The Future of Economic Society
AI, Inequality, and Democratic Cooperation

Our topic is the future of economic society, but speculating on just what the future will be is like skating on thin ice: it generally doesn’t work out very well. David Hume famously argued that experience gives us no logical guarantee that the future will resemble the past.  And it doesn’t get any better when we turn from science to economics, where technological change, public policy, human behavior, and political conflict complicate calculating the future. John Kenneth Galbraith is reported to have said, “There are two kinds of forecasters: those who don't know, and those who don't know that they don't know” (Galbraith, 1993, as cited in Graham, 1996, p. 193).

Yet, the future inevitably comes, and we forfeit a valuable opportunity if we do not try to anticipate and shape it. And that requires that we understand the present moment. The challenge is to do it thoughtfully and humbly recognizing that even our best judgments may turn out wrong.

My goal in this short essay, therefore, is not to predict an inevitable future. It is to consider how two powerful forces in our current economic environment, extreme wealth concentration and rapid advancements in artificial intelligence may interact. My central concern is that the gains from AI may accrue principally to those who already possess the most wealth and power, weakening the sense of mutual benefit on which democratic cooperation depends.

Consider first the concentration of wealth. According to the Federal Reserve’s Distributional Financial Accounts for the first quarter of 2026, the wealthiest 1 percent of Americans owned 31.6 percent of household net worth, while the bottom 50 percent owned only 2.5 percent. In the first quarter of 2026, the wealthiest 10 percent of households, ranked by net worth, held approximately 87 percent of corporate equities and mutual-fund shares held outside defined-contribution pension accounts (Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System [U.S.], n.d., 2026; Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2026). Wealth and income are not the same, and these figures do not by themselves prove that the economic system is unjust. They do, however, raise serious questions about economic security, opportunity, political influence, and whether the benefits of economic growth are being shared widely enough to sustain confidence in the system. 

Second, we are still near the beginning of the AI revolution, and no one knows how it will develop. Technology companies are investing enormous sums in AI and in the data centers, energy, and computing power needed to support it. Some of these investments may disappoint, but the more important possibility for my argument is that AI may wildly succeed, producing substantial gains in productivity and wealth. Ironically, success poses the deeper and vexing political question: who will receive the gains.
Although many warn of an imminent job loss apocalypse, experts are unsure of the net effect on employment. The International Labour Organization concludes that the transformation of jobs is generally more likely than their complete replacement, though some occupations and groups face much greater exposure than others (Gmyrek et al., 2025). AI may increase the productivity and wages of some workers, create new occupations, lower prices, and improve services. Moreover, many Americans share indirectly in corporate profits through retirement accounts and pensions. 
But these possibilities do not settle the distributional question. If the firms and investors that control the leading models, computing infrastructure, and intellectual property capture most of the returns, AI may increase wealth inequality, perhaps severely, even if its effects on wage inequality are mixed. Recent IMF research reaches precisely this qualified conclusion: AI could compress some wage differences while substantially widening wealth inequality because those who already hold capital are better positioned to benefit from higher returns (Gardels, 2026; Rockall et al., 2025). The danger is not inevitable, but neither is broadly shared prosperity. 
The problem is not simply that some people will have more than others. Unequal rewards are characteristic of capitalist societies, and the prospect of gain can encourage risk-taking, investment, and innovation. The danger arises when inequality becomes so severe, or appears so disconnected from effort and contribution, that large numbers of people cease to regard the economic order as reciprocal or fair. 

A healthy democratic society depends significantly on voluntary cooperation. People accept its laws, institutions, and economic arrangements because they believe that, despite their imperfections, the system offers them a meaningful stake in its success. That belief does not require equal wealth. But it does require a reasonable opportunity to build a secure and meaningful life and some confidence that political institutions are not controlled exclusively by those with the greatest wealth. 

There is evidence for at least part of this concern. In the OECD’s 2025 survey, 53 percent of respondents without financial concerns expressed trust in their national government, compared with only 35 percent of those experiencing financial concerns. The same study found an even larger trust gap between people who believed they had a political voice and those who did not (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2026). Although inequality does not by itself cause authoritarianism, since other factors also matter, the findings suggest that economic insecurity and powerlessness can erode trust and make democracies more vulnerable to resentment and finally to populist and authoritarian appeals. 

What, then, might we do?

One response is to help workers bear the costs of transition through education, retraining, wage insurance, stronger unemployment protection, and portable benefits (Brollo et al., 2024). A second is to preserve competition so that the gains from AI are not captured by a small number of dominant firms and can spread through lower costs, new businesses, and wider access to the technology (OECD, 2025). A third is to broaden participation in the returns themselves through employee ownership or profit-sharing, pension-based ownership, tax policy, or a public investment fund (OpenAI, 2026). Senator Bernie Sanders, for example, has introduced legislation that would create an American AI Sovereign Wealth Fund, financed through a one-time equity tax on the largest AI companies, whose returns would support direct payments and other public benefits (Office of Senator Bernie Sanders, 2026). 
Each of these proposals raises difficult questions. Retraining programs have a mixed record. Regulation can protect the public, but it can also entrench the largest firms if only they can afford to comply. A sovereign wealth fund would have to be insulated from political favoritism and managed for the long term. The point is not that there is one obvious policy. It is that the distribution of AI’s benefits will be shaped by institutions and our policy decisions rather than by technology alone.
There are ample reasons to be sceptical of significant progress along these lines. Governmental and political dysfunction, extreme polarization, and disinformation campaigns by both domestic and foreign actors often leave us paralyzed and unmoored to reality. It is entirely possible that we will allow economic power to become more concentrated while relying on resentment, distraction, or coercion to preserve the social order. 

It might be argued that I am too pessimistic. Afterall, earlier technological revolutions also displaced workers and created enormous fortunes, yet industrialization, for instance, eventually raised productivity, reduced the prices of many goods, created new occupations, and improved average living standards. However, the transition was long and often brutal, and notably its gains were shaped by labor organization, public education, regulation, social insurance, and democratic reform. Economic historians continue to debate just how quickly ordinary workers benefited (Acemoglu & Johnson, 2024). The lesson is not that capitalism automatically adapts successfully, but that it can and that adaptation is partly a political achievement, and not just a result of technological innovation.

There is still much that we do not know. We do not know whether AI will be the boon that techno-optimists promise. We do not know precisely which jobs will be transformed or how quickly. We do not know how concentrated its ownership will remain, how widely its benefits will be spread, or how much inequality a democratic society can sustain before cooperation begins to break down.
What seems clear is that we need a serious public discussion about how AI can serve the public good. There is growing recognition that such a discussion is necessary, but much of it is focused narrowly upon the construction of data centers, and there is little consensus about what an effective AI policy should look like, much less about how the wealth it creates should be shared. Technological change is likely to move faster than political agreement. Still, the future of economic society need not simply happen to us. Within limits, it will reflect the institutions we build and the choices we make.

Michael D. Redmond
August 30, 2026
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