure for cancer. But see, most people never got to the point of getting cancer, because pneumonia, which was called the “Captain of Man’s Death,” and tuberculosis and other diseases killed you off long before cancer would have a shot at you.


Moving even into the early part of the 20th century, in 1910 cancer was still a distant eight among American killers, and it was because, again, these diseases continued to get us. World War One was in fact the worst – the first war in world history in which more people died from gunshots and bombs than they did from routine disease. 


So what changed? Well, part of the change began in Baltimore, Maryland. Johns Hopkins, one of the major shareholders in the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad made a fortune off the railroad and donated $7 million, the largest donation ever of its kind at that point, to what became Johns Hopkins University. 

 
This university included a medical school, but before that time medical schools didn’t exist. They were basically night schools. They were trade schools in which people were taught how to comfort people who were going to die. But suddenly, doctors and scientists, thanks to wealth creation, were matched with capital to come up with cures for that which used to kill us. 


Which brings us to John D. Rockefeller, arguably the richest man who ever lived. In his lifetime alone, he gave away $530 million. $450 million of it went to medical science. Suddenly doctors and scientists had access to capital necessary to come up with answers to that which used to kill us.

So suddenly people were dying once, twice, three times. They were getting sure-fire former killers, but able to get through them, to live thanks to cures. 


Economic growth is the number one enemy, once again, to death and disease. It’s important because when writing When Politicians Panicked, I made sure to read The New York Times every day, and I did so by design. I wanted a counter to all of my hatred for these lockdowns.


It’s interesting about The Times. Away from the alarmist headlines, there is a lot of interesting truth inside the stories. One of the things they kept reporting was that of the people dying with the virus, nearly half of those deaths were associated in the United States with nursing homes. 

 
I say this not to minimize old people. I say this as a way of making a simple truth that, wow, we’ve progressed medically in the United States. If this virus had reached us in 1920, we would have never heard of it because there weren’t old people to kill off. Death of old age is a very modern concept, born of medical science advances.


Even in 1950, the top line item for hospitals was bed linens. But nowadays there are technological marvels and, as a consequence, people are living longer and longer, and people were actually – people were dying with the virus as opposed to dying of it.


Economic growth is what fights death and disease, but when we needed it most, when politicians said a lethal virus spreading, they quite literally crushed it. Historians will marvel at their abject stupidity.


Which brings us to a truth about freedom that extends beyond just economic growth. Free people on their own are a way to fight death and disease and any sort of threat that comes before us. It cannot be stressed enough that free people produce information. People say, “We needed to lock down because we didn’t know much.” That’s precisely why you lock down. Free people produce information. 


So all of in this room know people. Maybe you are one of these people who quite literally didn’t go out, didn’t go into a restaurant for over a year. Well, you want people like that. You want people who are staying at home and avoiding all human contact. You want to learn from them: is that a way to avoid getting the virus, assuming that that’s a good strategy?


Now we know from New York in May of 2020 that of the New Yorkers hospitalized, two-thirds had been sheltering in place, but you want people trying different things. So some people were going to lock down in total. Some people were going to act like my very occasionally exasperating wife, who, in her defense, she had just birthed a second child, and she became nightmarish. 

 
Every time I walked into the house after being outside, she’d follow me around to make sure I washed my hands. If we were walking down the sidewalk and someone passed us, she’d jump out onto the street to avoid human contact. It drove me nuts. But see, you need people like my wife. You need to find out if acting hyper-cautiously gets you anywhere with this. 

 
You also need people like me. In my case, the highlight of my day during these needless lockdowns was going to the grocery store. I couldn’t wait to be around people. I loved being in the grocery store so much that I would purposely forget things so that I’d have to go back. Well, you need people like me. You need people like me, who couldn’t wait to be around humans, to find out if that’s a dangerous way of living in regards to a virus you don’t know much about. 


You also need my science-denying parents in Southern California, 80 and 78. They’d grown up around polio and other things, and they said, “There’s no way we are going to give up our lives to a virus.” So they continued going out as much as they could. They continued socializing, playing bridge without masks. You need people like my parents. They felt healthy. They felt they could endure it. And you need them to produce information, if their strategy was correct or incorrect.


