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Thank you - your ongoing membership makes Leonardo English possible.
If you have questions we’d love to hear from you: hi@leonardoenglish.com

Episode #148
Tax
9th Apr, 2021
[00:00:00] Hello, hello hello, and welcome to English Learning for Curious Minds, by
Leonardo English.
[00:00:12] The show where you can listen to fascinating stories, and learn weird and
wonderful things about the world at the same time as improving your English.
[00:00:22] I'm Alastair Budge and today we are going to talk about Tax.
[00:00:28] Now, the word ‘tax’ provokes1 differing reactions to different people.
[00:00:34] Boredom. Fear2. Theft3. Duty4.
[00:00:39] Whatever one thinks of tax, it’s something that none of us can escape.

1

causes

2

the emotion of being afraid and worried

3

the action of taking something that belongs to someone else

4

a responsibility or obligation
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[00:00:45] And as Benjamin Franklin famously said, all the way back in 1726 “In this
world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes.”
[00:00:58] So today we are going to dive right into it.
[00:01:01] From a very brief history of taxes, to how different countries approach the
question of how much is the right amount of tax to pay, and what effects this has on the
society we live in.
[00:01:16] It won’t all be theoretical5 though, we'll learn about all of this through the
story of two pen-pals6, Arlette from Paris, and John from Austin, Texas.
[00:01:27] We’ll also confront7 the increasingly popular, but controversial8, idea of a
wealth tax.
[00:01:34] Before we get right into that though, let me quickly remind you that you can
follow along to this episode with the subtitles, the transcript and its key vocabulary, so
you don’t miss a word and build up your vocabulary as you go, over on the website,
which is leonardoenglish.com.

5

based on ideas and not practical uses and examples

6

people who communicate with letters and usually not in person

7

face or deal with a difficult situation

8

causing disagreement
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[00:01:53] This is also where you can also check out becoming a member of Leonardo
English, and join a community of curious minds from all over the world, doing meetups,
exchanging ideas, and generally, improving their English in a more interesting way.
[00:02:10] So if that's of interest, and I certainly hope it is, then the place to go to is
leonardoenglish.com.
[00:02:19] OK then, tax.
[00:02:22] Throughout history, going all the way back to the ancient Egyptians in the
year 3000 BC, people in power have required9 that people contribute10 to the society
they live in, sometimes through labour, through working, or through direct payments,
through money.
[00:02:42] This episode would go on for hours, days, perhaps even weeks if we talked
about the entire lengthy11 history of taxation, but the broad12 idea hasn’t really
changed.
[00:02:55] Whoever is in charge of a society, be that the ancient Egyptian Pharaohs, or
an elected government in the year 2021, it provides certain services to its people.

9

made necessary

10

give something in order to achieve a common goal

11

of unusual length

12

wide, general
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[00:03:09] To do that, it needs money or labour, and it requires13 people or businesses
to give it to them.
[00:03:16] Of course, you know that.
[00:03:18] You are one of the billions of people who pay these taxes, through your
income, through the money you earn as a salary14, through things you consume, things
you buy in shops, and through everything from the tax that businesses pay on profits
through to taxes you pay on your houses, there are thousands of different types of taxes
that people pay all over the world.
[00:03:43] Today though we are going to focus on tax on income15, the taxes that you
pay on the money you make.
[00:03:52] This is going to be our focus16 because it is normally the largest tax, in most
countries the majority of the tax that you pay will be income tax.
[00:04:02] In the UK, the combination of income tax and something called social
security contributions makes up 41% of all the tax revenues17 that the government
makes.

13

needs

14

a fixed amount of money as a pay for an employee

15

money earned from working or investments

16

central point of interest

17

the income that a government receives
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[00:04:15] And, as I’m sure we all know, depending on where you live, and how much
money you make, the amount you pay in taxes can vary18 greatly.
[00:04:25] If you live in Europe, your taxes are relatively high, compared to the rest of
the world.
[00:04:31] If you live in a country like Bermuda or the United Arab Emirates, or even if
you live in the US state of Texas, your taxes are very low, sometimes completely
non-existent19.
[00:04:46] These differences start small, but as people earn more, they become a lot
more extreme.
[00:04:52] Let’s dig down20 into a couple of examples here, to illustrate21 this point.
[00:04:58] Let’s take two pen-pals, Arlette in Paris, and John, who lives in Austin, Texas.
[00:05:05] For the sake of simplicity22, let’s say that they both earn a salary of €50,000,
which is around $60,000 for our friend John in Texas.

