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As with all fancy repasts, we begin with

assorted hors d'oeuvres -- tasty tidbits meant

to stimulate the palate and get the gastric

juices flowing with gleeful anticipation:

In the United States, the top 1% owns

more wealth than the bottom 90%.

80% of all new income earned from 1980

to 2005 went to the top 1%.

Between 1998 and 2005, two out of every

three corporations in the U.S. (with

combined sales of $2.5 trillion) paid no

Federal income tax.

In 2009, the wealthiest 400 Americans

earned, on average $345 million apiece;

their effective tax rate was a mere 16.6%

-- the lowest tax rate for the super-

wealthy ever recorded.

During the eight G.W. Bush years, the 400 wealthiest Americans increased their wealth by

more than $380 billion.

During the eight G.W. Bush years, America closed down more than 42,000 factories, for a

net loss of more than 5 million manufacturing jobs.  

    Our appetites hopefully whetted, we now move on to the next course:

In 2010, the top 25 hedge fund managers made a combined $25 billion in income -- an

average of $1 billion per person.

In 2009, a two-income family had less disposable after-tax income than a one-income

family did thirty years ago. 

In December 2010, Congress lowered the inheritance tax from 55% to 35%, with an

exemption on the first $5 million on an individual's (or $10 million for a couple's)

estate. Research shows that this tax applies only to the top three-tenths of one percent

of American families, and will reduce federal revenues by about $200 billion a year. 

As of 2010, the Social Security Trust Fund has a $2.6 trillion surplus; enough to pay out

benefits for the next 27 years.

As of March 2011, major American corporations have approximately $2 trillion cash on

hand.

In the first quarter of 2011, the five major oil corporations booked profits of $36 billion. 

Nonetheless, they receive approximately $4 billion a year in federal tax subsidies. This

past Thursday the CEOs of these five corporations went before a Senate committee and

said that anyone who was in favor of ending these subsidies was "un-American."

In 2010, these five oil corporations spent more than $145 million on 800 lobbyists.  (The

$4 billion they will likely continue to receive in 2011 thereby represents a 2,700% return

on investment.)
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   And now for the main course:

In May 2011, America is carrying a $13.8 trillion national debt, a $1.3 trillion trade deficit,

and is sending $1 billion a day, 365 days a year to the Saudis for oil.

In December 2010, Congress extended a tax cut for all Americans for an additional two

years.

As a result of the tax cut extension, a family making between $50,000 and $75,000, will

save just over $2,000.  By comparison, families making between $500,000 and $1 million

gets an average $25,000 tax break, and those making over $1 million a year get more

than $130,000.

Tax cuts for those making over $200,000 a year will cost the treasury $42 billion in fiscal

year 2012.  Compare this to $38 billion in cuts -- mostly to education, health and other

social services -- enacted by Congress just one month ago.

According to the Center for American Progress, the tax cuts for the wealthiest Americans

will cost $120 billion over the next two years and will create or save approximately

290,000 jobs.  Doing the math, this works out to roughly $400,000 a job, although few, if

any, will pay anywhere near that amount.

Despite running on a platform calling for "jobs, jobs and more jobs" and "extreme fiscal

discipline," Republicans -- on both the national and state level -- have instead used their

newfound power to enact draconian cuts in social services, pensions and education,

severely curb -- if not cancel -- collective bargaining rights for unions, and severely

restrict to the point of impossibility abortion.  (In Florida, the "Let's Get to Work" governor

and legislature responded to the state's fiscal crisis by one bill against the wearing

of saggy pants which permit one's underwear to show, a second requiring all those

seeking public assistance to undergo mandatory drug testing, and a third requiring women

seeking an abortion to first pay for an ultrasound.  What all of this has to do with the

creation of jobs or fiscal integrity is beyond me. . .)

According to Speaker Boehner and members of the Tea Party Caucus, unless Congress

agrees to trillions of dollars in budget cuts -- with virtually no increase in taxes except on

women's centers that perform abortions -- they will not support an increase in the

Federal Debt Ceiling.  (Please note that increasing the debt ceiling does not add a cent to

the federal deficit; it merely gives the government the legal ability to meet its debt

obligations.  Without an increase in the ceiling the "Full Faith and Credit" of the United

States would, for the first time in its history, be called into question, which in turn would

likely trigger an international fiscal crisis of epic proportions.)

