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JUSTIFYING GOVERNMENT

Bruce et al
Bruce, as always, provides us with insight into current ideas and events.  His thoughts on flex security are apiece with his interest in genuine reform, as evinced in his earlier discussion of Denmark’s practices in this area.   I propose that we use the occasion of the Democratic electoral victory to try on ideas that are a bit more daring, daring in contrast to what has been the prevailing discourse inside and, sadly, outside the current administration.  Context and perspective is all.  With this admonition in mind, let me offer a shift in how we think about employment security, wealth distribution and globalization.

1. The funding associated with Bruce’s plan, or similar ones floated at the Hamilton Project, is meager.  $18 billion is roughly 4% of annual military spending; it is equal to what the US paid Halliburton for its dubious contribution to postwar Iraq; repeal of the tax cuts given by to the rich would fund the program for 80 to 90 years.  There is no reason why budget-neutrality should be more than a marginal consideration given the skewed distribution of national wealth.

2. Government funded, and managed, programs should be favored over so-called market alternatives - wherever reasonably possible.  For two reasons. Contrary to popular prejudices, they are more cost-effective – witness the exorbitant costs of America’s highly inefficient health care system.  Second, by drawing on general revenues, they redistribute some small part of national wealth to redress the massive shift of the past several years in favor of the wealthy.
3. Government should cease to be seen as a word with unsavory connotations, as it now is even by the supposedly enlightened minds associated with the Hamilton project.   Government/the state – call it what you may – has been the instrument that drew industrial societies out of the social, political and ethical quagmire created by buccaneering capitalism.   Its equilibrated partnership with business, along with its macro-economic role in market management, is what produced the widespread peace and stability of Western societies over the past 60 years – a period of growing prosperity without historical precedent, as well.
4. Market liberals should recall that the essential idea at the philosophy’s heart is progress – progress in everyone’s material well-being and progress in advancing liberty.  Applied enlightened reason is the method.  There has been no progress in the former sense for salaried Americans since 1973.  there will be regression for their European counterparts if those proselytizing for the American model succeed.  The army of apostles now in the field should reflect on the consequences.

It is willful blindness to assume that the people of Western societies will give credence to the promises of globalization when their own experience invalidates the core proposition that is its ideological keystone.

5. The leading figures in the Hamilton Project deserve recognition for calling attention to the issue of gross wealth deformation in American society.  But a foghorn blast is not enough.  It is an elementary first step -  a step that has taken far too long.   Even that message is in danger of getting blurred by the Project’s self-generated flurry of working papers from all points of the compass.  (This last actually in untrue, all hew close to the mainstream of neoclassical sentiment).  A decent respect for the woes of poor and middle Americans demands a program of action.  A decent respect for the bias of neoclassic economics in practice demands a turn away from dogma.  Th estimable gentlemen’s role in running American economic policy for 8 years makes that obligation all the more compelling..

The toot of the foghorn from the Outer Banks of public need will be of little help when the object echoing back is an iceberg or the Andrea Doria.