18

differ in amount

19

not existing, zero

20

search through

21

give a clear picture of something

22

to make things simpler

© Leonardo English Limited

www.leonardoenglish.com

English Learning for Curious Minds | Episode #148
Tax
[00:05:18] John is going to end up paying just under 14% of his income in federal
income taxes, taxes to the central government. Importantly, he doesn’t pay any state
income taxes, taxes to the state of Texas on his income.
[00:05:35] And he’ll pay just under 8% in Social Security and Medicare, meaning he will
pay about 21% of his total salary in taxes.
[00:05:47] Meanwhile his pen-pal23 over in Paris, Arlette, if she is earning €50,000 will
pay just under 27% of her salary in taxes.
[00:05:58] So, Arlette pays more, but not a vast24 amount more.
[00:06:04] Let’s say that both Arlette and John have some excellent luck, they get a
fantastic promotion, and their salary doubles.
[00:06:13] Lucky them, they are now both earning €100,000 a year.
[00:06:19] John pays a little more as a percentage, now paying 24.2% of his salary in
taxes.
[00:06:27] Meanwhile in Paris Arlette is paying around 35%.

23

someone who communicates with letters and usually not in person

24

extremely big
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[00:06:33] Now, as anyone who owns a business in France will know, the French system
requires the company to pay extra social security contributions25 on top of the salary
that they pay Arlette, which can easily be another 50%.
[00:06:50] So, lucky Arlette, her salary was €100,000.
[00:06:54] But the real cost of employing her for her company could reach €150,000, and
from that, Arlette might only get €65,000 or so, less than half.
[00:07:08] Now, on a personal level, most people might like the idea of needing to pay
fewer taxes, and having more money to spend at the end of the month.
[00:07:18] So you might think, lucky John in Texas.
[00:07:22] But John pays less, so he gets less.
[00:07:26] And ultimately, the question of what is the right amount of tax comes down
to how much involvement26 you believe a government should have in the lives of its
citizens.
[00:07:37] If you believe a government should do the bare minimum27, keep low taxes,
and require individuals to pay for almost everything, then you’d probably be happy
with John in Texas.

25

money given for a common cause

26

the act of taking part in something

27

the smallest possible quality
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[00:07:51] But if you think that as part of our social contract28 it’s the government’s job
to redistribute29 money to create a more equal and prosperous30 society, then you’d
probably be happy with Arlette in Paris.
[00:08:05] And when it comes to tax, there is obviously no right answer, no right
number, it is the job of a government to set taxes at a level that allows them to deliver
the services that their citizens expect.
[00:08:21] If we return to our friends Arlette and John, in Paris and Austin, we can see
some differing expectations of what the government will and won’t do, in terms of
getting involved with the lives of its citizens.
[00:08:37] Let’s go first to Texas, and to our friend John in Austin, who is happy to pay
very low taxes, and zero state income taxes.
[00:08:47] We might think that his expectations about what the government will do to
help him should be lower.
[00:08:54] But is this actually the case?
[00:08:57] Well, it certainly does seem so, and we can illustrate this point through a
relatively recent example.

28

an agreement among the members of a society and the government to work together for social

benefits
29

share something out in a better and fairer way

30

successful, especially financially
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[00:09:05] You may remember that a huge storm hit Texas in February, and millions of
houses were left without electricity.
[00:09:15] At the start, Texan politicians blamed31 renewable energy32, saying that they
couldn’t cope with the extreme weather.
[00:09:24] But further investigations revealed that one of the major reasons that the
energy grid wasn’t able to cope33 with the surge34 in demand was because of the
deregulation35 and privatisation36 of Texan energy that had taken place over the last
two decades.
[00:09:44] Rather than opt37 for higher taxes and more government involvement, Texans
had gone the other way.
[00:09:52] And when the storm hit, as the former Mayor of a Texan town wrote on
Facebook, “No one owes38 you or your family anything; nor is it the local government’s

31

said that something is responsible for something bad happening

32

energy that comes from never-ending natural sources

33

deal with a problem

34

a sudden and great increase

35

the removal of government control from an activity or business

36

the act of selling an organisation controlled by the government to a private party

37

choose

38

has an obligation to pay in return for something received
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responsibility to support you during trying39 times like this! Sink40 or swim, it’s your
choice!”
[00:10:10] So, with taxes come expectations.
[00:10:13] If taxes are low, like they are in somewhere like Texas, then so are
expectations. You pay the government relatively41 little, so you expect it to be involved
relatively little in your life.
[00:10:27] And when taxes are higher, for example in France, with Arlette, so are
expectations.
[00:10:34] As you might know, France takes great pride42 in providing for its citizens
through good and bad.