But most of all, you need young people, young people who will throw caution to the wind, who will hit every bar and every party, and make out with every girl and guy they can. They’re your control group, the very people who reject expert opinions, and who by rejecting it teach you what is the behavior most associated with getting sick, and what is the behavior most associated with not, or if what the experts have said turns out wasn’t true in the first place.


What applies to people also applies to businesses. When you think of a company like Disney that’s well-capitalized, good access to capital markets, it’s not unreasonable to speculate that Disney would have shut down its parks either way. That’s okay.


But small businesses don’t have that kind of capital market access, and the beauty of businesses being free to try different things is the small can teach the big how to reopen. Should you separate tables? Should you limit crowds? Or will crowds be self-limiting by people making reasonable choices?


When businesses needed quality information about how to best reopen, about how to meet the needs of a customer base that had been changed by a virus, politicians once again chose to blind them. If you think about this in a bigger picture, it can’t be stressed enough that politicians were literally saying that the very humans who drive all economic progress and help progress were suddenly a lethal menace to one another, that we being around each other might kill each other. 


Okay. So their solution was to shut down, for instance, the flower shop, the furniture store, and the clothing store, but allow us to go into a Target or Wal-Mart where we could buy all three. So they said we were a menace to one another, so they decided to shoehorn us through a very limited number of businesses. Again, historians will marvel at the abject stupidity of the political class.


Which brings us to Anthony Fauci. [Audience laughter]. For some reason, that’s always a laugh line. Well, so you think about Fauci. Let’s not forget that Fauci first came to national fame in the 1980s. Many of you in this room remember the AIDS scare. Well, Fauci, as I point out in the book, wrote a very heavily seen paper saying that AIDS was easily transmittable, just by a husband and wife, a parent and child, just in a household. 


It turns out he was incredibly wrong. That doesn’t indict him. Science is all about doubt. But it should have caused him to be a bit more restrained in his confident ascertains about this new virus. What’s important about this is that he wasn’t the only expert who was wrong. Robert Redfield was a walking, talking straw man about the AIDS virus back in the 1980s. Everything he said was incorrect.


You go over to England during this time. They had billboards up saying one in five Brits was going to get AIDS, for which there is no cure. Incredibly wrong.


Does anyone remember the TV show Dynasty? Remember when Rock Hudson made out with Linda Evans. Rock Hudson went to his grave thinking he killed Linda Evans. Most people thought when he died of AIDS that he must have infected Linda Evans. We knew so little, which is why you want free people living their lives to produce information that tells you what you don’t know.


But instead, we empowered experts this time to just make decisions for all of us, and in doing so blinding us. You think about what this means. All of you, once again, are investors. So let’s think of Fauci.


He is said to be a big baseball fan. You know how all politicians claim they love a sport, so they can be a man of the people. It’s just so obnoxious. But imagine him at Washington Nationals Park. He loves baseball. So imagine a sold-out stadium. And let’s assume for a second something that probably isn’t true, that Fauci would be the smartest individual in that stadium.


That may well be true, but consider the 40,000 people in the sold-out Nationals Park. Their collective know would be exponentially greater than Fauci’s individual knowledge.


What I’m describing here is what a market is. Why do markets work so well? Because they combine the diffuse know everyone. It’s not that Soviet Union didn’t have experts. It’s not that Cuba and North Korea don’t have experts now. But the knowledge of experts can never measure up to the broad knowledge of the marketplace, and when we needed the knowledge of the people the most, experts substituted the little that they knew relative to the people on the way to a crisis. 


Experts and politicians said, “Unless we act, there will be a crisis.” In saying this, they produced a self-fulfilling prophecy, because they very quickly substituted themselves for the marketplace that is humanity on the way to disaster.

Again, we all know the disaster. Tens of millions of jobs lost in the United States, millions of businesses severely impaired. Then that leaves out what happened around the rest of the world when the United States takes a break from reality. Desperation ensues in other parts of the world. We are the engine of economic growth. So when we stopped producing, when basically politicians shut down the biggest economic engine in the world, the world suffered. 


