Fair??
by
Eyes Right 
Springfield, VA – Recently I received a letter from President Barack Obama.  It was not exactly a personal letter, although it did begin with “Dear Ed.”  Basically this was the first piece of campaign literature I have received for the upcoming 2012 Presidential election.  It ended, of course, with a request to contribute funds to the Democratic National Committee to ensure his reelection.

What struck me about the President’s letter was his frequent use of the word, “fair.”  For example, we should raise taxes on “the rich” because everyone should pay their fair  share.  Throughout the 3 page letter, the President urged me to follow his lead to push Congress to adopt programs which are fair for all Americans, and that, if re-elected, he would ensure that his next four years would be fair for everyone.
I have long had a personal problem with this word, having heard numerous students over the years complain that some particular classroom policy is not fair.  In nearly every case, the student’s complaint was based on the fact that one of the student’s answers was marked incorrect, while another student, who had what was felt to be a similar answer, was marked correct, or received a greater amount of credit.  In essentially every case, I was able to point out to the aggrieved student that the answers were not the same and that the other student had not omitted key information or had an answer with far more correct information.
The problem, of course, is in the subjective nature of the word itself.  What seems fair to one, is often not perceived that way by others.  When we insert human qualities into the equation, fairness becomes even less of an objective yardstick.  For example, is it fair that one person be born with far more musical talent than another?  Or, how about height?  Is is fair that Jones grows to a height of 7 feet and is rewarded with an astronomically high salary as a professional basketball player, whereas  Smith is only 5 feet tall and cannot hope to reap this benefit?  Or what about intelligence?  Most of us are not born with the IQ of an Einstein, making our chances of winning a Nobel Prize in Physics quite small.  The examples are endless.
So when we find ourselves having considerably less financial resources than others, who, either by hard work or luck or some combination of the two, are quite wealthy, we are tempted to yell that this is not fair, and that the richer person must share his/her wealth with the rest of us.   This is the moral underpinning of progressive taxation, and it is a very shaky one.  The bottom line is that we are arguing that “we” should be able to steal money from others who are more fortunate than us because it is the fair thing to do.  Why should they have more than us??
This entire argument underlines what has long been pointed out as the Achilles Heel of any democracy.  Once a plurality of voters recognizes that they can simply vote for candidates who will enact laws to steal from the outvoted minority, democracy crashes.  There is no longer an incentive to achieve wealth or possessions, because they will be immediately taken from you by the state, in the name of fairness.

I have always posed this question to my students:  can we agree that all those who score above a C on the next test simply give their excess points to those who score below a C so that we have a fair outcome?   Even the slackers in the room see the problem:  why should anyone study for the test?
Progressive taxation is simply morally bankrupt.  A more equitable, and efficient, arrangement is for everyone to contribute a common percentage of income to provide for common necessities, such as defense, roads, schools, etc.  The wealthy pay more in actual dollars, the less fortunate pay less.  This approach is often referred to as a “flat tax.”

The chance of a flat tax being implemented in the United States is remote, at best.  Too many politicians gain office by appealing to the “fair” argument, and others remain in office by continuing a complicated tax system rife with loopholes, exemptions, and special treatment of interests who fund their reelection.  

So, prepare yourself to hear the word fair on a nearly continuous basis in campaign literature, speeches and television ads for the next 7 months.  It is only fair that you have to listen.

I thought you might like to know.
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