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Introduction

In all the world today, no society has totally conquered destitution. In every nation on Earth, at least some people still live in poverty. 
This sad reality is driving more and more decent-minded people to a search for unorthodox solutions. In this environment, not surprisingly, the movement for a Basic Income Guarantee — a universal floor under income that ensures everyone the wherewithal for life’s necessities — is steadily gaining attention and support. Many of us, it seems, really do want to live in a more decent world.
But our struggle for decency, to triumph, needs to come to grips with still another basic reality in our world today. That reality — that some nations currently do a magnificently better job at eliminating poverty than others — often gets overlooked in our popular political discourse, especially in the United States.
This makes no sense. If guaranteeing decency for all stands as our goal, then we ought to be looking constantly and closely at those societies that have done the most to promote this decency. How have these societies gone about structuring themselves? What explains their progress against poverty? What can we learn from them?
We can learn, this paper posits, that any struggle against poverty, to succeed in any meaningful way, must look both “down” at the poor and “up” at the rich. In other words, if we are serious about trying to make headway against the absence of wealth, or poverty, we must also become serious about campaigning against wealth’s concentration. To achieve the ultimate in the struggle against poverty — that is, an income floor — we just may need an income ceiling.
Searching for Decency
A few years ago, two Australian social analysts set out on a fascinating project. Rodney Tiffin, a political scientist at Sydney University, and Ross Gittins, a respected business journalist, aimed to compile the first systematic, comprehensive statistical comparison of the quality of life in the developed world’s most significant democratic nations. 

Tiffen and Gittins included eighteen nations in their comparison: Australia, the United States, Japan, Germany, the United Kingdom, France, Italy, Canada, the Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden, Austria, Switzerland, Denmark, Finland, Norway, Ireland, and New Zealand. They compared these eighteen on over 400 measures of political, social, and economic well-being, everything from family income to broadband access. 

The results from these comparisons, published last year, make for absorbing reading.
 Out of these results jumps one unmistakable trend: The major developed nations of the world, on almost every single measure that relates in some way to decency for the disadvantaged, rank themselves in more or less the same exact order. Some nations almost always rank near the top, others almost always at the bottom. And at the bottom, most consistently, sits the United States. Among the world’s major developed nations, the United States ranks last in infant mortality, last in unemployment benefits, and last in spending for job training.
Other analysts, over recent years, have charted the same phenomenon. The United States, notes Mark Rank, a professor of social welfare at Washington University in St. Louis, has “the highest rates of poverty in the industrialized world,” not to mention “the highest rates of incarceration, poor health, unequal education and low paying jobs among the developed countries.”

Most troubling of all, for decency-minded Americans, the United States also ranks dead last on child poverty.
 Our child poverty rate doubles the poverty rate in the developed world as a whole. An American child is three times more likely to live in poverty than a French child, four times more likely than a Danish child, and over eight times more likely than a child in Sweden.

Child poverty rates may be the ultimate measure of basic social decency. No nation that purports to be civilized can consider child poverty as anything but an outrageously unacceptable stain upon society. No rational person can possibly claim that any child “deserves” to live in poverty. Yet in the United States many millions of children do live in poverty. Nearly half of our American young people in single-mother households, 49.3 percent, live amid destitution. In Belgium, by contrast, only 10 percent of kids from single-mother households grow up poor. 
What explains this difference? At one level, the explanation is simple. The Swedes and the Belgians, the Finns and the Germans, are simply investing far more in compassion than the United States. They are investing enough in their social safety nets to reduce poverty in their societies by over 70 percent. 

Here in the United States, our underfunded safety net reduces poverty by only 28 percent. In other words, our safety net leaves three-quarters of our poor people poor. The United States, concludes Timothy Smeeding, an international leader in academic income comparisons, “shows the least antipoverty effect of any nation.”
 In 1999, the United States “spent less than 3 percent of GDP on cash and nearcash assistance for the nonelderly,” a total “less than half the amount spent by Canada or the United Kingdom, less than a third of spending by Germany, the Netherlands or Belgium, and less than a quarter of the amount spent in Finland or Sweden.”

The same general pattern holds for “in-kind” benefits, for food stamps or services for the disabled or any of a number of other approaches to fighting poverty. The United States appears, in all these comparisons, “on the low side.”

Why is the United States spending so little to combat poverty? The answer, notes Sylvia Allegretto of the Washington, D.C.-based Economic Policy Institute, has nothing to do with capacity to combat poverty. 

