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Giving thanks

for capitalism

GRATITUDE TO the Almighty is
the theme of Thanksgiving, and
has been ever sinee the Pllgrims of
Plymouth brought in their first
good harvest. “Instead of famine,
now God gave them plenty,” their
eader, Governor William Brad-
ford, Iater wrote, “and the face of
things was changed to the rejoic-
ing of the hearts of many, for
which they blessed God.”

‘The annual presidential
Thanksgiving proclamations al-
ways invoke God, and they fre-
quently itemize the blessings for
which we owe Him thanks.

“Let us remember,” urged An-
drew Johnson in 1867, “that He
has eovered ourland . , , with
greatly needed and very abundant
harvests; that He has cansed in-
dustry to prosper, not only in our
fields, but #lso in owr workshops,
in our mines, and in our forests,
He has permitted us to multiply
ships upon our lakes and rivers
and upon the high seas, and at the
same time to extend our iron
roads to far into the secluded
Places of the continent . . . Hehag
inclined our hearts to furn away
{rom domestic contentions and
comumnotions . . . and to walk . . . in
the ancient ways of loyalty, congi-
liation, and brotherly love.”

"Today, in millions of homes
across the nation, God will be
thanked for many gifts — for the
feast on the table and the com-
pany of loved ones, for health and.
good fortune in the year gone by,
for peace at home in a time of wa,
for the incalenlable privilege of
having been born — or having be-
come — American.,

But it probably won't occur to
too many of us to give thanks for
ihe fact that the local supermarket
had plenty of turkey for sale this
week. Even the devout aren’t ike-
Iy o thank God for airline sched-
ules that made 1t possible for some

-of those loved ones to fly home for
Thanksgiving, Or for the arrival of
“Master and Commander” at the
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Those things we take more or
less for granted. B hardly takes a
miracle to explain why grocery
stores stock up on turkey before
Thanksgiving, or why Hollywood
releases big movies in time for big
holidays, That’s what they do.
‘Where is God in that?

And yet, isn't there something
wondrous — gomething almost in-
explicable — in the way your
Thanksgiving weekend is made
possibla by the,skill and Iabor of
vast numbers of total strangers?

To bring that turkey to the din-
ing room table, for example, re-
quired the efforts of thowsands of
people ~— the poultry farmers who
raised the birds, of course, but
dlso the feed distributors whao sup-
plied their nourishment and the
truckers who brought it to the
farm, not to mention the architect
who designed the hatchery, the
workmen who built it, and the
technicians who keep it running.
The bird had to be slaughtered
and defeathered and inspected

and transported and unloaded
and wrapped and priced and dis-
Played. The people who accom-
plished those tasks were support-
ed in turn by armies of other

people accomplishing other tasks

~— from refining the gasoline that
fueled the trucks to manufactur-
ing the plastic in-which the meat
was wrapped.

The activities of countless far-
flung men and women over the
course of many months had tohe
intricately choreographed and

“precisely timed, so that when you
showed up to buy a fresh Thanks-
giving turkey, there would be one
— or more likely, a couple dozen —
waiting. The level of coordination
required to pull it off is mind-bog-
ghing, But what is even more
mind-boggling is this: No one co-
ordinated it

ITHE BostTol G[Oi/];f

No turkey czar sat in a com-
mand post somewhere, consnlting
2 master plan. No one rode herd
on all those people, forcing them
to cooperate for your benefit, And
yetthey did cooperate. When you
artived at the supermarket, vour
turkey was there. You didn’t have
to do anything but shaw up to buy
it. If that iso’t a miracle, what
should we call it?

Adam Smith called it “the in-
visible hand” — the mysterious
power that leads innumerable
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people, each working for his own
gain, to promote ends that benefit
many. Out of the seeming chaos of
willions of incoordinated private
transactions emerges the sponta-
neous order of the market, Free
human beings freely interact, and
the result is an array of goods and
gervices more immense than the
human mind can comprehend.

No dictator, no bureaucracy, no
supercomputer plans it in ad-
vanee, Indeed, the more an econo-
my s planned, the more it is pla-
gued by shortages, dislocation,
.and failure, i

Itiscommonplace tospealsof
seeing God's signature in the intri-
cacy of a spider’s web or the ani-
mation of abeehive. But they pale
in comparison to the kaleidosco-
pic énergy and productivity of the
free market. If it is a blessing from
Heaven when seeds are trans-
formed into grain, how much ]
more of a biessing is it when our
private, voluntary exchanges are
transformed — without our ever
intending it - into prosperity, in-
novation, and growth?
"The social order of freedom,

like the wealth and the progress it ;
makes possible, is an extraordi- ?
nary gift from above, On this .
Thanksgiving Day and every day, '
may we be grateful.
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Jeff Jacoby's e-meil address is
Jacoby@globe.com,
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