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Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Invest In 
Stocks? 
For reasons that should be self-evident, the recent bear market led us to 
reread Dante’s Inferno.  We paused when we reached the portrayal of the 
famous “abandon all hope” inscription at the gates; it seems an apt 
description of investor sentiment after the renewed stock market decline in 
early 2009.  Anticipation and optimism about the prospects of a new year 
and a new political scene have faded and given way to despair.  Hope has 
indeed been abandoned. 
In Dante’s magnum opus, the Roman poet Virgil leads Dante through nine descending circles 
in the Inferno – the higher the number, the lower you are and the worse the sin of the souls 
that reside in the circle.  While the fourth circle houses the souls of the avaricious and 
profligate, it is in the eighth circle, the next to worst, where we likely would meet denizens of 
Wall Street and others connected to the markets.  Here are the panderers and seducers 
(stockbrokers), the soothsayers (market strategists), the grafters (politicians), the evil advisers 
(hedge fund managers), the falsifiers (accountants), the alchemists (creators of derivatives) and 
the thieves (Bernie Madoff, allegedly).   

To understand the current desperation of investor sentiment, though, we need to go back to the 
gate at the beginning of Dante’s journey.  Just inside that gate is a crowd of souls rushing back 
and forth under a shifting banner – those who refused to take an objective stand, unconnected 
to a bedrock core of principles, changing positions continually.  This describes many investors, 
chasing performance, constantly throwing money at whatever investment has done best recently 
-- technology last decade, real estate and financials earlier this decade, and Treasury bonds or 
mattresses now.  They consequently are consigned to be greedy at market tops and fearful at 
market bottoms.  It is fitting that this group wallows in the darkness of the woefully inscribed 
gate since, by only thinking short-term, constantly swayed by the recent past, they truly have no 
hope of ultimate success. 

The Standard & Poor’s 500 index of large U.S. stocks recently fell more than 50 percent from 
its high – if this isn’t the market equivalent of the Inferno, it’ll do until the Inferno gets here.  
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