“The paucity of social expenditures addressing high poverty rates in the United States,” Allegretto points out, “is not due to a lack of resources — high per capita income and high productivity make it possible for the United States to afford much greater social welfare spending.”

Per capita income in the United States, at over $35,000, is nearly $9,000 higher than the developed world’s per capita average — and over $5,000 higher than the per capita income in Norway, the developed world’s second most affluent nation.
 No other nation has the wherewithal the United States has to do good for its people. Yet despite this capacity, on measure after measure of basic decency, the United States lags, often by wide margins, the rest of the developed world. 

Why hasn’t the wealth of the United States translated into compassion? Do Americans, as a people, bear some tragic character defect? Do the Swedes, the Finns, the Danes, the Dutch, the Japanese, and the Germans simply have more compassionate national souls than Americans? Perhaps. Or perhaps, as some have suggested, compassion comes easier to societies that are racially more homogeneous than the United States.. 

But if either national character or racial divisions explain why the United States leaves so many more children behind than any other developed nation, then why, in the quarter-century after World War II, did child poverty rates in the United States plummet? And why have those child poverty rates, over recent decades, shown no improvement?

The American national character surely hasn’t changed over recent decades. Nor has the nation’s racial divide. But we have seen one significant change elsewhere in American life. The United States has become, over recent decades, considerably more unequal than the United States used to be. The United States has become the most unequal nation in the developed world.

Between 1973 and 2002, the average income of the bottom 90 percent of the American people, after adjusting for inflation, dropped 9 percent. Meanwhile, over that same time period, America’s richest 1 percent saw their incomes rise 101 percent. And the richest of the rich, the top tenth of the top 1 percent, saw their incomes soar a stunning 227 percent.
 The richest 1 percent of Americans, people who took home at least $337,000 in 2003, now have more wealth — over $2 trillion more — than the bottom 90 percent of Americans combined.
 

No other nation in developed world comes faintly close to a distribution of wealth this unequal. The United States, notes Timothy Smeeding, “is indeed an outlier among rich nations,” with “the highest level of inequality by far.”

In Norway, incomes at the 90th percentile of the income distribution top incomes at the 10th percentile by a multiple of 2.8. In Germany, that multiple stands at 3.29, in France 3.54. The multiple in the United States: 5.45.

The higher up on the economic ladder you go, the more striking the level of wealth concentration in the United States becomes.
 Of the ten richest individuals in the world, eight call the United States home, according to the annual Forbes magazine ranking. According to the annual Merrill World Wealth Report, only 7.7 million of the world’s six billion people hold $1 million worth of assets above and beyond the value of a home or pension fund. Of these, 2.27 million, or just under 30 percent, are Americans.
 Less than 5 percent of the world’s people live in the United States.
The Social Dynamics of Concentrated Wealth
Some developed nations, the comparative data make clear, practice decency better than others. Some developed nations also distribute wealth far more equally than others. And the nations that make these more equal distributions — nations like Sweden and Norway — turn out to be the same nations that treat poor people the most decently. 
The more that wealth is shared within a society, in short, the more the society seems to invest in compassion. Conversely, the more that wealth concentrates within a society, the less the society seems willing to ensure decency for the poor. 
Is this social phenomenon just a statistical coincidence? Or does some inexorable social law dictate these dynamics? Must societies top-heavy with very rich always be indecent to the very poor?

The answer, of course, matters. If a prolonged and prodigious concentration of wealth within society unleashes social forces that undermine compassion, then any serious attempt to structure compassion into a society — through, for instance, a Basic Income Guarantee — will face enormous if not insurmountable obstacles. Indeed, if the concentration of wealth does have this negative impact on the capacity to be compassionate, than anti-poverty crusaders would be morally and strategically bound to focus their struggle for justice on both “leveling up” the poor and “leveling down” the rich.
In the United States, our contemporary conventional wisdom completely rejects the necessity of this two-front struggle. Efforts to “level down” the rich, political leaders and pundits agree, amount to divisive distractions from the real work necessary to build a decent society. In the United States, even challengers to the political status quo often share this reluctance to confront great concentrations of income and wealth.

“The thing to do is concentrate on the 90 percent of people who don’t have what they need and make sure they have it,” Howard Dean argued during his White House bid, “and not worry about the people who make $500,000 a year. Of course, it’s obscene, but so what?”

Is Howard Dean right? Can decent-minded people afford to dismiss the social significance of concentrating wealth? They most definitely cannot, this paper holds, not if they seek real progress against poverty. The concentration of wealth has always unleashed — and will always unleash — social dynamics that shove societies toward policies that pain the poor.
What are these social dynamics?

