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			Book Presentation: Beyond Outrage by Robert B. Reich

			Book Abstract

			Our economy and our democracy are increasingly becoming rigged against the interests of average working Americans in favor of the rich and elite. It’s no longer enough just to concentrate on getting good people elected and expect them to solve the nation’s problems. The reality is nothing positive happens in Washington unless good people outside Washington are organized and mobilized to make the right things happen after the election. It’s time for us to focus on taking action against the regressive forces which are seeking to move our nation backward.

			“I have been involved in public life, off and on, for more than forty years. I’ve served under three presidents. When not in office, I’ve done my share of organizing and rabble-rousing, along with teaching, speaking, and writing about what I know and what I believe. I have never been as concerned as I am now about the future of our democracy, the corrupting effects of big money in our politics, the stridency and demagoguery of the regressive right, and the accumulation of wealth and power at the very top. We are perilously close to losing an economy and a democracy that are meant to work for everyone and to replacing them with an economy and a government that will exist mainly for a few wealthy and powerful people. This book is meant to help you focus on what needs to be done and how you can contribute, and to encourage you not to feel bound by what you think is politically possible this year or next. You need to understand why the stakes are so high and why your participation—now and in the future—is so important.”

			About the Author

			Robert B. Reich is Professor of Public Policy at the University of California, Berkeley. He has served in three national administrations, most recently as Secretary of Labor under President Bill Clinton and as an adviser to President-Elect Barack Obama. He is the author of twelve books including The Work of Nations and Aftershock. 

		

	
		
			Summary of Beyond Outrage

			Connecting the Dots

			To make a meaningful contribution to the public debate, you first have to be able to see the big picture and understand how seemingly little and unrelated things can be interwoven. The challenge facing the United States of America today is systemic – the fundamentals of our economy are out of whack, our democracy has become distorted and it’s becoming progressively harder to right the ship.

			To understand the big picture facing the nation circa 2012, there are seven factors to consider:

			
					For the last three decades, almost all the gains from America’s economic growth have gone to the wealthiest 1 percent. The median wage has actually dropped since 2001 while the wealth of the top 1 percent of Americans has tripled from 9 percent to 23.5 percent of our total income. The 400 richest Americans now have more wealth than the entire bottom half of earners – 150 million Americans – put together. While the rich have been doing exceptionally well, the average wages of American workers have grown by only $280 (adjusted for inflation) over the last three decades. That’s less than a 1 percent gain over a third of a century!

					The Great Recession which started in 2008 has been followed by an anemic recovery because America’s middle class are in so much debt. They lack the collective purchasing power to keep this nation’s economy growing and they can no longer rely on borrowing more.

					Political clout and power has also flowed to the top. In order to be elected or reelected, politicians are forced to rely on contributions from lobbyists of the wealthy elitists. That wealth is buying more direct access to elected officials than ever before.

					Corporations today are paying less tax and receiving more government handouts than ever before. At the same time, they are bound by fewer regulations because the politicians they help get reelected feel obligated to respond positively to their requests.

					Government budgets are being squeezed like never before because tax revenues at all levels of government have gone down precipitously. The result has been a decline in the quality of America’s public infrastructure – deteriorating schools, fewer police officers, crowded highways, inadequate public transportation and pretty much a downgrade in everything else the public relies on.

					Average Americans are being forced to compete for slices of a declining pie. Competition for a dwindling number of jobs is now more intense than ever. Rather than Americans feeling like we’re all in this together, increasingly people sense they’re on their own. Furthermore, everyone feels threatened by others so you see native-born Americans rallying against new immigrants, private-sector workers being resentful of public employees and so on.

					A meaner and much more cynical brand of politics is prevailing at present. Politics has become more polarized, more partisan and increasingly paralyzed. Elections have become downright venomous and negative rather than focused on finding the best solutions available. The compromise and inclusive politics of past eras have been replaced by a cynicism that practical solutions no longer exist. That cynicism is starting to become a self-fulfilling prophecy.“Connect these dots and you understand why we’ve come to where we are. We’re in a vicious cycle. Our economy and our democracy depend on it being reversed. The well-being of your children and grandchildren requires it.”