39

troubling and difficult

40

to go down below the surface of water

41

related to something else, in comparison

42

a feeling of pleasure and satisfaction after having done something good
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[00:10:41] There’s generous43 support for the unemployed44, it is very hard to fire45
someone, and French employees are entitled46 to very generous pensions47, especially
in the case of state employees.
[00:10:54] So, Arlette in France, because she pays so much more tax than John in Texas,
especially with her great new pay rise48, she is likely to be much more engaged49, and
have much higher expectations for things like healthcare, schooling, and transport.
[00:11:13] And if Arlette feels like she isn’t getting value for money, if the state isn’t
delivering for her in the way that she feels it should, then she will probably be more
frustrated50 than John in Texas.
[00:11:28] Again, we can see some examples of this in relatively recent French history.
[00:11:34] You may remember the Gilet Jaunes movement that started at the end of
2018.

43

larger than usual

44

people who don't have a job

45

dismiss an employee from a job

46

given the legal right

47

money given by the government to people after they retire

48

an increase in the amount of money you earn for doing your job

49

become involved in something

50

annoyed and disappointed
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[00:11:40] To briefly remind you what happened, around November 2018 there was a
popular movement in France of people wearing bright yellow jackets who took to the
streets.
[00:11:53] Initially, they were protesting a proposed51 new type of tax on fuel, but it was
a reaction to what was felt to be a disproportionate52 tax burden53 on the lower and
middle classes, they thought that taxes were too high on lower and middle earners54,
and not high enough on the richest in society.
[00:12:16] As some further background to this, the French president, Emanuelle
Macron, had removed a wealth tax, which was a tax on wealth over €790,000.
[00:12:29] Against55 these rising prices and the view that French taxpayers weren't
getting good enough value from the government, hundreds of thousands of people
took to the streets, saying enough is enough.

51

suggested

52

too large in comparison

53

a heavy load that you carry

54

people who earn money

55

in resistance or opposition to
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[00:12:43] Eventually, Macron backed down56, and agreed to many of the demands57 of
the Gilets Jaunes.
[00:12:51] So, why is the Gilet Jaunes movement relevant58 to tax?
[00:12:57] Because it is a great example of the correlation59 between tax rates and
citizen engagement60, that the protestors were paying all this money in taxes yet they
didn’t think the government was supporting them.
[00:13:12] Then, contrast that61 with the reaction in Texas, which was basically “you’re
on your own, guys”.
[00:13:19] Now, this episode is certainly not meant to be saying that one system is
better than the other, or that there is a right way to do taxation.
[00:13:29] Clearly, there are thousands of different views, and in a democracy we all
have the ability to have our say by electing political parties that align62 best with
whatever we believe.

56

stopped the proposal from happening, especially after being opposed by people

57

persistent requests

58

connected with, related to

59

a connection between two things

60

the action of being involved in something

61

compare that

62

agree
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[00:13:43] But what is certainly true in almost all countries is that taxation does create a
much closer bond63, a much closer relationship between the individual and the state.
[00:13:56] On one level, this is obvious - the more you pay for something, the more you
are likely to care about its quality.
[00:14:04] But if there is a complete breakdown64 of this bond, if taxpayers don’t feel
like they are getting value for money, then the more tax they pay, the more they are
likely to express their dissatisfaction65.
[00:14:20] The Gilet Jaunes protests may have been relatively peaceful, but throughout
history there have been instances66 of riots67, rebellions68, and revolutions all due to
people rising up69 against what they believed were unfair70 and unjust71 taxes.