These dynamics start with isolation. The concentration of wealth isolates those who hold this wealth from the rest of society. The possession of wealth in quantities that sit considerably above a society’s norm inevitably generates pressures that induce the wealthy to withdraw from general company. 

“Economic disparity,” as journalist Michele Quinn has noted, “has always made socializing awkward.”
 

This awkwardness, Quinn has shown in her reporting on life in Silicon Valley, can spoil even the most casual of daily encounters. Just going about “picking a restaurant to meet friends,” she explains, can end up sparking considerable social static if some acquaintances in a group can easily afford a hot new dinner spot and others can’t. Wealthy people, once singed by such static, tend to take steps to avoid it in the future. They start, sometimes consciously, sometimes not, “making friends with those whose economic profile is similar to theirs.”

Author Michael Lewis, another acute observer of life amid wealth, sees in this self-segregation an eternal truth: “People tend to spend time, and everything else, in the company of others who possess roughly similar sums of money.”

Wealthy people see this separation as self-protection. They come to feel, often with good reason, that the nonwealthy envy and resent them. 

“We’ve had five sets of friends who have turned on us since we made our money,” one newly minted multimillionaire told the Houston Chronicle at the height of America’s recent boom years. “Some of them demanded a cut, saying they helped us, so we should help them.”

Wealthy people, this multimillionaire concluded from his experience, are better off hanging out with other wealthy people.

“You don’t have to worry that they want something from you,” he explained, “because, well, they’re rich, too.”

Two consequences flow from this elite isolation. 

People who are quite wealthy, the sort of people who proliferate whenever income and wealth start concentrating, typically have a most difficult time understanding their fellow human beings who happen to be less fortunate than they. The least fortunate the wealthy understand hardly at all.

“Poverty is an anomaly to rich people,” as the nineteenth century English economist Walter Bagehot once noted. “It is very difficult to make out why people who want dinner do not ring the bell.”

Today’s wealthy face similar comprehension deficits. In abstract theory, they share the same world as the less fortunate. In daily reality, they live within an entirely separate space. They move through a world of “Four Seasons suites” and “$500 dinner tabs,” a world so comfortable that any other existence becomes almost impossible to even imagine.
 America’s most affluent, notes journalist James Fallows, routinely go about their lives with “very little sense that they live in the same country as anyone who is poor.”
 
If reminded, they often lash out. The unfortunate, they insist, need to get their acts together, take more responsibility for their own fate. And society needs to help that process along. No more pampering, America’s most fortunate agreed during the 1990s boom. Poor people need to be shoved off the dole, welfare “as we know it” had to be ended. Decades earlier, in the relatively equal United States of the 1960s, America had made war on poverty. America, in the far more unequal 1980s and 1990s, would make war upon the poor. 

Psychologists can readily explain the contempt for the poor that many rich people exhibit. Those who hold significant wealth face not just “the envy of others,” observes Menninger Clinic psychoanalyst Irwin Rosen. Perhaps even worse,  they face their own guilt, the sense “they don’t deserve the money at all.”
 

How to rich people cope with this guilt? They respond as we all do when we’re faced with an unpleasant reality. We deny it. If I am far more wealthy than most all other people, they tell themselves, I must be deserving. If I weren’t deserving, I wouldn’t be so favored by fortune. In 1997, researchers at Roper Starch polled a national cross-sample of America’s most affluent 1 percent. Everyone surveyed made at least $250,000 in income or held $2.5 million in assets. These wealthy Americans were asked to agree or disagree with a simple statement: “I deserve all my financial success.” Nearly 90 percent agreed, 54 percent “strongly” and 32 percent “mostly.”
 

A harmless self-delusion? Unfortunately, no, because those of ample means who believe they fully deserve their good fortune usually also come to believe, come to insist, that those not blessed with abundance must deserve their ill-fortune. These self-satisfied wealthy come to see poverty “as a sin of the lazy” and great wealth “a reward for hard work.”
 If the poor were deserving, they would not be poor. The unfortunate get the little they deserve.

This contempt for the poor becomes increasingly vicious as societies become increasingly unequal. The more bountiful the wealth of the fortunate and the more vile the deprivation of the unfortunate, the greater the pressure on those at the top to see their society’s starkly unequal distribution of wealth as based on a just system that rewards superior work — and punishes sloth. How could the fortunate come to feel otherwise? If they acknowledged that hard-working people could still be poor, then their society would not be just and their good fortune in it might not be deserved. How much easier to assume that society works justly — and blame the poor for being poor.