Think about El Salvador. So much of its, quote, GDP and economy is a function of production here, as in El Salvadorian immigrants working here and remitting funds back to El Salvador. Well, suddenly they are out of work. So the El Salvadorian people were quite literally putting up white flags on their huts. White flags in El Salvador means that there is starvation going on inside this hut.


And it wasn’t just there. In India, the Philippines, around the world, suddenly the ex-pats that were here producing wealth for their families couldn’t remit anymore. So even The New York Times had to admit that these lockdowns were resulting in 285 million people around the world rushing towards starvation. 


If I ever hear a left-wing person ever again say that we care about poor people, I will lose it. These lockdowns were powerful evidence that the left despise poor people and they do so in the worst way. What could be more hateful for those with the least than these lockdowns?


And it wasn’t just starvation. Hundreds of millions, thanks to the US taking a break from reality, rushing back to poverty that they’d formally escaped thanks to an integrated and growing global economy. 


If you think about this disaster, it’s easy to say, “Well, they should have known.” The CDC said all along that 90 percent-plus of those dying with the virus had some other comorbidity. Or China, as I pointed out, very clearly indicated that the virus was many things, none of them lethal.


But I want to stress to all of you that while those are compelling arguments, those are arguments that win an argument but lose the war. The only answer to this is never, ever again take away our freedom. If you make a statistical argument about this, you imply that politicians have the right to rob you of your freedom.


Rest assured, if you make the statistical argument, they will. Pathogens are a part of life, and precisely because they are, this won’t be the last one to reach and travel around the world. And if we make it statistical, we set the stage for experts pushing around easily gulled politicians to rob us of freedom again. 

 
Never, ever again take away the freedom of the American people or anyone. That is the last thing you would do because it’s wrong, but it’s also the last thing you would ever do if something threatens. 


Thank you very much. 

 
[Applause]   

I’m sure you’re all convinced. You probably don’t have any questions. They say there’s time for questions on comments. If you want to do that, I’m here. 

Question:
When does it stop?

John Tamny:
Great question. When does it stop? I think one way to look at when does it stop is when we stop lying prostrate before the political class. Look at California of all places. July 4, 2020, the politicians in California said no fireworks shows. So what did the people in California do? They staged them across the state, gave it a big middle finger, these guys. 


Look at Carlsbad, California. Once again, this left-wing state, the people, the business owners that finally put up signs, “Peaceful protest.” We can either get back into business or we can go out of business. So they started operating once again.


Look, they can’t arrest us all. Let’s stress also that the United States is what people look to for guidance, and when a country founded on freedom, about skepticism about politicians, so willingly gave it away, I’d like to think that a little bit of the world died inside.


So we can’t allow this to happen again. What we do here has meaning well beyond the United States. So we’ve got to stop saying – they can’t handcuff us all, and never allow this to happen again.

Question:
[Inaudible].

John Tamny:
The vaccine mandate. It’s a great question. What about the vaccine mandate? It’s so interesting. Wasn’t central planning not just discredited in the 20th century, but discredited roundly? As in it was an abject failure. Governments can’t plan economic activity. So why are we allowing governments to plan vaccination?


I’m not against vaccination. I’ve got all the vaccines, shingle, mumps, measles, you name it. But why on earth would you use government force when, once again, what you want is free people trying different things. Some people are gonna be vaccinated. Let’s see how that goes. Let’s learn about the side effects.


Some people are going – I’ve heard Ivermectin. There are different things they are going to use as a way of dealing with the virus. Some people weren’t going to do anything at all. That, once again, is the marketplace that tells you what to do.


You had Charles Blow and The New York Times saying that people not getting the vaccine were committing suicide. Well guess what. If that’s true, then don’t worry about vaccination rates because people will start doing it on their own.


Markets work, but in every instance when we needed markets, they were taken away. Let’s be clear. Cocaine and heroin are illegal, but because some people use them we have a sense of the risks involved. When you force everyone to do one thing, you take away the knowledge and information created by a marketplace.


So vaccine mandates. Now if a business wants to force it, that’s different. That’s an economic decision of a business. But the state, no chance.


Thank you very much. 

[Applause] 
[End of Audio]
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