			

			The Rigged Game

			There is increasingly a perception that free enterprise is on trial in America today – that Wall Street, big corporations and the very wealthy are rigging the system to their advantage. Rather than an attack coming from the left as most commentators have generally assumed, it’s coming from grassroots Americans who feel the longstanding basic bargain between pay and productivity has come apart. In short, many Americans today have concluded guts, gumption and hard work don’t seem to pay off as well as they once did because the rich and the powerful are ripping us off. The concept that wealth will trickle down to everyone’s benefit has lost its sheen because it’s just not happening anymore.

			Everyone expresses concern about big government but the size of the government isn’t the real problem. The problem is big money has taken over the United States government. Or put another way, today’s federal government is doing fewer of the things that benefit all of us – providing affordable access to education, improving our roads and bridges, maintaining safety nets and protecting the public from danger – and more of the things big corporations, Wall Street and wealthy plutocrats want it to do. The amount of money which is flooding into super PACs and nonprofit political fronts is staggering. Experts predict more than $6 billion will be spent on the 2012 presidential election race alone

			“The threat to America isn’t coming from peaceful demonstrators. And it’s not coming from a government that’s too large. It’s coming from unprecedented amounts of money now inundating our democracy, mostly from big corporations and a handful of the super-rich. And it is happening precisely at a time when an almost unprecedented share of the nation’s income and wealth is accumulating at the top. We cannot tolerate inordinate wealth for the few along with unbridled money in politics. As the great jurist and Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis once said, “We may have democracy or we may have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few, but we can’t have both.”

			While middle- and lower-income Americans have endured major tax increases in recent years, wealthy Americans and corporations have seen their taxes lowered as a direct result of their political investments. As recently as forty years ago, the super-rich helped finance the U.S. government through the taxes they paid. Today, wealthy Americans help finance the government by lending it money. They’ve switched from being taxpayers to lenders and this dynamic has caused substantial problems for this nation. Around 40 percent of the national debt is owned by Americans – mostly those who are very wealthy. This great switch has happened in plain sight and very few people have picked up on it.

			“For most of the last century, the basic bargain at the heart of the American economy was that employers paid their workers enough to buy what American employers were selling. That basic bargain created a virtuous cycle of higher living standards, more jobs, and better wages. But for the last thirty years that basic bargain has been coming apart. The real reason the American economy tanked in 2008, and why we’re still struggling to recover, is that the basic bargain has been broken.”

			Contrary to popular wisdom, the underlying systemic problem with today’s employments markets isn’t so much that Americans have priced themselves out of the job market as much as it is that Americans are now receiving a smaller share of the pie and this is hobbling the economy. It is this surge towards inequality – where too much income goes to the top and not enough to the middle and lower sectors – which needs to be reversed. The American economy has always been built on the engine of commerce which is created when the nation has a large and vibrant middle class who buy what the country produces. Today, consumers just can’t afford to buy. They have been forced to work longer hours for less pay or to swap high paying jobs for those that pay much less. The American economy won’t return to the robust growth everyone wants until the basic bargain is restored and recommitted to once again.

			Some people – notably the Republican Party – suggest big American corporations will solve the nation’s economic problems and lead the United States to a brighter and more prosperous future. Sadly, that won’t happen. The prosperity of America’s big businesses have become disconnected from the prosperity of most Americans. Furthermore, it’s not in the interests of big business to restore and reinvigorate the basic bargain. Their sole focus is on profits, not on creating more and better jobs.

			“American companies don’t care, as long as the deals help their bottom lines. An Apple executive told The New York Times, “We don’t have an obligation to solve America’s problems. Our only obligation is making the best product possible.” He might have added, and showing profits big enough to continually increase our share price. If Apple or any other big American company can make a product best and cheapest in China or anywhere else, then that’s where it’ll do it. I don’t blame the companies. American corporations are in business to make profits and boost their share value, not to create good American jobs. That’s the form of capitalism we practice, in contrast with China’s “state-run” capitalism. China has a national economic strategy designed to create more and better jobs. We have global corporations designed to make money for their shareholders. No contest.”

