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I’m going to talk about inequality in America, then basic income as part of a solution to inequality, and finally about the challenge for faith communities in the public dialogue on these topics.
This is an educated audience so it is probably not news to most of you that inequality of wealth and income has been growing steadily since the 1970s. The wage gains of workers after World War II flat-lined in the mid 1970s and have stagnated in real terms despite the fact that productivity has risen steadily over the same period. Not coincidentally this shrinking workers’ share of the wealth has coincided with the decline of private sector unions.
 
Where has the increased wealth from rising productivity gone?  Most of it has gone to the top 1% and within that the top tenth of 1%.
 Some of this wealth transfer to the top is in the form of exploding executive salaries, but increasingly it is unearned “rentier income” in the form of rents, interest, dividends, and capital gains.

This transfer of wealth and income from workers to property owners is partly the result of changes in the tax code.  The years after World War II  saw some of the highest marginal tax rates in history, with marginal tax rates on the highest incomes reaching 91% in the Eisenhower era.
 Conservative forces since the 1980s have steadily  fought for and won tax cuts for the wealthiest, including special low rates on capital gains that produce the shocking result that billionaires like Warren Buffett pay a net lower percentage in taxes than their secretaries. (Buffet is one of the few to acknowledge the absurd injustice of this.)
 
This inequality exceeds any level that might be justified by economic efficiency or social justice. Thomas Piketty and Emmanuel Saez, the foremost experts on economic inequality, estimate that marginal tax rates could optimally be set as high as 83%.
 The problem with inequality is not only that some can enjoy luxury while others must work overtime to make ends meet. Wealth inequality corrupts our politics, as the mega rich,   epitomized by the Koch brothers, distort our political process through campaign contributions and media influence.

Wealth inequality also keeps us on a trajectory of environmental disaster.  The material standard of living of the average American, not to mention that of the wealthy, is not generalizable across the planet. But as this non-generalizable standard persists and rises others aspire to follow it, in order to achieve equal status and power in the world. A more sustainable world must be a more equal world. 
This is the context in which, over the last 25 years there has been growing interest and research focused on the idea of a basic income—a modest income adequate for basic needs, given to everyone unconditionally, without means test or work requirement.

The fundamental question for which basic income is the answer is: how can we ensure economic security and freedom for all in a world where economic growth has become problematic both economically and environmentally?

In the aftermath of World War II workers with the aid of their unions could share in the bounty of a rapidly growing economy. For reasons I cannot go into here, growth has slowed almost everywhere. Even China’s growth rate is slowing.
 And with slower growth more of the income shifts to property and away from labour. 

Automation compounds the problem. In order to reduce labour costs, businesses replace workers with machines.  Historically new jobs have emerged in other sectors. But there are some reasons to expect that this wave of automation may be different.

1. Artificial intelligence replaces not only physical but also mental labour, and service. What kind of labour remains?

2. The pace of computer-driven innovation is very rapid. So new job creation may not keep pace with job destruction.
Even if we are not facing “the end of work”, we can expect extensive disruption of labour markets. 47% of existing jobs may be eliminated in the next 20 years.
  Many of the jobs that are created are more precarious, part time, temporary, and poorly paid.
 
Even if a return to government deficit spending could give a boost to economic growth,  such growth has become questionable on ecological grounds. Hitherto, economic growth has been achieved through increased inputs of energy in the form of fossil fuels. While there has recently been a partial decoupling of economic growth from carbon emissions, the absolute level of carbon emissions continues to rise worldwide, threatening the stability of the ecosystem on which we and many other species all depend. 
Imagine then a world of slower growth. With the tax, property, labour market, and welfare policies of today, we can expect growing inequality, higher unemployment,  more precarious employment, rising personal debt ( student loans), and declining government services. In these conditions, those who feel betrayed and left behind turn to charlatans and demagogues, and find scapegoats to blame for their problems.

Facing this bleak future, a seemingly utopian idea may be a necessary component of an alternative to the failing policies of both liberal and conservative governments. A basic income can be understood as a just claim for a fair share of society’s unearned wealth and income, now monopolized by a shrinking, highly privileged part of the population. This basic income is not only just, it would also have several positive effects. 

