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Debate as mind training: 
Seeing the many sides of 
history, economics, and 

government…

economicthinking.org/brookings-benefits-debate/

Debate as mind training: Seeing the many sides of 
history, economics, and government…

www.ethosdebate.com/steelmanning

economicthinking.org/brookings-benefits-debate
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mailto:grehmke@gmail.com
http://www.uiltexas.org/academics/student-activities/austin-2018


•Economic inequality permeates all areas of 
American life and has a profound psychological 
and material influence on American society. 

•Economic inequality influences life expectancy, 
physical and mental health, economic mobility 
and educational attainment. 

• Inequality multiplies across generations and 
generates disenchantment with politics and our 
entire system of government.

www.nfhs.org/articles/five-suggested-debate-topics-for-2023-24

Values: Freedom, 
Equality of 

opportunity or 
result?

Equal incomes? 
Outcomes?

Battle of the narratives:  
 Is a free-market economy fundamentally 

unjust, generating “winners” and “losers”? 

 The U.S. is “mixed" economy.  
Are the socialist or capitalist (market)  
sectors most to blame? (Health care?)

 “A rising tide lifts all boats” or  
“trickle down economics”? 

billmoyers.com/episode/
full-show-inequality-for-all/

www.learnliberty.org/videos/real-truth-
about-economy-have-wages-stagnated/

billmoyers.com/episode/full-show-inequality-for-all/



Citizens’ United & Is Money Speech

www.ifs.org/blog/is-money-speech/

www.ifs.org/news/chairman-bradley-smith-testimony-citizens-united-helps-democracy/

www.learnliberty.org/videos/real-truth-about-economy-have-wages-stagnated/

www.freetochoosenetwork.org/programs/free_or_equal/

iea.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/An-introduction-to-economic-inequality.pdf



• The fundamental question of economic history  
can be asked in two ways: how did a handful 
of countries achieve sustained rates of economic 
growth and development in the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries? 

• or why have most nations failed to achieve 
sustained economic growth over the last three 
hundred years? 

• What historical process(es) have generated 
institutions in a handful of countries capable of 
sustained economic development in the twentieth 
century, while most countries still fail to develop 
thriving markets, competitive and stable politics, 
and cultures that promote deep human capital 
accumulation for most of their populations? 

economicthinking.org/injustice-not-inequality-is-wha/

www.cato.org/economic-freedom-world/2022 www.heritage.org/index



Inequality, Populism, and Nationalism
…European and U.S. nationalism… protectionism…
populism’s threat to global trade…[and integration] 

...Many have blamed growing economic inequality within 
developed economies [or] outsourcing or [technology]

[But] a decline in inequality may be a motivating 
factor...blame populism’s rise on improved  
income equality across all nations. 

During the 1990s, a 70% income gap stood between 
emerging economies and the G7.  That gap shrunk to 
under 14% in 2016 and…disappear by 2020.

http://economicthinking.org/2017/02/15/the-pacific-trade-future-china-and-south-america/
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• International trade 

• Investment (capital flows)
• International migration

“GDP” = Gross Domestic Product

billmoyers.com/episode/
full-show-inequality-for-all/

www.learnliberty.org/videos/real-truth-
about-economy-have-wages-stagnated/

https://economicthinking.org/the-pacific-trade-future-china-and-south-america/


Inequality debates…
Income inequality in US: 
including transfers and taxes.

www.cbo.gov/publication/57061
In all, leaving out taxes and most transfers 
overstates inequality by more than 300%, as 
measured by the ratio of the top quintile’s 
income to the bottom quintile’s. More than 80% 
of all taxes are paid by the top two quintiles, and 
more than 70% of all government transfer 
payments go to the bottom two quintiles.

www.wsj.com/articles/the-truth-about-income-inequality-11572813786

www.cbo.gov/publication/57061

Inequality debates…

www.amazon.com/Myth-American-Inequality-Government-Biases/dp/1538167387/

•Here are five surprising facts:

• The U.S. welfare state has almost  
eliminated poverty in this country.

•Over the last 75 years, income inequality  
has actually gone down, not up.