			The biggest activity on Wall Street these days is to use its lobbying power to water down the regulations which emerged from the Dodd-Frank financial reform law. The Street these days is still clearly a train wreck waiting to happen. Instead of using Dodd-Frank to restore public trust, absurd amounts of money are being committed to sidestepping the new regulations. The six largest banks alone spent $29.4 million on lobbying in 2010 and even more in 2011. To put that in context, that’s roughly three thousand lobbyists or roughly five lobbyists for every member of Congress. Wall Street has also hired the same number to delay, weaken or otherwise do an end run around the implementation of Dodd-Frank. The end result is the public has become far more cynical than ever before and it is this cynicism more than anything else which has fueled the rise of the Tea Party and the Occupiers.

			“All of this raises the basic question of whom the economy is for. Surely it’s not just for a few Wall Street executives and traders or a handful of managers of hedge funds and private-equity funds, and not just for big corporations and their CEOs. The success of our economy cannot be measured by how fast the GDP grows or how high the Dow Jones Industrial Average rises, because in an economy like ours very few of the gains from growth or from a rising stock market are trickling down to most people. The economy’s success can’t be measured by the unemployment rate, either. As I’ve emphasized, that rate doesn’t take account of declining wages. Nor does it account for all the people who have become too discouraged to look for work because there are no jobs for them, and all those who are working part-time who want and need full-time jobs—or the growing ranks of contract workers, temporary workers, and others living from paycheck to paycheck with no job security at all. Our economy’s success can’t even be measured by whether average incomes are turning upward. An average can disguise what’s happening to the majority because averages are pulled up by the top, and when the top is exceptionally high, the average can be far better than what most people experience. Even if most Americans are able to buy more, our lives will not improve if our schools, parks, roads, air and water, and other public goods continue to deteriorate. We won’t feel better off if our workplaces are unsafe, if we can’t safely walk on the streets of our communities, if we have no regular access to medical care, or if the cost of a major illness can wipe out our savings. And our lives will not be better if our democracy is dying, replaced by a system mostly responsive to big corporations and wealthy individuals. It is impossible to live happily in a society that seems fundamentally unfair or to live well in a nation rife with anger and cynicism.”

			The Rise of the Regressive Right

			“People who call themselves conservative Republicans offer one option for what to do about all this, but their option would make matters worse. Their goal is not to conserve the best of what we now have; it is to return America to a time long before we achieved it. In truth, their agenda is regressive rather than conservative. They believe in social Darwinism, and many will stop at nothing to get their way. Their strategy is to divide working Americans and to convince them of the truth of a few very big lies.”

			In the 1880s, William Graham Sumner was professor of political and social science at Yale. He brought Charles Darwin’s thinking to America and suggested life was a competitive struggle in which only the fittest could and should survive – and that this struggle was necessary in order for societies to grow stronger over time rather than wither away into irrelevance. He suggested civilization always has a simple choice. It’s either liberty, inequality and survival of the fittest or not-liberty, equality and survival of the unfittest. Sumner suggested liberty carries society forward and favors its best members while leveling the playing field carries society downwards and favors the dregs of

			
			
					Tax cuts for the rich trickle down to everyone else, whereas higher taxes on the rich hurt the economy and slow job growth.

					American corporations would create more jobs and growth if their taxes were lower.

					If the size of government were to shrink, America would have more jobs and a much better economy.

					We’d have a stronger economy if there were fewer regulations.

					The economy would improve if we were to cut the budget deficit with immediate effect.

					Medicare and medicaid are runaway trains and need to be scaled back.

					America’s safety nets are overly and unsustainable generous.

					Social Security is nothing more than a Ponzi scheme.

					It’s unfair that middle- and lower-income Americans pay a smaller share of federal income tax. 

					A flat tax would be much fairer to all.

			

			What You Need to Do

			
			
			
					Raise the tax rate of the rich to what it was before 1981.

					Put a 2 percent surtax on the wealth of the richest one-half of 1 percent.

					Introduce a tax on all financial transactions of one-half of 1 percent.

					Cut the military budget more than is currently scheduled.

					Use Medicare to control soaring health-care costs.

					Fight for Medicare for all.

					Use added revenues and budget savings to invest more in public goods.

					Reinstate the Glass-Steagall Act.

					Cap the size of Wall Street’s biggest banks.

					Require banks to modify all mortgages which are underwater.

					Get Big Money out of politics.
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