FOCUS

RESEARCH | ANALYSIS | INSIGHT 30 June 2026

The Maestro
takes his bow:

Alan Greenspan,
1926-2026
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Alan Greenspan, who presided over the Federal Reserve for more than eighteen years
and came to embody the very idea of central banking, died 22 June at his home in
Washington at the age of 100. He leaves behind the legacy of a man celebrated as the
“Maestro” of the global economy, before the crises that followed made his record more
controversial.
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To call Alan Greenspan merely influential undersells the
scale of his authority. During a tenure spanning five terms
and four presidents, from Ronald Reagan, who appointed
him in 1987, through George W. Bush, who watched him
retire in 2006, he accumulated a degree of institutional
power that few unelected officials in American history
have ever matched. For a generation of investors, he was
simply the Maestro, the title Bob Woodward affixed to him
in a 2000 biography.

Greenspan did not invent the modern Fed, but he built
the template every successor has been forced to either
follow or repudiate. To understand the world central
bankers inhabit today, one must return to the Greenspan
era: the confidence it inspired, the excess it enabled, and
the doubts it ultimately left behind.

Alan Greenspan was born on 6 March 1926, in the Wash-
ington Heights neighbourhood of New York City. His
father was a stockbroker and market analyst, and his
mother worked in retail. He grew up in the age of the Great
Depression, an experience that lent a permanent sobriety
to his views on money and risk.

Greenspan’s first passion was music. He played clarinet
and saxophone, briefly attending Juilliard before touring
with a professional swing band. He eventually discovered
that his true talent lay in arithmetic. He thus found his way
to New York University, where he earned bachelor's, mas-
ter's, and doctoral degrees in economics, graduating with
highest honours at the undergraduate level. He pursued
further graduate study at Columbia under Arthur Burns,
who would himself later chair the Fed. By the early 1950s,
Greenspan had co-founded the economic consulting
firm Townsend-Greenspan & Company, which he ran for
more than two decades. Advising corporate clients on the
granular realities of steel, copper, and consumer demand,
an unglamorous apprenticeship that gave him an almost
tactile feel for how the real economy moved.

It was during these years that Greenspan became
close to Ayn Rand, the novelist and leading defender
of laissez-faire capitalism. He joined her inner circle and
absorbed a belief that would stay with him for decades:
markets, when left largely alone, tend to allocate capital
better than governments or regulators. That this self-de-
scribed libertarian Republican would spend most of his
career inside the machinery of government, ultimately
running its most powerful financial institution, is one of the
great ironies of American public life.

Greenspan’s entry into Washington came through politics.
He advised Richard Nixon's 1968 campaign on domestic
policy, chaired the Council of Economic Advisers under
Gerald Ford, sat on Reagan's economic policy board, and
in 1983 led the bipartisan commission whose recommen-
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dations rescued Social Security from near-term insol-
vency. When Reagan tapped him to succeed Paul Volcker
at the Fed in August 1987, Greenspan inherited an insti-
tution whose credibility had been hard-won by Volcker's
brutal campaign against infiation.

He had barely settled in when the test came. In October
1987, just two months into his chairmanship, the stock
market suffered its worst single-day collapse in history.
By the closing bell, the Dow Jones Industrial Average had
lost 22.6% of its value. Greenspan's response was deci-
sive and instructive. He injected liquidity into the financial
system and signalled, in plain terms, that the Fed stood
ready to support the economy. Within two days the Dow
had recovered more than half of its Black Monday losses.
The episode established both his reputation and a doc-
trine that would shadow him for the rest of his life: the
so-called "Greenspan put," the growing belief that the
Fed would always intervene to cushion a serious market
decline.

That implicit belief became the defining feature of the
Greenspan era. It calmed the markets through the 1997
Asian financial crisis, the 1998 Russian default, and the
near collapse of the hedge fund Long-Term Capital Man-
agement. It also underwrote the longest economic expan-
sion in American history, a boom that ran from 1991 to
2001. Over that time, unemployment briefly fell below 4%,
a level unseen since 1970, and inflation, the great enemy
of the 1970s, remained surprisingly subdued.
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What set Greenspan apart from his predecessors was a
willingness to defy received wisdom. As unemployment
drifted lower through the 1990s, orthodox economists
urged him to raise rates to head off the inflation they were
certain must follow. He refused. The economist Alan
Blinder, who served alongside him, recalled how Green-
span simply waited as the rate drifted lower and lower with
no inflation in sight. Greenspan’s explanation was that the
economy itself had changed. Advances in technology,
he argued, had lifted productivity and allowed the United
States to grow faster than old models suggested, even
with unemployment falling to levels many economists
believed would trigger inflation. It was an act of intellectual
courage that put hundreds of thousands of Americans to
work, and it quietly demolished the idea of a fixed "natural"
rate of unemployment.

