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General thoughts on intellectual life and GBS

Wherever an Association is active, one of its main ob-
jectives should be to provide a means for those whose
interests lie in relating the insights provided by the
Baha’i teachings to contemporary thought in diverse
fields to explore their ideas in an atmosphere of seri-
ous intellectual enquiry.

Naturally, an Association also accommodates the
work of those whose principal interests are related to
the texts of the Sacred Writings and Baha'i history.

- Universal House of Justice, 9 October 2018 to an NSA
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« My goal today is to try to relate some insights of the
Baha'i teachings to contemporary thought as it relates to
the distribution of wealth and income.

+ The question | aim to shed some light on is:

“Is Economic Justice Possible?”

 The ideas | present are available online in the Baha'i

World

Navid Sabet 2/32


https://bahaiworld.bahai.org/library/is-economic-justice-possible/
https://bahaiworld.bahai.org/library/is-economic-justice-possible/

Inequality and the grassroots

- Last weekend, around 100 people — youth, children and
adults — gathered in Langenhain for a family camp.

 There were songs, games, study of Baha'i writings, prayer,
service projects and conversations.

* This is part of a larger pattern of emerging community life
with around 30 children in children’s classes, regular
parent’s meetings, social outings and service projects.
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Inequality and the grassroots

 Notably, what struck me most was the spirit.
« It was an environment characterized by:

* Joy

« Service

« Friendship

+ Cooperation

« Equality

« Community
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Inequality and the grassroots

« This experience made me wonder:

« If such change is possible at the level of a village, can’t
this be extended to the level of society?
- If so, how?
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Inequality and the Divine Plan

For, ultimately, it is systematic, determined, and self-
less action undertaken within the wide embrace of
the Plan’s framework that is the most constructive re-
sponse of every concerned believer to the multiplying
ills of a disordered society.

- Universal House of Justice, Ridvan 2015
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The Divine Plan and Language

« What does this mean for the world of thought?

« How do we bring the principles of the Faith into dialogue
with the concepts shaping economic life today?

« As | engaged with fellow economists, | realized how little
language there was to connect these two worlds.

« | wanted to relate the spiritual principles of justice and
moderation to the questions of inequality and growth.
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The Issue of Inequality

« And so | began the paper with a simple question:
« Why is it that we only seem to ask about justice whenever
calamity strikes?
— New Deal Reforms after WWI and Great Depression
— Bretton Woods Global Economic Order post WWII
— Government spending post 2008 financial crash and
corona-virus
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The Issue of Inequality

 One prominent social historian (Walter Scheidel,
Standford) notes that inequality, since the stone ages,
has always increased and only 4 things lower it:

- Pandemics; mass warfare; revolution; state collapse

Are mass violence and catastrophes the only forces
that can seriously decrease economic inequality? To
judge by thousands of years of history, the answer
is yes. Tracing the global history of inequality from
the Stone Age to today, Walter Scheidel shows that
inequality never dies peacefully. Inequality declines
when carnage and disaster strike and increases when
peace and stability return.
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The Issue of Inequality

» The choice thus seems to be:

« More inequality
+ Hope for disaster

 Must it really be so?

 Can't we find a way to respond before calamity strikes?
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Motivation for the article

« Baha'is have principled views on inequality.
« A world that is just, embodies the oneness of humanity,
incorporates the spiritual ...
« The more | engaged with fellow economists, however, the
less satisfied | was about offering general principles.

What is more, it is one thing to agree that inequality — at
least in its extremes — is bad.

But what sort of equality is good?

+ Equality of outcomes?
« Equality of opportunity?
« Fair and unfair inequality?
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Motivation for the article

 The overarching aim of the article is threefold:
1. ldentify principles relevant to the issue of inequality;
+ Moderation; participation; collective wealth; profit sharing
2. Connect those principles to current economic conditions;
3. Outline, where possible, mechanisms though which those
principles find practical expression.
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The question of moderation



« The solution to many of the economic problems that
afflict humanity appears rather simple: moderation.

« In fact, the more | read, the more | realized that
moderation was probably the solution.

* Let's look at some examples and counterexamples.
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Moderation Explained

- ‘Abdu’l-Baha speaks of the: “equal opportunity of the
means of existence” whereby “a rich man is able to live in
his palace surrounded by luxury and the greatest
comfort” just as a “poor man be able to have the
necessaries of life.”

in the future there will not be the abnormally rich nor
the abject poor. The rich will enjoy the privilege of this
new economic condition as well as the poor, for owing
to certain provisions and restrictions they will not be
able to accumulate so much as to be burdened by its
management, while the poor will be relieved from the
stress of want and misery.
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Moderation in Practice?

Table 1: Thresholds and wealth per wealth group, 2012 USA

Wealth Number of  Wealth Average Wealth
Group Families Threshold Wealth Share
Full population 160,700,000 343,000 100
Top 10% 16,070,000 660,000 2,560,000 77.2
Top 1% 1,607,000 3,960,000 13,840,000 /1.8
Top .01% 16,070 111,000,000 371,000,000 11.2
Bottom 90% 144,600,000 84,000 22.8

Source: Saez and Zucman (QJE, 2016)

Calculating Income Shares
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Growth in Income: 1980 to0 2023
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Moderation in Attitudes Towards Wealth

« The intrinsic view on wealth in the Teachings, however, is
a good one.