The isolation that great wealth engenders produces a second, even more far-reaching social consequence. Societies where wealth concentrates nurture not just a contempt for the poor, but a contempt for public spiritedness, a contempt for the notion that people, by joining together, can develop and forge common solutions to common problems.
Why should this be the case? In more equal societies, in societies without grand accumulations of private wealth, few people will have enough personal wealth to secure their futures against whatever unexpected obstacles life may throw their way. Lacking personal fortunes, most people will naturally worry about what could happen to them and their loved ones should they be forced to face a long bout of unemployment. Or a crippling ailment. Or a steep bill for college tuition. 

But these worries need not be incapacitating. People can still live securely, even without sizeable individual personal fortunes to fall back upon, if they know they can count on help from others should times get difficult. They will support, consequently, programs that insure them this help. They will rally enthusiastically to proposals that guarantee them income should they lose their job, medical care should they lose their health, and old-age pensions should they lose the bounce in their step. In an equal society, the vast majority of people will spiritedly support all these initiatives because, simply put, someday they may need them. 

In more unequal societies, no consensus on the importance of mutual support ever develops. Significant numbers of people in unequal societies — those people fortunate enough to be wealthy — need never worry about their basic security. These affluent have enough personal resources to weather any illness or accident. They can afford any tuition bill. Their savings will generate income long after old age has withered their individual earning power. These wealthy require no public safety net. They feel themselves totally self-sufficient — and wonder why everyone else can’t be self-sufficient, too.

In an unequal society, as a result, the most fortunate usually feel no vested self-interest in maintaining strong and stable social safety nets. The more unequal the society, the more people without this vested self-interest, the less the support for safety net programs. In other words, as University of Texas economist James Galbraith sums up, rampant inequality “weakens the willingness to share” and, even worse, concentrates the resources that could be shared in the “hands least inclined to be willing.”

“In this way, and for this reason,” Galbraith continues, “inequality threatens the ability of society as a whole to provide for the weak, the ill and the old.”

But elite isolation does not fully explain why poverty overall, and child poverty specifically, stains the social fabric of unequal nations much more markedly than the fabric of more equal nations. Something else, some other powerful social dynamic, must be at work. In democracies, after all, wealthy elites cannot unilaterally determine public policy toward the poor. These elites do not have enough votes, or even enough money, to impose their insensitive vision of what government should and should not do on the rest of us. Yet that insensitive vision, in more unequal nations, has prevailed anyway. And that insensitive vision has prevailed because, in more unequal societies, people of average means regularly vote against programs that provide decency for the poor. 
Why do people of average means in the United States and other more unequal nations vote “against” the poor much more frequently than people of average means vote against the poor in the Netherlands, France, or Sweden? Are we back to character? Does some basic flaw in the American national persona doom us to a politics of insensitivity — and make attacks on poor people inevitable? 

Economist James Galbraith most certainly does not believe so. Forget character flaws, he advises. Concentrate, instead, on America’s economic flaws. Concentrate, above all, on what America’s increasingly unequal distribution of income and wealth has meant for people in the middle.

Middle-income working people who vote against poor people are responding somewhat rationally to an ugly and unequal world. In this unequal world, ever since the 1970s, a fortunate few have been gaining a greater share of America’s treasure. This greater share at the top has meant a smaller share of income and wealth — greater poverty — at the bottom. Greater poverty, in turn, increases the cost of ongoing government programs to help the poor. 

Who bears this cost? The wealthy easily could. In an increasingly unequal society, after all, they have more income and wealth, much more. But in an increasingly unequal society the wealthy also have more political power, and they use that power to “insulate” themselves from tax collectors. They convince lawmakers to reduce or even eliminate the taxes that most directly impact their affluent selves. The tax burden, ever so steadily, shifts onto middle-income people. These families in the middle, James Galbraith argues, soon become “ripe for rebellion against the burdens of supporting the poor.” 

In the United States, the rebellions would start flaring in the late 1970s. They would flame throughout the rest of the century. 