1. elimination of extreme poverty. No one would fall between the cracks for failure to satisfy a work condition or means test. 
2. Worker empowerment: with an income sufficient to meet basic needs, workers, particularly those at the low end of the labour market, would have the power to say no to jobs that were poorly paid, too dangerous, or too demeaning. Workers collectively would possess a permanent strike fund.
 Thus a basic income would contribute to the revival of the labour movement, and the long-term recovery of workers’ share of productivity gains that have been going instead to capital. 

3. Recognition of and reward for forms of work distinct from paid employment, especially childcare, eldercare, and civic participation, and also internships, retooling, and other forms  of self improvement.  Side effects of this broadened conception of work will be the empowerment of women against abuse since women would be less economically dependent on men, and the strengthening of democratic politics since people might have more leisure to participate.

4. More effective welfare: a.  a basic income promises to reach those people who are  disabled, but who fail to pass bureaucratic tests. b. unconditional benefits also avoid the stigma, surveillance, and violations of privacy that welfare recipients now endure, and which keep many poor people from even applying for benefits. 

5. Last but not least more effective labor market policy:  Current means tested benefits discourage recipients from seeking paid employment, because in taking a job they risk losing their benefits;  this is called the poverty trap. Because basic income is unconditional, people do not lose it when they take paid employment; so they have an incentive to work, and avoid the poverty trap. 
The two most common objections raised against basic income  are, first, that it would cost too much,  and, second,  that it gives people something for nothing

Cost
Addressing the cost objection  is quite technical, but suffice it to say that basic income is a different way of spending our welfare dollars.
 
If the welfare state is affordable, then so is a basic income. If basic income turns out to be more expensive we can raise the difference with higher taxes.
Moral

The more difficult objection to basic income turns out to be the moral objection: that a basic income is giving people something for nothing, enabling laziness, and undermining the work ethic. 3 responses: 
a. First, would people actually be lazy if they received a modest basic income? I think, on the contrary, that most people want to live meaningful lives, and contribute to their community. Such data as we have from pilot programs in Canada, the United States, India, and Namibia suggest support this. In Canada and the US in the 1970s, pilot projects with guaranteed income found that there was little withdrawal from the labour market, and those who did work less typically were spending more time at home with their children or returning to school. In India and Namibia, people would use the basic income not for drugs and alcohol,  but to invest in small business, their chidren’s education, and needed medical expenditures, avoiding the clutches of usurious moneylenders.
b. Second, even if there turned out to be a few more people spending all their time surfing or buying drugs, we have these people now, despite the state’s efforts to coerce them into steady employment. Is it worth losing all the advantages of basic income just to track down and force into work a few additional shirkers?

c. Third, consider that not all wealth is created by labour. Air, water, natural resources, land, all are gifts of nature. Inherited knowledge is a gift of society as a whole, that no one living has created. Some now own these gifts, and some of those who own these live off that wealth without working.
 Basic income simply distributes a share of the unearned wealth, these gifts of nature (and civilization), to everyone.
 And, because most people will want more than the bare minimum, the work ethic will survive on top of this basic entitlement to an unconditional share of the resources. Moreover, the prior entitlement to resources ensures more equality of opportunity in education and employment. Just think how different our country would be today if the promise had been kept to the freed slaves of forty acres and a mule.
 Basic income is the equivalent of forty acres and a mule, for a modern, complex economy.
Finally faith communities can play a key role in the emerging dialogue. 

I became a Unitarian Universalist after some years as a fellow traveller with my UU wife and daughter. Prior to joining I had been a peace and justice activist and, as an agnostic, regarded the  peace and justice community as the only community I needed. But then I realized that faith communities proper are among the few places, outside families, where the focus is on the intrinsic value and the moral development of each person. Even peace and justice communities are more instrumental. You are valued by what you contribute to the cause. Moral reflection on the meaning of your life is secondary. 

In faith communities, we start with the meaning and the mystery, and the intrinsic worth of each person.  In dialogue, we struggle to get an accurate understanding of the world around us, our place in it, the importance of justice in our individual and collective lives, and what it means to be free. 

Let us ask ourselves: What would we do if we each had income security? What would you do if you had a basic income? Can we imagine—do we dare to bring about—a world where no one is coerced into servitude for lack of means? How must we change our actions, and our ways of thinking, to open the door to real freedom?
Thank you for listening, and blessed be.