’

« For one: Baha'u'llah cautions against austerity:

Thou hast written that they have pledged themselves
to observe maximum austerity in their lives with a view
to forwarding the remainder of their income to His
exalted presence ...He said: Let them act with mod-
eration and not impose hardship upon themselves.
We would like them both to enjoy a life that is well-
pleasing.

- Compilation on Huququ’llah
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Moderation in Attitudes Towards Wealth

- For another, ‘Abdu’l-Baha explains that wealth is
“praiseworthy in the highest degree” so long as it is:

1. Acquired through honest means; and
2. Used to advance philanthropic purposes.
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Moderation in Attitudes Towards Wealth

In ISGP, there is an entire document dedicated to exploring
these two conditions.

« Acquired through honest means:

« Farmer, Doctor, Taxi Driver? Yes, probably.

« Drugs, Prostitution, Theft? No, probably.

« Engineer working in a weapons company?

+ Owning a movie theater with sexually explicit movies?

+ Restaurant owner serving alcohol or a gambling machine?
+ Used to advance philanthropic purposes:

« To be praised? Because it is expected? Tax benefit? Love
of God?
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Achieving Moderation: The Power of
Public Policy



Inequality is a choice, not an inevitability

+ The Master explains, in relation to inequality, that “the
remedy must be legislative readjustment of conditions”.

« The mechanism through which society expresses its
values as regards to social order is public policy.

* Progressive economists highlight addressing inequality
from the top (“redistribution”) and the bottom
(“pre-distribution”).

— Redistribution: taxes and transfers.
— Pre-distribution: spending on health, education.

« Let's see the power of public policy in different ways.
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Top and Bottom Income Shares: Global Trends
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Top and Bottom Income Shares: US and EU Trends
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Inequality as a choice

* In Western Europe:
+ Bottom 50% earned 12 percentage points more than top 1

percent, complete reverse of global averages.
- Trends are also stable over time.

In USA:
« Top 1% and Bottom 50% trending in opposite directions.
+ Top 1%: share national income: 10% to 20% 1980 to 2016
+ Bottom 50%: 20% t0 13% in the same time period.

« USA and Western Europe are both advanced economies
with similar levels of technology.

- Differences, therefore, highlight power of voter
preferences, public policy and institutions
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Achieving Moderation: The Power of
Participation



In Praise of Participation

« If policy is so powerful in determining the distribution of
resources, why don’t we just choose more just policies?

« | address one reason in the paper: Electoral participation.
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In Praise of Participation

* House of Justice, 2 March 2013:
Baha'’is vote in civil elections, as long as they do not
have to identify themselves with any party in order to
do so.

+ 'Abdu’l-Baha, Secret of Divine Civilization:
It is unquestionable that the object in establishing
parliaments is to bring about justice and righteous-
ness, but everything hinges on the efforts of the
elected representatives.
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Quantity and Quality of Political Participation

+ Quantity of electoral participation
+ Declining voter participation is not random.
+ When the poor participate less than the rich, their (poor)
preferences will be under-represented in policy decisions.

« Quality of electoral participation
« Itis not so uncommon for people to vote against their
own interests. Education is central.
 Abdu’l-Baha: “At present, however, because of their
inadequate schooling, most of the population lack even
the vocabulary to explain what they want.”
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Other mechanisms to help implement spiritual principles

* In the article, | explore other mechanisms that help
translate spiritual principle into practice:

« Profit sharing
+ Progressive taxation and collective wealth
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The Role of the Individual



+ The paper concludes with a few ideas about the role of
individuals in aspiring towards a just economy.
« Many societies place economics at the center of life.

« This can distort how we view human nature and
relationships.

+ Without reflection, we might develop the worst tendencies
of the market and forego refining human nature.

« Achieving a just social and economic order thus requires
a deep examination of how markets shape our values.

« Consumption
« Compassion and love
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Expanded view of justice

« An economy based on justice and equity does not object
to efforts to improve material conditions.

« The objection is that such efforts have come at the
expense of an expanded view of human nature.

+ Markets are social constructs.

+ The policies we choose matter. The candidates we elect
matter. What we consume matters. Our view of human
nature and of the purpose of our existence matters.

« All these things have significant cumulative effects on the
way that markets, and their outcomes, are structured.
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The Role of Individual Choice

The House of Justice explains (1 March 2017):

Every choice a Bahad’i makes leaves a trace, and the
moral duty to lead a coherent life demands that one’s
economic decisions be in accordance with lofty ideals.
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Thank you for your attention!
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Calculating the Income Shares

Citizens Ranked by Income Steps to compute the “top share”
Person Income ($) 1. Rank everyone by income.
1 10,000 2. Compute total national income:
2
LS $10,000 + $15,000 - - - +
3 20,000
4 25,000 + $170,000 = $500,000
5 30,000 .
(7.
6 40,000 3. ldentify the top/bottom X%:
7 50,000  Income Share of top 10%:
8 60,000 170,000 "
9 80,000 500,000 O
10 170,000
 Income Share of bottom
Back 90%:
0,000
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