Such rebellions, notes Galbraith, rarely emerge spontaneously. They are typically stoked by sophisticated, lavishly financed ideological offensives that follow “a fairly standard form.” In the early stages, the people who benefit from anti-poverty programs are “stereotyped and demonized.” They are “presumed to be ‘trapped’ in a ‘spider’s web of dependency.’” Aid programs for poor people, the claim goes, only encourage this dependency. Over time, this drumbeat intensifies. In reports and books bankrolled by wealthy donors, and in op-ed columns and speeches based on these reports and books, “reformers” declare that anti-poverty initiatives have been abject failures. They pound home these declarations “so loudly and persistently” that those who disagree eventually “simply recede from public view.”

Individual anti-poverty programs, their defenders effectively silenced, then stand defenseless. In budget battles, they lose the dollars they need to operate effectively. Without dollars, these anti-poverty initiatives lose the support of their stakeholders. At that point, politically impotent, they can be wiped off the public policy slate. 

“Public housing suffered this fate in the early 1980s,” observes Galbraith. “Welfare went away in 1996.”

The Politics of Deconcentration
Where wealth concentrates, compassion dissipates. Those committed to social decency, in response, must either resign themselves to a never-ending defensive struggle against mean-spirited public policies toward the poor or struggle to limit wealth and income concentration. 
A century ago, amid staggering concentrations of wealth and power and equally staggering poverty, Americans committed to social decency chose that latter option. They would subsequently do battle, over decades, to slice America’s robber baron plutocracy down to democratic size. And they would succeed. Over the first half of the twentieth century, they would legislate into place steeply graduated tax rates on income and inheritable wealth. The top marginal tax rate on incomes would hit 94 percent in 1944 and hover around 90 percent for the next twenty years. Those years would see a startling reduction in inequality. By the mid-twentieth century, America’s grandest mansions and estates had become hospitals and college campuses. The United States would emerge, in the 1950s, as the first mass middle class nation in the history of the world. This middle class, more equal America would knit, in the quarter-century after World War II, the strongest social safety net the nation had ever seen. Poverty shrank, and precipitously so.
But the progressive, steeply graduated tax rates that so limited the concentration of income and wealth in the mid-twentieth century United States would not last. By century’s end, a counter-offensive had squeezed nearly all progessivity out of America’s overall tax system. Wealth and income once again concentrated, in a new “Gilded Age.”

No “Gilded Age” society, the evidence suggests, will ever make a serious move to legislating protections for the poor as thorough-going as a Basic Income Guarantee. What then should American advocates for decency attempt to do? Struggle to restore the steeply graduated tax rates of the mid-twentieth century? Would that restoration be enough to create a political environment where a move as bold as a Basic Income Guarantee could finally take root?
Unfortunately, history suggests, simply restoring progressive tax rates, as traditionally configured, would not likely lead to a lasting equality. Traditionally configured progressive tax rates, the political record shows, simply cannot be sustained over the long haul, not at levels high enough to keep democratic societies free from enormous concentrations of wealth and power. Traditionally configured progressive tax rate systems, the twentieth century has taught us, carry a fatal flaw. The rich despise them. The rich see steeply graduated tax rates as absolutely intolerable sanctions on success that must be fought, unstintingly, until they are eliminated. 

In the United States, and elsewhere as well, efforts to initiate seriously graduated tax rates have always met relentless resistance from the wealthy. In these standoffs, the wealthy usually prevail, until wars or economic catastrophes upset politics as usual. These crises make the previously unthinkable — high taxes on high incomes — suddenly achievable. Still, crises never last forever. The wealthy eventually regain their political footing and then mobilize against any progressive tax rates the previous crisis may have left behind. 
Steeply graduated tax systems, twentieth century-style, simply give the wealthy too much incentive to do battle against the system. In democratic polities, people with intense incentive — and enormous resources — almost always prevail. 
Advocates for social decency, given this fact of modern political life, need to rethink progressive taxation, not to reject it but to fix it. Egalitarians need to fashion an approach to progressivity that leaves the wealthy more incentive to work within a progressive tax system — and less in the way of resources to destroy it. Such an approach would require a step beyond high taxes on high incomes. Such an approach would require an income ceiling, a commitment to tax all income above a certain point at a 100 percent tax rate.
At first glance, this “maximum wage” notion sounds politically absurd. The wealthy fiercely opposed the 90 percent top marginal tax rates of the mid-twentieth century. How could we expect them to do anything but oppose, even more fiercely, a 100 percent top marginal rate?
In fact, during the twentieth century, the wealthy in the United States did oppose, quite fiercely, the idea of a 100 percent top marginal rate. That idea had first surfaced during the original Gilded Age, in 1880, when Felix Adler, the philosopher who founded the Ethical Culture movement, called for “an income tax graduated up to 100 percent on all income above that needed to supply all the comforts and refinements of life.”
 During World War I, a national coalition of leading American progressives would wage an energetic campaign to pick up on Adler’s idea. Active supporters of an income cap at $50,000 or $100,000 a year included Amos Pinchot, a respected lawyer whose brother Gifford pioneered environmental conservation in America, and famed newspaper publisher E. W. Scripps. Their effort failed, but, a generation later, a President of the United States would advance the same income-capping idea. In 1942, Franklin D. Roosevelt asked Congress to set a 100 percent tax on all income over $25,000, the equivalent of about $300,000 today.

