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By tradition, January is a blah month most of us try to sleep through, expending as little emotion and energy as possible, garnering our resources for the warmer months ahead. But not 2009! 
One day we were wafted aloft by the promise of the Obama administration’s “Rebirth of Freedom,” inspired by the prospect of hope, change we could believe in, and a phalanx of people at the top who knew how to pronounce nu-cle-ar.
The next our spirits were crushed by reports of an economy run completely amok, taking with it jobs, investments, home values, and pension funds and leaving behind a debt stretching into the next millennium.
To make it all worse, the economic meltdown is global, viral—like the flu—but apparently the malady all started here. And it’s our fault.

I have devoted much the month of January to getting a handle on the US’s and the world’s economic problems. In the following paragraphs I share my findings with readers, presenting first, obstacles to resolving our financial mess, and then the solution. I should note that these insights seem to have eluded many so-called “experts” on the national scene.
Barriers to Resolving the Economic Free-Fall
Unfathomable Complexity. As we all learned in third grade, there is nothing intrinsically valuable in money. You can’t eat a wad of bills or wrap yourself in a slab of gold bullion to stay warm. It’s simply a widely accepted and shared symbol for value, a concept representing worth that humans have been buying into since 600 or 700 BC. 
Unlike other trade-worthy commodities, money had the advantage of being durable and portable. Paper money, which is even more portable, is supposedly a certificate redeemable in metal currency and it is “legal tender for all debts public and private,” except for taking out a rental car or paying your taxes. If some drunk driver snuffs out the life of a loved one, the monetary value of that loss is assessed and levied on the driver in a civil court. All things have monetary value. Simple enough.
But over the centuries, clever financiers have erected an arcane monetary and economic structure that no one who isn’t in on the game or making up the rules can possibly understand. Most laws regulating financial practices are drawn up by this crowd and their cohorts, to help them retain the upper hand.

Derivatives, sub-prime lending, liquidity, stockholder equity, structured bankruptcy, quantitative easing, barrier options, marked to market, hedge funds. We are blitzed with these words everyday by our media gurus and even a few intrepid politicians, and no one explains them or is meant to understand them.
Even if we had Tim Russert back with us, brandishing a giant white board and dozens of markers, this stuff is indecipherable. Even if all the networks got together and declared a Super Bowl weekend of National Economic Instruction, there would be no illumination. 
I’ve concluded there is no there there. No meaning can be found where no meaning exists. It’s like trying to find WMD in pre-war Iraq, like finding the good in goodbye, or the hell in hello. Many ask who got the 7 billion lost on the NY stock exchange in one recent week. The answer? Nobody! It was never really there. It never existed.
The central role of money in our society is the greatest Ponzi scheme in history. To increase the chicanery to an even greater extent, money can now be moved electronically at the speed of light between continents. Many of the planet’s wealthiest wheeler-dealers haven’t actually seen a coin or a bill in decades. They use their wallets to carry their kids’ pictures.
Play Money That Isn’t Fun. Economics speaks in numbers, but the numbers are so large and abstract they are beyond human comprehension. Politicians and pundits, knowledgeable people who should know better, mix up million, billion, and trillion in the same sentence when speaking of taxpayer money and the debt, because no one can conceive of such quantities of anything. In many primitive cultures, language provides words for one through ten or one through twenty, and then resorts to the catch all “many”—precise enough for most human endeavors.
Not so in Zimbabwe, however, where last month, the government issued the world’s first $100 billion bill. With an economy suffering the world’s highest inflation rate—more than 2 million percent—the bill reportedly is still insufficient to buy a loaf of bread, but it can get you three eggs.
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Thinking Inside the Box. Common wisdom says we have only a limited number of arrows in our quiver, and we’ve already shot most of them. We’ve tried stimulus packages, like sending everyone a few hundred bucks to jump-start spending; corporate bailouts; handouts, and loans. We’ve given tax credits and, for the past several years, tax cuts, at least to the wealthy. And, of course, we’ve indulged in unfettered government spending. Regulation and deregulation are other tested weapons in our arsenal, as well as quiet cash infusions by the Federal Reserve. Obama plans to fund infrastructure projects, a la FDR, to get people back to work. Hope lies in the right balance of these measures, we are led to believe, and debate centers on finding that balance.
The Road Back to Solvency

After all of this-depth study, I’ve determined the only real answer is barter! This is truly change we can believe in, change that makes a difference. Clearly, we must give up money. Illegalize it. Forget about it. Stop printing it. Stop accepting it. Stop spending it. This goes for credit cards too, of course.

