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Not the Left, but a Critical Mass,

Will win, not BI, but Rent Dividends

Can we improve our proposal to the public? Presently, most of us propose to solve poverty by redistributing earned income. What if instead we proposed to solve the time famine by predistributing rent? This revision loses the negative baggage of redistribution while picking up some strong selling points. As in “Roxanne”, the Steve Martin comedy based on “Cyrano de Bergerac”, in which he deliverers 20 reasons for preferring his huge snout to a petit one, here are 20 ways that the Rent Dividend is superior to BI.

Precedents

1, Real World Models.  No jurisdiction pays a Basic Income (BI). The Rent Dividend already exists, up in Alaska, a state which is not leftist so much as libertarian.

2, Big Name Backers.  The notion of an income apart from one’s labor or capital is for many leftist and thus anti-American. Famous American heroes proposed the Rent Dividend: Tom Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and Martin Luther King who cited proto-geonomist Henry George by name in his essay advocating a social salary.

Ethics

3, Right rights?  Many BIG advocates argue that people have a right to a job, i.e., to work for a master who is obliged to provide work (not wealth). Dividend proponents argue that people have a right to a share of land and resources (things all of us need and none of us made) and to a share of social infrastructure, in order to provide wealth (not work) for themselves.

4, Who loses?  BIGists argue that one has a right to some of the success of others, so make the rich pay. Dividendists argue that we enjoy an equal right to natural bounty, a right also found in the Bible and most moral traditions, and to the surplus of society, so all of us would compensate and be compensated by each other; in modern society, this translates into an equal share of all rents.

5, Who’s lazy?  People say we want an income apart from our labor because we are lazy. BIGists answer we’re no lazier than “coupon clippers”. Dividendists answer getting rent for free is no different than getting air, spring water, and wild fruit for free; sharing social surplus is not being lazy, just smart.

6, Reliance on State vs. Self.  BIGists justify BI on the grounds that people are needy and their needs can be met only by a caretaker state, implying everyone is crippled, unable to provide for themselves. Dividendists justify sharing on the basis that rent is our common heritage; the dividend, being not fixed but varying as the size of the surplus varies, accepts the element of fortune in reality, implying that people are self-reliant and willing to take the good with the bad.

7, Hierarchy vs. Equality.  BIGists propose sharing another’s income, which addresses yet maintains hierarchy at the same time; that is, BI redistributes income but leaves in place the system that skews income in the first place. Dividendists propose sharing our society’s surplus, ironically the source of most private fortunes, which would topple hierarchy, shifting rent (most wealth) from privileged nonproducers to entitled consumers (all of us), meanwhile evoking absolute equality.

Efficiency, Economic

8, No Free Lunch?  To such cynicism, BIGists answer there is for the rich; let them pay. Dividendists answer that the free lunch is society’s surplus or rent, the money we spend on the nature we use plus the money a few collect on the privileges they receive; these rents – not just for sites and resources but also for using the environment as a sink and for government granted privileges such as corporate charters, standards waivers, utility franchises, monopoly patents, broadcast licenses, etc – are of astounding size, totaling trillions each year.

9, Solve Poverty?  For either income supplement to matter, it must be big. BIGists would heavily tax “thems that’s gots” and even the employed for their “job rents”; thus while addressing poverty, BI worsens it by upping taxes which worsens the collateral damage of taxation. Dividendists would capture the immense rents from privileged nonproducers; thus by shifting taxes, the dividend base improves incentives and wipes out poverty.

10, Jobs.  Some BIGists propose that the state make up jobs, even while levying taxes that abort employment. Axing taxes while recovering rents both lures and spurs firms to hire more people, still an issue with the majority who are, sadly, still jobists; receiving rent is like receiving land, which also, historically, upped wages for working people.

11, Stimulate Growth?  BI needs heavier taxes, which raise prices and costs, hampering productive exchange. The Rent Dividend is part of geonomics, which would shift taxes off our efforts, onto rents; de-taxing labor and its products increases people’s purchasing power, upping demand; de-taxing capital lets corporations gear up to meet this effective demand without having to borrow heavily or out-source while investing in R&D and paying out dividends.