63

a close connection

64

failure

65

lack of satisfaction

66

particular events

67

violent actions created by a large number of people

68

violent actions organised by a group of people against authority, control or a political system

69

taking action against authority

70

not treating people in an equal way

71

not based on what is right
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[00:14:39] While, to repeat, there is no ‘right’ answer on tax, I’d like to end this episode
with a brief discussion of a type of tax that has become more and more debated in
recent years.
[00:14:54] A wealth tax, a tax on your total wealth, a tax on all of the stuff you have.
[00:15:00] Although there have been different versions of it proposed throughout
history, it was brought back into discussion after the publication of a book by a French
economist called Thomas Piketty, called Capital in the 21st Century.
[00:15:16] You may well have read the book - it has been translated into dozens72 of
languages, and has sold millions of copies.
[00:15:24] In it, one of the main ideas proposed by Piketty is a global wealth tax, a tax
on the richest people in the world, which would start at 0.1% and rise to 2% on large
fortunes73.
[00:15:39] It would be what’s called a progressive tax, so the more you had, the higher
the percentage you would pay.
[00:15:47] And he also suggested a much higher top rate74 of income tax, with the
government taking up to 80% of the income of the highest earners.

72

many (dozen=twelve)

73

large amounts of money

74

amount
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[00:15:57] I don’t think our friend John in Texas would like that idea very much.
[00:16:02] One of the reasons that Piketty’s book was so successful was that he wasn’t
just someone on the street corner saying “we should raise taxes”, he was one of the
world’s most respected economists, and his research was based on serious economic
study.
[00:16:19] There were, of course, plenty of people who opposed75 it, saying that he had
got it all wrong, and that his ideas would destroy economic growth.
[00:16:29] But it caused a lot of debate, and even by those who disagreed with it, it was
taken seriously.
[00:16:36] When he published it, in 2013, it was referred to as ‘right time, right message’.
[00:16:44] Inequality had been increasing in much of the western world, particularly in
the United States, and what Piketty was proposing was a solution based on economic
theory, not just a political message.
[00:16:59] And since then, similar taxes have been proposed in countries one might
have never thought would be open to a wealth tax.

75

were against it
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[00:17:08] In the United States, the land of the brave and home of the free, Elizabeth
Warren and two other Democratic senators proposed a wealth tax on the ultra76
wealthy.
[00:17:20] This one really was for the ultra ultra wealthy77. it would only start at $50
million, meaning that if your net worth78 was less than $50 million, which is the case for
99.9% of Americans, you wouldn't have to pay it.
[00:17:36] Yet still, it was met with fierce79 resistance, labelled80 as an attack on
American liberty, and yet another way for the federal government to get its hands on
your hard-earned81 money.
[00:17:51] What the popularity of such ideas does tell us though is that the idea of tax is
evolving82, the idea of who should pay tax, and how much they should pay, is still very

76

to an extreme degree, very

77

rich

78

the total wealth (money and property) someone has

79

intense and aggressive

80

described

81

having taken a great deal of work and effort to earn

82

developing, changing
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much up for discussion, both as the gaps83 between rich and poor grow wider, and as
countries are figuring out how to pay the bill84 for the cost of COVID-19.
[00:18:17] There is of course no right answer, so I’ll leave you with two quotes about
taxes, and you can choose which one you feel aligns85 more with your beliefs.
[00:18:28] We’ll start with the American Judge, Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., who once
said “I like to pay taxes. With them, I buy civilization.”
[00:18:38] Or, from another American, the TV broadcaster Arthur Godfrey, who once said
“I am proud to be paying taxes in the United States. The only thing is I could be just as
proud for half of the money.”
[00:18:54] OK then, that is it for today's episode on the actually quite interesting world
of Tax.
[00:19:02] I hope it's been a thought-provoking86 one, that you've learnt something
new, and whether it’s looking at your payslip87 at the end of the month, or doing a tax

83

the empty spaces or distance between two things

84

a request for payment of money owned

85

agrees

86

something that makes people think

87

a note given to the employees with details on their salary numbers and taxes paid
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return88 at the end of the year, you might think about the numbers on there in a
slightly89 different way.
[00:19:17] As always, I would love to know what you thought of this episode.
[00:19:21] What do you think of the tax system in your country?
[00:19:25] Would you rather pay a higher rate of tax and feel like you have a stronger
bond with your fellow90 citizens, or would you rather pay lower taxes and be a master
of your own destiny. I would love to know.
[00:19:39] For the members among you, you can head right in to our community forum,
which is at community.leonardoenglish.com and get chatting away to other curious
minds.
[00:19:50] And if you’re not yet a member of Leonardo English, then perhaps today is
the day to do something about that.
[00:19:56] Membership of Leonardo English means unlocking all of our bonus episodes,
learning with the transcripts, the subtitles and key vocabulary, and joining a
community of curious minds from all over the world. It might just be the smartest
learning decision you’ll take all year.