• Since the end of World War II, income has  
steadily risen for every income group – with  
the greatest increase among the bottom  
fifth of the income ladder.

•Over half of the population gains very little from 
working under the U.S. fiscal system – as taxable 
income replaces untaxed transfer benefits.

• The U.S. has the most progressive fiscal system 
among all developed countries.

www.forbes.com/sites/johngoodman/2022/10/24/what-i-bet-you-dont-know-about-poverty-inequality-and-the-role-of-government/

wir2022.wid.world/executive-summary/



danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2018/11/20/income-mobility-and-middle-class-prosperity/

danieljmitchell.wordpress.com/2018/11/20/income-mobility-and-middle-class-prosperity/

www.aei.org/carpe-diem/chart-of-the-day-the-inverse-relationship-between-
the-top-marginal-income-tax-rate-and-the-tax-burden-on-the-rich/

Estimating the distribution of income… is complicated by 
major challenges: 
1. changes in social conditions (marriage rates, household size 
and composition) and demographics (age distribution). 
2. Rising education standards and increased college 
attendance have resulted in higher earnings but later entry 
into the labor force. 
3. Retirement incomes have changed due to expanded Social 
Security benefits and the shift from defined benefit to defined 
contribution plans. 

davidsplinter.com/AutenSplinter-Tax_Data_and_Inequality.pdf



[continued] Estimating the distribution of income…is complicated by major challenges:

4. Periods of high inflation have distorted the measurement of income, 
and business cycles have had differential effects on income groups.

5. Tax rules and incentives for reporting income have changed  
[due to] tax legislation. 

6. Differential declines in marriage rates and changing household… 
Important sources of income are missing in tax data, including 
government transfer payments and non-taxable employer-provided 
benefits. The share of income missing in tax data has increased  
over time, so that income on tax returns accounts for only  
about 60 percent of national income in recent years…

davidsplinter.com/AutenSplinter-Tax_Data_and_Inequality.pdf

http://www.cato.org/blog/dramatic-decline-world-poverty

In 1990: 1.85 billion 
in absolute poverty 
(under $1.9/day)  

By 2017, absolute 
poverty numbers  
at 689 million … 
[Over a billion fewer 
even as two billion 
more people added 
to world population.] 

In 2018 80% of those 
under international 
poverty line live in 
rural areas…  
Poverty Overview - 
World Bank Group 
www.worldbank.org/
en/topic/poverty/
overview

 

Freedom of Enterprise
• Economic principles connect many U.S. 

and world extemp and debate topics.

• Labor regulations vs. a right to work. 
Freedom of association is a right, not a 
privilege granted (or withheld) by govt..

• African-American hair-braiders in the 
U.S. and street vendors in Africa, India…

• Government has a concern about safety. 
But do regulations that outlaw selling 
lemonade, or home baked goods, or 
bottled water really protect safety?

“I have a right to 
earn a living…” 

http://www.cato.org/blog/dramatic-decline-world-poverty
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/overview
http://humanprogress.org/blog/extreme-povertys-end-sight


http://economicthinking.org/TheNewEurope/

 Oil, soil, copper, and forests are 
forms of wealth. So are factories, 
houses, and roads. ...

 [A] 2005 study by the World 
Bank, such solid goods amount 
to only about 20 percent of 
the wealth of rich nations 
and 40 percent of the 
wealth of poor countries. ...

Natural capital: the sum of cropland, pastureland, 
forested areas…and nonrenewable resources (including 
oil, natural gas, coal, and minerals).   
- World Bank study estimate: 5% of total.
Produced capital: machinery, equipment, structures 
(including infrastructure), and urban land.  
- World Bank study estimate: 18% of total.
Intangible Capital: is the other 77% 
That encompasses raw labor; human capital, which 
includes the sum of a population's knowledge and skills; 
and the level of trust in a society and the quality of its 
formal and informal institutions.

http://reason.com/archives/2007/08/03/our-intangible-riches

What is “wealth”? 
Where does it come from?

http://economicthinking.org/TheNewEurope/
http://reason.com/archives/2007/08/03/our-intangible-riches