Money was never anything but a symbol anyway, a concept, and it turned out to be nothing but a symbol of a symbol, a concept of a concept—as well as the root of all evil. Use those left over green backs to wallpaper your TV room. Melt down those coins and turn them into nails and spoons, something you can actually use. Decorate your Christmas tree with those flashy holographic credit cards. 
Barter puts the emphasis back on the necessities of life, the things you really need—food, shelter, transportation, a warm blanket or two, some pretty dishes, a few good books, a flat-screened TV, a nice dog, good friends, and family. It demotes some of the frivolous products we’ve come to count on, like ShamWows!( (as seen on TV), turf builder, colored duct tape, swirling daisies and other forms of yard art, dust ruffles, matching pots and pans, six pillows per bed, and those tree-shaped deodorizers for your car.
Services would play a lesser role in our barter economy than they do at present (currently services contribute 5 times as much to our economy as goods), since we would probably find the transactions not worth the hassle for many of the ministrations we have grown used to. But we would always need doctors, teachers, undertakers, electricians, hairdressers, and manicurists, to whom we would exchange goods for their services—like a couple cans of dog food for a flu shot or a strawberry pie for a wash and blow-dry at the salon.
Many of us would begin growing fruits and vegetables, no doubt, if not actually farming large acreages. For instance, I anticipate a limited demand for Basset Hound art in a barter economy, which is our principal stock in trade at present. I imagine we would have a hard time acquiring much of anything, and that we would fare better if we converted our yard into a truck garden producing cucumbers, squash, and sweet corn.

Some have suggested that the government should issue each household a pick-up truck, Ford, GM, or Chrysler, to haul around items for trade, say a couple bags of feed, some bagged saplings, an assortment of 2 x 4s and other lumber, and maybe a chair or two. A half-dozen L-brackets would probably get you a Big Mac and a small fries at Mickey D’s..

For big-ticket items, Ebay and Ebay clones might well be key to the success of the system. A seller auctioning off, say, a set of “Grand Baroque 5-Piece Place Settings of Sterling Silverware Service for 12” might specify a trade price of one “1998 Low-Mileage Toyota Camry in Good Condition.” If you want the silver, but don’t have the car, you would have to find someone with a 1998 Camry who wants to trade it to you for the three Black Angus calves you’re looking to get rid of. Once you executed the cow-car trade you could readily click on “get it now” and win the Ebay silverware.

It may sound like a knotty problem, but it can be done easily through the power of the Internet and a newly constituted Board of Trade. The well-regulated BOT would oversee such matches. Before the computer this kind of multi-step exchange would have been almost impossible to accomplish in a timely manner, but now—a mouse click can make it happen. Obviously the US Stock Exchange would be as passé as CEO bonuses. 
I admit there are kinks in the system that I haven’t worked out yet, and the transition period could be a little rocky, but the advantages I foresee are legion, reaching into almost every aspect of American life.
· The barter system would inevitably refocus attention on the locality and away from national and certainly international markets, giving local merchants and American manufacturers a much needed boost.
· A return to the land would result as people left the cities to find someplace to actually grow some something or make something anyone in his right mind would want. It could spell the end of agri-business and urbanization.
· Street crime would disappear. What would they get out of it? “Your pants or your life?” “Give me those green beans and you won’t get hurt?” 
· Consumerism would become less all-consuming. 
· Family members and friends would actually need each other.

· Income disparity would flatten out. Today in the US, 10 percent of the people control 90 percent of the wealth, the highest imbalance since just before the Great Depression. A barter economy would end the accumulation of wealth and go a long way to level the economic playing field. What do you do with 200,000 bushels of ripe tomatoes, leave them to your kids? 
· By eliminating a vast proportion of our law related to monetary litigation, we could reduce our national stable of lawyers. The number would drop from approximately 1,143,358 to 1,248, by my reckoning.

There must have been a reason our ancestors abandoned barter some 8 millennia ago for the perfidy of currency, but I can’t figure it out. But then, what do I know? I thought American voters wanted real change. 
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