12, Symptom vs. System.  BI addresses a narrow band of issues, while the Rent Dividend gives more “bang for buck”: the recovery of rent spurs owners to use sites and resources efficiently, going a long way to solving the environmental problem; spurring owners to build more yields more affordable housing; and that entails hiring entry-level helpers; on and on.

Efficiency, Political

13, Subsidies vs Dividends.  BI may replace some welfare schemes but leaves in place most bureaucratic programs. The Rent Dividend is part of geonomics, which invalidates all subsidies for distorting price and being addictive and so would shift funds out of programs, into the dividend; ending subsidies ends corporate welfare, stultifying schools, and pill-and-scalpel as the first line of health defense, and reins in the war machine.

14, To Change its Size.  BI stays the same even as costs, prices, incomes, and taxes fluctuate; to change its formula requires on-going political intervention. The Rent Dividend is “dynamic” to use Martin Luther King’s term, and changes with the social surplus and needs no further legislative adjustment.

15, Go Fish Where?  BIGists would collect revenue downstream from the rich, after they’ve already acquired too much political power and the right of possession, nine tenths of the law. Dividendists would collect rent upstream from users of nature and government grants, thereby “running government like a business”, complete with a payout to stakeholders.

Packaging Issues

16, Ease of Understanding.  The BI ideally covers basic needs, and so the name enjoys some transparency. Rent is not a popular concept; rather than use it in the name, advocates could use “Citizens Dividend”, which stresses not the source but the recipient, the people who must be persuaded.

17, Charity vs. Self-Development.  Eventho’ universal, proposing BI as an answer to poverty casts the reform as an act of charity. Proposing the Rent Dividend as an answer to the middle class’ time famine casts the reform as a consequence of higher self-esteem.

18, Ease of Rebutting.  The BI proposal is clearer, and easier to make, but hence is more clearly wrong to most people. The Rent Dividend takes some explaining, but once the other person is engaged, they have a harder time refuting it, an easier time accepting it.

19, How many allies?  To succeed, BI depends on the old leftist dream of unifying the downtrodden. The Rent Dividend allows proponents to ally with many more constitutents, including libertarians, futurists, fiscal conservatives, urban revitalizers, and environmentalists, some of whom already advocate things like a “sky dividend”.

20, Scarcity vs. Abundance.  BIGists offer BI as an antidote to poverty; yet stressing poverty confirms the fact that there is not enough to go around, and that therefore (many people conclude) some must suffer. Dividendists underscore our social surplus, painting the world as a place of plenty; the Rent Dividend, by being an extra income, likewise suggests itself as solving poverty, but by being a dividend, suggests the notions of abundance, of surplus, of success, of time-off, of leisure; it lifts our sights from poverty to enjoying life, and answering what life is for.

For these 20 reasons, the big-nose dividend surpasses the petit schnoz BI. Advocates for an extra income apart from our labor and capital – that is, from our land – should change course:

A, Change the proposal’s name from “Basic Income” to “Citizens Dividend” (CD).

B, Stress not making life easier for poor people, regrettably viewed as “losers”, but stress making life more rewarding for everyone.

C, Emphasize not some people’s need but everyone’s bounty by underscoring the social nature of the surplus, how it is good fortune for all of us, brought about by the contributions of nearly everyone to some degree.

D, Stress how the CD solves so many other problems at once, from bloated bureaucracy to bloated corporations.

E, Emphasize that the source is not a heavy tax burden but merely a tax shift.

These five changes to the campaign for a social salary should win us a far larger constituency sooner, reaching a critical mass in time for the next major economic downturn. Then we’ll be poised to capture the values of urban locations and resources like oil the next time they skyrocket, voraciously consuming our woefully paltry budgets. Stressed out by forces they do not comprehend, people grow ready for the sense of community that sharing our social surplus would give them.
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