88

a form including information about annual income and taxes paid

89

a little

90

a person in the same position
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[00:20:14] And the place you can go for all of that is leonardoenglish.com
[00:20:20] You've been listening to English Learning for Curious Minds, by Leonardo
English.
[00:20:25] I'm Alastair Budge, you stay safe, and I'll catch you in the next episode.
[END OF EPISODE]
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Key vocabulary
Word

Definition

Provokes

causes

Fear

the emotion of being afraid and worried

Theft

the action of taking something that belongs to someone else

Duty

a responsibility or obligation

Theoretical

based on ideas and not practical uses and examples

Pen-pals

people who communicate with letters and usually not in person

Confront

face or deal with a difficult situation

Controversial

causing disagreement

Required

made necessary

Contribute

give something in order to achieve a common goal

Lengthy

of unusual length

Broad

wide, general

Requires

needs
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Salary

a fixed amount of money as a pay for an employee

Income

money earned from working or investments

Focus

central point of interest

Revenues

the income that a government receives

Vary

differ in amount

Non-existent

not existing, zero

Dig down

search through

Illustrate

give a clear picture of something

For the sake of simplicity

to make things simpler

Pen-pal

someone who communicates with letters and usually not in
person

Vast

extremely big

Contributions

money given for a common cause

Involvement

the act of taking part in something

The bare minimum

the smallest possible quality

Social contract

an agreement among the members of a society and the

© Leonardo English Limited

www.leonardoenglish.com

English Learning for Curious Minds | Episode #148
Tax
government to work together for social benefits
Redistribute

share something out in a better and fairer way

Prosperous

successful, especially financially

Blamed

said that something is responsible for something bad
happening

Renewable energy

energy that comes from never-ending natural sources

Cope

deal with a problem

Surge

a sudden and great increase

Deregulation

the removal of government control from an activity or business

Privatisation

the act of selling an organisation controlled by the government
to a private party

Opt

choose

Owes

has an obligation to pay in return for something received

Trying

troubling and difficult

Sink

to go down below the surface of water

Relatively

related to something else, in comparison
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Pride

a feeling of pleasure and satisfaction after having done
something good

Generous

larger than usual

Unemployed

people who don't have a job

Fire

dismiss an employee from a job

Entitled

given the legal right

Pensions

money given by the government to people after they retire

Pay rise

an increase in the amount of money you earn for doing your job

Engaged

become involved in something

Frustrated

annoyed and disappointed

Proposed

suggested

Disproportionate

too large in comparison

Burden

a heavy load that you carry

Earners

people who earn money

Against

in resistance or opposition to

Backed down

stopped the proposal from happening, especially after being
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opposed by people
Demands

persistent requests

Relevant

connected with, related to

Correlation

a connection between two things

Engagement

the action of being involved in something

Contrast that

compare that

Align

agree

Bond

a close connection

Breakdown

failure

Dissatisfaction

lack of satisfaction

Instances

particular events

Riots

violent actions created by a large number of people

Rebellions

violent actions organised by a group of people against
authority, control or a political system

Rising up

taking action against authority

Unfair

not treating people in an equal way
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Unjust

not based on what is right

Dozens

many (dozen=twelve)

Fortunes

large amounts of money

Rate

amount

Opposed

were against it

Ultra

to an extreme degree, very

Wealthy

rich

Net worth

the total wealth (money and property) someone has

Fierce

intense and aggressive

Labelled

described

Hard-earned

having taken a great deal of work and effort to earn

Evolving

developing, changing

Gaps

the empty spaces or distance between two things

Bill

a request for payment of money owned

Aligns

agrees
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Thought-provoking

something that makes people think

Payslip

a note given to the employees with details on their salary
numbers and taxes paid

Tax return

a form including information about annual income and taxes
paid

Slightly

a little

Fellow

a person in the same position

We’d love to get your feedback on this podcast.
What did you like? What could we do better?
What did you struggle to understand?
Let us know in the forum community.leonardoenglish.com
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