Poli 1-04S Winter 2012

Writing Assignment 1 (WA1: due Monday, 2/13/12): 
“Inequality and Opportunity”
This assignment introduces you to the data and ongoing debate on inequality and opportunity in the United States, and asks you to respond to a series of questions based on the following sources of information.

Use the numbers and letters to label your responses. You do not have to use essay form. If the question is asking for data (e.g., percentages), simply provide the correct data. Where the question is asking for a more extensive response, your answers should be clear, concise, compelling, compact, yet comprehensive. You should cite any sources of information you use beyond those given here. At the same time, you shouldn’t need to bring in any other sources. You have plenty of required texts to engage.
Email the assignment to stockwellrobert@fhda.edu, including in the subject line: poli 1, winter 2012, WA1 -- your name.

 
You can also submit the assignment in hard-copy form in class.

To complete the assignment and respond to the questions,

View: 

Richard Wolff [RW], “Capitalism Hits the Fan,” http://fora.tv/2010/03/03/Richard_Wolff_Capitalism_Hits_the_Fan
Read and study: 

California Budget Project [CPB], (http://www.cbp.org/) “A Generation of Widening Inequality”
http://www.cbp.org/pdfs/2011/111101_A_Generation_of_Widening_Inequality.pdf
Economic Mobility Project [EMP], “Economic Mobility: Is the American Dream Alive and Well”
http://www.economicmobility.org/assets/pdfs/EMP%20American%20Dream%20Report.pdf
Mother Jones [MJ], “It’s the Inequality, Stupid” 

http://motherjones.com/politics/2011/02/income-inequality-in-america-chart-graph
Joseph Stiglitz [JS], “Of the 1%, for the 1%, and by the 1%”

http://www.vanityfair.com/society/features/2011/05/top-one-percent-201105
Recommended reading and viewing:

The Economist, “Meritocracy in America: Ever higher society, ever harder to ascend”
http://www.economist.com/node/3518560
Dr. Alan Krueger, “The Rise and Consequences of Inequality” http://www.americanprogress.org/events/2012/01/krueger.html
Robert Reich [RR], “The Biggest Risk to the Economy in 2012, and What’s the Economy For Anyway?” 
http://www.commondreams.org/view/2012/01/31-0
(1) [RW] (a) What does Richard Wolff say happened to wages relative to productivity gains in the 1970s and after? (b) How has this contributed to rising inequality?
(2) [CPB] The CPB claims that since the 1970s, a disproportionate share of income gains has accrued to the very top of the distribution. (a) What was the average inflation-adjusted income of the top 5% of families from 1973-2009? (b) What was the average inflation-adjusted income for families in the middle fifth? (c) What was the average inflation-adjusted income for families in the bottom fifth? (d) The average inflation-adjusted income of the top 1% of California taxpayers increased by what % between 1987 and 2009? (e) What happened to the purchasing power of the bottom four-fifths during the same period?
(3) [CPB] In 2009, the average income of the middle fifth of Californians was $35,000. (a) The top 1% had an average income how many times greater? (b) This means that the average Californian in the top 1% earned in less than how many work days what the average middle income Californian earned in a year? (c) National data shows that what percentage of total income went to the top 10% of US taxpayers in 2007, the highest share on record breaking a record set in 1928? (d) The wealthiest 400 US households had combined incomes of 137.9 billion in 2007, and paid 16.6% of income in federal income taxes in 2007. What % did they pay in 1992?

(4) [CBP] (a) The average CEOs annual pay in 1978 was 35 times the average non-supervisory or production worker. In 2007, the average CEOs annual pay was how many times the average worker’s pay? (b) Thus, the average CEO earned more in how many work days than the average worker earned in one year? (c) According to the CIA Factbook, how does the US compare to other countries in the world in terms of income inequality? (d) How does California compare to the other states in the U.S. in terms of income inequality?

(5) [CPB] The concentration of wealth exceeds that of income. (a) In 2007, the 10% of U.S. households with the greatest wealth had nearly what % of total wealth? (b) The average wealth of the top 1% was how many times greater than the typical household in 2009, up from 125 times in 1962? (c) In 2009, what % of households had zero or negative net worth? (d) Children who grow up in low-income families are more or less likely to move up the income ladder than their counterparts in many other wealthy nations?
(6) [EMP] According to the Economic Mobility Project, (a) what does it mean to say that the health and promise of the American dream depends on some combination of both relative and absolute mobility? (b) The Congressional budget office finds that between 1979 and 2004 the real after-tax income of the poorest 1/5 of Americans rose by what %? (c) the richest 1/5 by what %? and (d) the top 1% by what %?
(7) [EMP] (a) What are the underlying sources of opportunity in America? (b) What is a meritocratic society? (c) the fortune-cookie society? (d) a class stratified society? (e) Why might a meritocracy be better? (f) Do you agree that a meritocracy with a high degree of relative mobility is clearly better? Why?
(8) [EMP] (a) What does it mean to say that one of the best predictors of an American child’s future economic success is predetermined and outside that child’s control? (b) How does the U.S. compare to other industrialized nations in terms of relative mobility?

(9) [MJ] (a) What’s the actual distribution of wealth in the U.S.? (b) What do most Americans think it is? (c) What do most Americans want it to be? (d) What was a millionaire’s tax rate in 1945? (d) in 2010? (e) Compared to what would incomes would have been if all income groups had seen the same growth rate in 1979-2005 as they did in previous decades, how much income have the bottom four-fifths given up to the top 1% during this period? 

(10) [JS] (a) What are the three reasons Stiglitz gives for why rising inequality is a problem? (b) What does Stiglitz mean when he writes that one big part of the reason we have so much inequality is because the top 1% want it this way? (c) According to Stiglitz, inequality distorts our society. What examples does he give? (d) What does Stiglitz mean by “self-interest properly understood”?

Extra Credit:

[RR] Robert Reich argues “corporate money is undermining democratic institutions in the name of better deals for consumers and investors. Campaign contributions, fleets of well-paid corporate lobbyists, and corporate-financed PR campaigns about public issues are overwhelming the capacities of Congress, state legislatures, regulatory agencies, and the courts to reflect the values of workers and citizens. As a result, consumers and investors are doing increasingly well but job insecurity is on the rise, inequality is widening, communities are becoming less stable, and climate change is worsening. None of this is sustainable over the long term.” (a) What does Reich mean by this? 

Reich then goes on to write, “Blame global finance and worldwide corporations all you want. But save some blame for the insatiable consumers and investors inhabiting almost every one of us, who are entirely complicit. And blame our inability as workers and citizens to reclaim our democracy.” (b) What does Reich mean by “insatiable consumers and investors” and their complicity? (c) Finally, what would it mean for workers and citizens to “reclaim our democracy”? 
