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			With hard work, anyone can become rich; The rich consume and invest; The rich create jobs; The more rich there are, the fewer poor there are; The rich pay a lot of taxes...

			 

			Philippe Richard, a doctor in economics, analyzes some twenty preconceived ideas about the wealthy and social inequality. By dissecting the economic data, the author provides factual elements on the liberal doxa. The reality is that the wealthiest consume little, invest little in France and create no jobs, even though their wealth is growing like never before.

			Beyond this observation, the author asks crucial questions for the future of our society: Is it a good thing that a minority sees its fortune explode while poverty and precariousness grow? Do the rich represent an opportunity for our country or on the contrary a threat to the balance of our democracy? Can our society survive with such inequalities?

			 

			The author has been a consultant to employee representatives at Syndex for 20 years. He has been reflecting on the limits of individual property rights for several years.
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			Preamble Who are the rich?

			The objective of this book is to approach without taboo the delicate subject of the rich, through different assertions that we often hear: the rich have always existed because inequalities are natural; by working hard, everyone can become rich; we criticize the rich out of jealousy; the rich consume and invest; bosses create jobs; the rich take risks and innovate; the more rich there are, the less poor there are; the rich pay a lot of taxes...

			First, let’s start by defining the wealthy class. Who does it include? Is it limited to the 2,000 billionaires on our planet, including a hundred or so in France? Or does it include a vast population that lives comfortably, composed of executives, professionals and small business owners? Neither one nor the other. The rich class is not limited to a few wealthy people, but it is also distinct from the affluent class.

			The rich are people with income and wealth that give them economic power in our society. Not only is the wealthy person less dependent on the financial constraints of other social classes, but they also have a great deal of leeway in their economic choices and decisions, the scope of which goes beyond their own circle, impacting a territory, locally or more widely. Thus, his wealth places him in a specific class, quite different from the working class, the middle class and the wealthy, and whose numbers are sufficient to constitute an economic class in its own right.

			We now need to determine the wealth threshold that allows access to this class. By considering income and wealth as the two economic reference criteria, we see that these differ from those of the rest of the population for the wealthiest 1% of a geographical area (a city, a region, a country...). In France, for example, the rich earn at least €10,000 net per month and have at least €2 million in assets. These minimums hide great disparities. The average income of the wealthy class reaches €24,000 per month, for an average wealth of €6 million1 . These amounts explode for some of them.
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					1. Amounts evaluated according to Thomas Piketty’s data published in revolution-fiscale.fr and updated according to Credit Suisse Global Wealth Databooks data. These are individualized amounts and not per household.

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			1. The rich are few, let’s leave them alone

			Although the rich represent only 1% of the population, they accumulate a great deal of wealth: more than 10% of the country’s income and 25% of all the assets of French households. They share 3,140 billion euros of assets, net of debts. The rich hold 55 times more than the “average” French person. And, unlike the “average” French person who mainly owns his or her main residence (58%), the wealthy own a significant share of the country’s businesses and financial investments: 35% of the national economic wealth, excluding real estate2 .

			It is therefore surprising that the subject of the rich is so little mentioned in the national debate. Any discussion of the rich is quickly sidestepped to focus on other issues and problems, such as the unemployed, the poor, the delinquents, the migrants, eclipsing any link between the rich and our economic and social difficulties. The premise is simple. The rich are a small, peaceful population, who ask nothing from anyone and actively contribute to the wealth of the country. So let’s leave them alone! This is a bit short-sighted, because although the rich are indeed few in number, they nevertheless occupy a central place because of their economic power, the importance of the decisions they make and their consequences. Unlike other social and economic classes, the decisions of the rich impact the whole society. Thanks to their capital, they are the ones who make the decisions to hire, invest, increase salaries, lay off, relocate, increase dividends, expatriate fiscally, etc. Why not talk about it?

			A nation certainly needs wealth and capital. Does it really need rich people? Is it a problem that wealth is concentrated in the hands of a minority? The situation can become dangerous for the interests of a nation when a minority holds economic power without protecting the interests of the nation. The rich caste holds more than 35% of the shares of the companies, i.e. the property rights, and therefore the decision-making power. Since they own the big companies, often with significant or even majority stakes, they dominate the whole system, because they are located at the top of the economic pyramid, the one that dictates its conditions and its law.

			Finally, France has gone from a monarchy where 1% of nobles reigned, to an oligarchy where 1% of the rich reign. Of course, this reality is not unique to France. While wealth inequality is somewhat lower in Belgium and Japan, it is comparable in the United Kingdom, Italy and Australia, higher in Northern Europe, Spain, Portugal and Canada, and much worse in the United States and in many emerging countries, where the richest one per cent own more than 35 per cent of all national wealth.