By the late 1990s, Greenspan was treated as the “Maestro”
and the “Oracle”, the central banker whose judgment
seemed to hold the expansion together. Investors parsed
his speeches for clues about rates, growth, and financial
markets. Even his briefcase became part of Fed folklore.
According to the so-called “Briefcase Indicator,” a par-
ticularly full briefcase carried into a meeting suggested
that Greenspan had arrived armed with charts and argu-
ments for a possible policy shift.

That level of scrutiny gave his words extraordinary power
and Greenspan learned to use that weight carefully. His
speeches were famously impossible to pin down. He con-
structed his sentences with so many qualifications and
sub-clauses that senators, journalists, and market analysts
alike left the room unsure of what he had said. This was
intentional. Clear language would have forced clear admis-
sions and admitting uncertainty was not something a Fed
chair could do openly. By staying deliberately opaque, he
could navigate difficult questions without ever revealing
that he could not answer them. The approach became
SO recognisable it acquired its own name: Fed speak.
Greenspan once remarked that if anyone found him easy
to understand, they would almost certainly miss his point.
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His most famous remark was an exception that proved the
rule. InaDecember 1996 speech, he wondered aloud whether
“irrational exuberance” had pushed asset prices beyond
reason. The words sent a tremor through global markets,
proof of how closely the world parsed his every word. Aware
that a careless word could unsettle markets, Greenspan
made ambiguity almost a governing style. He could even joke
about the impenetrability of his own language.

“I know you believe you understand what you think | said,
but | am not sure you realise that what you heard is not
what | meant,” he once told a congressional committee.

Yet the bubble he gestured toward kept inflating for
another four years before it burst. Even when Greenspan
saw the danger, the machinery of the boom proved larger
than any warning he was willing to issue.

After leaving the Federal Reserve in January 2006, Green-
span returned to private life without slowing down. In 2007
he published his memoir, The Age of Turbulence, a sweep-
ing account of his life and his eighteen years at the Fed. He
founded Greenspan Associates, a consulting firm through
which he advised financial institutions and corporations.
He commanded significant fees on the speaking circuit
and continued to follow economic data as closely as he
ever had. Writing and press appearances filled the rest, the
habits of a lifetime that no retirement could interrupt.

Greenspan's record had a darker side. He was a com-
mitted deregulator who championed the 1999 law that
tore down the wall between commercial and investment
banking, a barrier that had stood since the Depression. He
also worked to block attempts to regulate the fast-grow-
ing market for complex financial derivatives, most notably
opposing the efforts of regulator Brooksley Born, who
had warned of the risks. Even as a housing bubble was
forming, he dismissed the idea that one could exist at a
national level.

When that bubble collapsed in 2008 and triggered the
worst financial crisis since the Great Depression, Green-
span was called before Congress to explain himself. He
admitted to a "flaw" in the worldview he had held since
his days with Ayn Rand, he had been wrong to believe
that financial institutions would naturally act to protect
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themselves and the broader system. The Financial Crisis
Inquiry Commission later concluded that the decades of
deregulation he had championed had stripped away the
safeguards that might have prevented the crisis.

In 2013, he published The Map and the Territory, in which
he argued that no economic model could have predicted
the irrational behaviour that drove the crisis. It was, in
effect, his closing argument, and his most sustained
attempt to make peace with his own legacy.

Conclusion

History will not render a simple verdict, and Greenspan
would not have wanted it to. His successor, Ben Bernanke,
who inherited both the architecture Greenspan built and
the wreckage his blind spots helped create, called him a

Welco

Banque Syz SA

Quai des Bergues 1 Chief Investment Officer
CH-1201 Geneva
T.+41 58 799 10 00

syzgroup.com Hugo Morel

Syz Research Lab Team
hugo.morel@syzgroup.com

Charles-Henry Monchau, cFa, caia, cMT

charles-henry.monchau@syzgroup.com

great central banker who guided his country through two
decades of prosperity and from whom economists are
still learning. Admirers point to the long expansions, the
conquest of inflation expectations, and the human cost
spared by his unconventional patience on employment.
Detractors see a man whose faith in markets blinded him
to their capacity for self-destruction.

For all the controversy that trailed his final years, Green-
span never stopped loving the discipline that made him
famous, calling economics a profession he had practiced
since the 1940s and adored to the end. He was, in the
words of his wife who announced his passing, a giant of
a man, one who helped shape the American economy
across generations and remained, even in error, honest
about his mistakes. And so, the Maestro takes his final
bow.
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