Roosevelt, in the end, would prove unable to assemble a congressional majority for his income ceiling, despite a Gallup poll that showed widespread public support for it. FDR’s lawmaker allies likely saw his “supertax” as a politically impractical declaration of war against the rich, a war Roosevelt could not win. 

But suppose FDR had asked Congress to set his cap — what amounted to a national “maximum wage” — not as a set, fixed amount, but as a multiple of the nation’s minimum wage. That approach, if advanced and adopted, would have reworked the incentives around progressive taxation. The wealthy, in a tax system where their “maximum wage” was linked to the nation’s minimum wage, would have an incentive to work within the tax system. In such a linked tax system, the rich could increase their income maximum by convincing Congress to increase the nation’s minimum wage. The higher the minimum, the higher the maximum. In such a system, America’s wealthiest and most powerful would suddenly have a personal, deep-seated, vested self-interest in improving the well-being of America’s poorest and least powerful. In such a system, a sense of social solidarity might actually flourish.
Will anyone reading these pages ever live to see a “maximum wage” United States along these lines? That hardly seems likely. Those of us eager to see greater equity in America currently lack enough clout to maintain an adequate minimum wage. How could we possibly hope to ever realize an income maximum?

But that maximum may not be a complete political pipedream. In states and at the federal level, advocates for more social decency in American life are advancing imaginative — and politically viable — initiatives that would, if adopted, move the United States in a maximum wage direction, that would create real incentives for the rich and powerful to care about the poor and the weak. These initiatives all seek to leverage, in the battle against inequality, the power of our public purse.

This public purse currently funnels tax dollars to nearly every major corporation in the United States, mostly in the form of government contracts to provide goods and services, but also through a wide variety of other public-private sector connections, everything from subsidies and tax breaks for economic development to licenses and leases that let private companies turn nature, at minimal cost, into lucrative profit-making opportunities.

“Behind every great fortune is a crime, wrote Balzac,” as business columnist Michael Thomas has noted. “Had he been writing in millennial America, he might have said, behind every great fortune lies a fat deal with Uncle Sam.”

By taking one simple step, the public sector could, in effect, “just say no” to the “fat deals” that grow great private fortunes at taxpayer expense. That one step: incorporating “fair pay” ratios into every major transaction between a taxpayer-funded public body and a private sector enterprise. These ratios would deny government contracts or subsidies or leases to any private concern that compensates its top executives at some fixed multiple — say twenty-five or even a hundred times — more than its lowest-paid employee.
Fair pay ratio “strings” along these lines, applied consistently, would almost immediately start wringing income excess out of America. Businesses that seek public tax dollars would either have to make their internal compensation more equitable — or lose ground to competitors who do.

Precedents for such an approach do already exist. Our local, state, and national governments currently place a host of strings on contracts with private enterprises. Our public bodies, for instance, do not award contracts to businesses that discriminate by race or gender in their hiring and employment practices. Some jurisdictions, those that have adopted “living wage” ordinances, go further. These jurisdictions require contractors to pay a wage high enough to bump their workers over the poverty line. Poverty, these localities have concluded, does not serve the public interest. Public bodies, they believe, have a responsibility to make sure that tax dollars do not subsidize poverty wages. 

Public bodies surely have another responsibility as well. Poverty does not serve the public interest. Neither does inequality. Public bodies have a responsibility to help prevent wealth from concentrating. By adding fair pay ratio “strings” to every contract, to every subsidy, to every tax break, by denying tax dollars to private businesses that pay some individuals outrageously more than others, public bodies could finally begin to meet this responsibility — and move the United States toward greater equality.

In that more equal America, a nation with fewer towering accumulations of grand fortune casting their dark shadows across the social landscape, compassion and decency would no longer seem sensibilities for suckers. In that more equal America, a real debate about our responsibilities to each other, about a Basic Income Guarantee, could be joined. 
- - - - -
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