� � HYPERLINK "https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm" �https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.nr0.htm�  ; � HYPERLINK "http://www.npr.org/sections/money/2015/02/23/385843576/50-years-of-shrinking-union-membership-in-one-map" �http://www.npr.org/sections/money/2015/02/23/385843576/50-years-of-shrinking-union-membership-in-one-map� 


�  The New York Times estimates that “the richest 1 percent now own more wealth than the bottom 90 percent.” And according to the Guardian, the top tenth of one percent own almost as much as the bottom 90 percent. � HYPERLINK "https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/nov/13/us-wealth-inequality-top-01-worth-as-much-as-the-bottom-90" �https://www.theguardian.com/business/2014/nov/13/us-wealth-inequality-top-01-worth-as-much-as-the-bottom-90� In 1980 the top 1% earned 27 times what the bottom 50% earned. By 2016 the top 1% were earning 81 times what the bottom 50% earned, tripling their share, according to Piketty and Saez. The richest 10% now control 76% of all wealth; the next 40%  own 23% of the wealth, leaving for the bottom 50% only 1% of all wealth. In the lowest quarter the average person is $13,000 in debt. � HYPERLINK "http://money.cnn.com/2016/08/18/pf/wealth-inequality/index.html" �http://money.cnn.com/2016/08/18/pf/wealth-inequality/index.html� ; � HYPERLINK "http://money.cnn.com/2016/12/22/news/economy/us-inequality-worse/index.html" �http://money.cnn.com/2016/12/22/news/economy/us-inequality-worse/index.html� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.epi.org/blog/inequality-central-productivity-pay-gap/" �http://www.epi.org/blog/inequality-central-productivity-pay-gap/� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2015/nov/15/bernie-s/income-tax-rates-were-90-percent-under-eisenhower-/" �http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2015/nov/15/bernie-s/income-tax-rates-were-90-percent-under-eisenhower-/� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/15/opinion/stop-coddling-the-super-rich.html" �http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/15/opinion/stop-coddling-the-super-rich.html� 


� � HYPERLINK "https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/oct/24/1percent-pay-tax-rate-80percent" �https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/oct/24/1percent-pay-tax-rate-80percent� 


� � HYPERLINK "https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=CN" �https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=CN� 


� For a good summary of the automation argument for basic income, see chapter 5 of Mark Walker, Free Money for All: A Basic Income Guarantee Solution for the Twenty-First Century (Palgrave-Macmillan, 2016).


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf" �http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf� 


� See Guy Standing, The Precariat (Bloomsbury, 2011).


� Erik Olin Wright has stressed this particular consequence, in “Basic Income as a Socialist Project,” � HYPERLINK "https://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/Basic%20Income%20as%20a%20Socialist%20Project.pdf" �https://www.ssc.wisc.edu/~wright/Basic%20Income%20as%20a%20Socialist%20Project.pdf� 


� [The cost of a basic income is not as much as it first appears. You can calculate the gross cost by taking the amount of the basic income, let’s say $10,000 per person, and, multiplying it by the population, say roughly 300,000,000,  yielding a gross cost of $3 trillion,  which seems outrageously expensive.


But the net cost is much lower. First, higher taxes on the more affluent will claw back their basic income, cancelling out nearly 85 percent of the gross cost, leaving a net cost of about  $500 billion. Second, in practice basic income would replace many current state transfer payments for such things as food stamps, temporary assistance to needy families, parts of unemployment compensation and disability payments, and parts of some retirement pensions.  Then the net cost of the basic income will be considerably less than $500 billion. So the cost objection is largely based on a misunderstanding.] For more on the cost, see Karl Widerquist, � HYPERLINK "https://works.bepress.com/widerquist/75/" �https://works.bepress.com/widerquist/75/� 


� To take one example the atmosphere should belong to all of us.  But carbon polluters are allowed to use the atmosphere as a sink.  They reap the profits of the pollution without paying the environmental cost, which is born by the rest of us. If we were to put a price on carbon, and distribute the revenue as a per capita dividend, that would insure that each of us got compensated for the use of our commonly owned asset.


� This theme of basic income as a fair distribution of gifts is developed at length by P. Van Parijs and Y. Vanderborght in Basic Income: A Radical Proposal for a Free Society and a Sane Economy (Harvard University Press, 2016).


� See Karl Widerquist, Independence, Propertylessness, and Basic Income: A Theory of Freedom as the Power to Say No (Palgrave-Macmillan, 2013), Ch. 2, for some discussion of forty acres and a mule, and how basic income is a modern equivalent.





