Want a C? 

by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA – In a former life I was a high school Physics teacher.  In fact, I spent well over 20 years teaching in two high schools here in northern Virginia.  Although the subject material was officially Physics, I always told my students that I taught “life.”   This pronouncement was always met by a few chuckles from the students in September, but by June all understood my intent….and most seemed to appreciate it.
I mention these memories because I want to discuss a major topic among the Democrat candidates for President, that is, income inequality.  This has always been a favorite issue for political candidates…when has stoking the fires of jealousy, cupidity and avarice not been a highly effective political strategy?  But this year the Democrats have at least two avowed “democratic socialists” among the leading Presidential candidates and both are railing against the widening gap between “the rich and the rest.”  They allege that this separation has never been greater and MUST be eliminated.
In response I would suggest three ideas:  (1) income inequality is a natural, and unchangeable, aspect of the human condition;  (2) considerable good flows from having a wealthy subset within communities; and (3) income inequality is a flawed and inappropriate yardstick by which to gauge a civilization.

With respect to the first contention, I cannot think of any community in history which has not existed with considerably greater income inequality than what currently exists. I would suggest that even with billionaires at an all time high in the U.S. (and throughout the world) the separation between “rich and poor” is considerably less than in Middle Age kingdoms, Egyptian pharaohs along the Nile, and India during the time of the fellow who had the Taj Majal built to honor a favorite deceased wife.  Every civilization generates have’s and have not’s.  Even countries which have embraced various forms of socialism generate inequality; just look at the Soviet Union in the 1970’s with factory workers queuing up for scarce food items while members of the ruling Politburo enjoyed Black Sea dachas, Mercedes and other luxury items.  The bottom line fact is this:  income inequality exists because we are human.  People are born with different skill sets, develop different work ethics, and are the recipients of different amounts of luck.  Inequality happens.
Secondly, this evil wealth is also the driver of big-time philanthropy.  Essentially every university in the U.S. has been, and continues to be, the beneficiary of donated buildings, museums, academic programs and sports facilities – almost always by the uber rich.  Universities are not the only winners:  Bill Gates is committed to eradicating polio worldwide (in addition to other numerous charitable entities; Warren Buffet has joined other billionaires to distribute considerable portions of their wealth to noble causes;  Eric Schmidt (former Google CEO) is currently teaming with other wealthy philanthropists to identify and fund “21st century moonshots” – that is, projects akin to the 1960’s effort to put a man on the moon, but designed for widespread benefit for all mankind.  He envisions supporting programs to stop pandemics before they can ravage, feeding 10 billion while reducing the environmental footprint of agriculture, and attacking the process of aging.   The vice chairman of Citigroup is donating vast sums to elevate African-American artists.  Other philanthropists are using their money to fuel efforts to transform the manufacturing of cement (it currently accounts for nearly 8% of the carbon dioxide currently sent into Earth’s atmosphere) while others are providing funding to accelerate research into fusion energy.  The point is that few, if any, of these projects which benefit millions of people throughout the world would happen if wealth were erased or even substantially reduced.  We need big bucks citizens.
My third point is that income inequality is not an appropriate manner to determine the overall health of a nation.  It does little good to strive for financial equality if that equality results in everyone being destitute and/or unhappy.  Here in America we are currently enjoying heretofore unimaginable mass prosperity.  Essentially every family has at least one cell phone and several TV’s.  Obviously there is still, for some, hunger and a lack of adequate shelter.  These tragedies have always been part of every civilization.  But, in general, Americans have never had it so good.  I could not find a parking spot this weekend at the local mall for Black Friday shopping – even with so many purchases now being made online.  Ironically, almost all of those same Presidential candidates screaming against income inequality are millionaires themselves – none seem willing to part with their private jets or to follow Mother Teresa’s approach.  World-wide, extreme poverty has fallen below 10% of the world’s population for the first time – it was 60 percent just 50 years ago.  Today I communicated via WhatsApp with a young man on his cell phone who lives in a hut in Tanzania.  This “capitalist thing” seems to be working pretty well. 
One thing about working in a school:  I saw inequality every day, at least in terms of grades achieved by my students.  One of my favorite responses to questions about grade separation was simple:  “OK, for the next test, I will grade your efforts as I always have, but before I return the results, I am going to take points from each of you with  A’s and B’s and transfer those to everyone who has less than a C so that we can have a truly equal environment in this classroom.  No matter how hard you study, no matter what your academic gifts are, everyone gets a C.   This new policy should ease your minds and make your preparation easier.”  
Every time I suggested this approach I was met with boo’s and cries of “That’s not fair!”  I am guessing that the Democrat candidates would have been the ones leading the boo’s.
I thought you might like to know.
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