    I don't know about you, but I've pretty much lost my appetite.  I think I'm going to skip

desert and opt out for a postprandial brandy . . . perhaps a flask of Frapin.

   Although the cause(s) of America's "Great Recession" are rather clear -- a combination of

Wall Street duplicity, untrammeled free trade leading to job exportation and putting the cost of

war on the national credit card -- the road to recovery is shrouded with doubt.  One thing

though, is certain: the vast American Middle Class -- the historic economic backbone of the

country -- has been dealt a mortal wound.  At no time since the Gilded Age has the gap

between the hyper wealthy and the rest of America been so great.  Congress -- the so-called

"People's House" -- cannot and will not do anything to upset those who underwrite their

political careers. 

   Historically, Democrats have had a tendency to see government playing an enhanced role at

times of economic crisis; acting as both a referee and a bank of last resort.  Their

understanding of economics posits that during times of economic crisis, the best investments

are in people -- whether through unemployment checks, Social Security payments or public

works programs that put people to work. When you invest in those who are falling behind, so

this argument goes, they immediately spend their money -- on food, rent, clothing and other

necessities.  In turn, these purchases help the bottom line of the grocer, the landlord and the

department store who, because of increased sales, may well seek additional employees who in

turn will earn money for which they too will pay taxes.  And on and on.  And although this

understanding of economics does have its limits, it can work.

   Historically, Republicans have had a tendency to believe that the solution to economic hard

times will come from the "haves," rather than the "have-nots."  They believe that a combination

of lower taxes and fewer regulations will put more money into the hands of corporations, who,

so they believe, are the ones who will ultimately create the jobs that will ultimately right the

economic ship of state. For the past generation or more, this approach has been known as

"trickle-down economics." It has also been shown to not work.

     The Republican mantra states "If you tax rich people and their corporations, it kills jobs." 

They have a tendency to see those whom the Democrats would assist through government

programs as "leeches" and "blood-suckers."  Case in point, a recent article against President

Obama's economic recovery plan by a senior fellow at the Cato Institute's "Institute for

Economic Growth," in which he wrote:

   Some people, in their pursuit of profit, benefit their fellow humans by creating new or better

goods and services, and then by employing others.  We call such people entrepreneurs and

productive workers. 

       Others are parasites who suck the blood and energy away from the productive. Such

people are most often found in government. Perhaps the most vivid description of what

happens to a society where the parasites become so numerous and powerful that they

destroy their productive hosts is Ayn Rand's classic novel "Atlas Shrugged." (Please note that

Ayn Rand, the goddess of "Objectivism," the women who occupies a hallowed spot in the

Libertarian/Tea Party Pantheon, was herself a recipient of both Social Security and Medicare. 

And, for those who can quote line and verse from We the Living, Anthem, The Fountainhead

and Atlas Shrugged, please note that Ms. Rand was a dyed-in-the-wool atheist who despised
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religion and was fully supportive of a woman's right to choose.)

   I'm here to tell you that the rich don't create jobs; Democracy creates jobs.  Jobs are

created when people walk in the door to buy whatever goods and services you have to offer. 

And people cannot walk in your door unless they have money to spend.  Democracy is a shared

experience; ideally we are supposed to share in both its costs and benefits; its savings and its

sacrifices.  Maddeningly, those at the top -- those who already have the most and are getting

even more through the actions of a government  they seem to view as their private piggy bank

-- don't spend their extra millions or billions on job creation.  They spend it on second or third

private jets, four or fifth vacation homes or Cayman Island tax shelters.  They don't create

jobs; they export them.

   Unless and until we hold every member of Congress or state legislature to account; unless

and until we make our voices heard; unless or until we proclaim that Democracy requires shared

sacrifice; we, the middle class will continue to be nothing but beggars at a banquet . . . a

banquet of dire consequences.  

-2011 Kurt F. Stone   
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