			The rich make the decisions, and these decisions are not for the greater benefit of the nation as a whole. They have always put their own interests first. The problem today is that the globalization of the economy has been accompanied by deregulations that give freedom to the most mobile. Thanks to the mobility of people, capital and company domiciles, the rich can now escape from their obligations, and they do so without hesitation. The wealthy, their companies and their capital are relocating to tax havens and low-cost countries with impunity. The competitiveness imposed by a globalized economy is in reality only a pretext to conceal the optimization operations of the richest, who do not hesitate to abuse globalization in order to escape national laws and regulations, with the sole aim of making profits.

			Economic liberalism has spread throughout the world and benefits the richest, to the detriment of a large majority of the populations of rich countries. The economic development that Western countries experienced during the 20th century seems to be a distant memory. The power of the rich is amplified by their power of influence with the general public, mobilized so that their domination is never questioned. As owners and financiers of numerous media and foundations, they have the power to make and unmake careers, those of politicians, journalists, artists, intellectuals and business executives. In our delegated democracies, which leave little room for the direct participation of citizens, collusion between the rich and elected politicians is the order of the day, since the latter need the support of the former. We then end up with politicians who are particularly attentive to the richest, and who do not question their power, if at all. We often emphasize democracy. Yet it is failing. 

			Some criticize the migrants who come to take advantage of our country’s benefits, the Covid-19 non-vaccinated who do not take their responsibilities towards the nation. Don’t the rich take advantage of our country to enrich themselves shamelessly without paying their dues? Do they assume their responsibilities? The rich are few in number but their domination is total. So should we leave the rich alone? No, this impunity must not continue!

			 

			 

			 

			
				
					2. Amounts assessed according to data from Thomas Piketty published in Capital et idéologie, Seuil, 2019, from Insee, Le Patrimoine économique national en 2020, October 2021, and French notary statistics on inheritance.

				

			

		

	
		
			 

			2. We criticize the rich out of jealousy

			This is the ideal retort to counter any criticism of the rich: it is motivated by jealousy! This easy assertion aims to delegitimize any opposition to this caste with a feeling of guilt, immediately closing any debate. To criticize the rich would be tantamount to not assuming one’s own failure, that of not being rich oneself. This is simplistic but effective. This would mean that only the rich have the right to criticize themselves. This is surprising, since many people criticize the unemployed, civil servants and migrants, without being concerned in any way. 

			Is it a coincidence that the wealth of the ten richest French people has risen from €22.9 billion in 1997 to €240.8 billion in 2017, and then to €516.5 billion in 2021, according to Challenges’ ranking of France’s top fortunes? Ten French people have a fortune comparable to that of half of the French population, i.e. 25 million of the poorest adults. The richest 1% together own as much as 80% of the French population. Is this acceptable and desirable? Does this wealth benefit the country? No.

			Here, a fundamental question should challenge us. What is the justification for personal enrichment? If the income from work represents the essential wealth of a country, it is the income from capital that makes the rich. Wealth never comes solely from one’s own work, as we shall see, but from the capital one owns, which in turn allows one to draw a rent from the work of others, who precisely have no capital or too little to live on. Thus, according to the Observatory of Multinationals3, in twenty years, the dividends of CAC 40 companies have increased by 269%, almost four times faster than their turnover (+74%) and ten times faster than their global workforce (+26%). In France, the number of employees has fallen by 12%, while sales have risen by 26%. The owner of a capital asset has the right to the profits and added value of his capital, not the worker, even though it is the latter who enables the capital used to be valorized. It is this right to profit from property that brings personal wealth, not labor.

			When you have capital, you can lend, invest or invest it and receive an income from it, even if you have not worked directly to contribute to that income. This is the capital income. And this income can become colossal when the capital is large because it will allow you to benefit from economies of scale, bargaining power and diversified opportunities with high returns. The small saver turns to safer investments with low returns, while the rich person diversifies his investments and ensures high returns. The small trader, the craftsman, the small independent invests all of his capital in a business which, at best, allows him to live correctly, but with limited prospects of gains. The large investor acquires companies or shares in companies with high dividends and growth prospects because he takes advantage of the economies of scale of large companies and their bargaining power and innovation to increase returns. This is called increasing returns. Size thus provides a decisive competitive advantage. This is why companies merge and why multinationals prosper, as do billionaires, at the expense of smaller companies. This reality has been reinforced by the development of new technologies in communications that favor the globalization of markets and generate important network effects - an almost infinite source of economies of scale and increasing returns. This is the reason why the founders of the Internet networks got rich so quickly. It was not their work that made their fortune, but the ability of the networks to gather many members, “monetizable” by their owners, with modest marginal costs.

			What is important to understand is that wealth is created by human labor and by the use of productive capital that improves labor productivity (machines, premises, patents, etc.). The relevant question then concerns the distribution of the wealth created, between the remuneration of labor and that of productive capital. This is where the problem lies. The share of remuneration of labor has been decreasing for three decades, to the benefit of dividends, the weight of which has globally doubled, and even more so for large companies, generating growing inequalities between on the one hand employees, but also the self-employed and small bosses, and on the other hand the large owners of capital and the multinationals. This is the reason why the working and middle classes in Western countries are becoming poorer. This is a reality, not a feeling (of jealousy).
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