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[bookmark: _Toc41820426]Why is interest in UBI increasing? 
The COVID-19 pandemic is certainly increasing short-term income-support programs, so UBI advocates are somewhat shamelessly jumping on that bandwagon to promote UBI as a permanent social policy. Once short-term income supplements become more expected in the continuing waves of the coronavirus pandemic, what politicians will want to lead the parade to stop them?
UBI does not question the basic structure of a society based on the renting of human beings (i.e., the employment relation),[footnoteRef:1] but it redistributes the results so to try to pacify those who might want to change it. The Davos thought-leaders are concerned about their future since the symptoms of the human rental system (e.g., economic inequality) are getting out of control so they need to propose some symptomatic relief to take the pressure off and ‘pacify the natives,’ but not change the nature of the system. And many “public intellectuals” (who should know better) want to jump in front of whatever is starting to look like a parade. [1:  See: Ellerman, David. 2015. “On the Renting of Persons: The Neo-Abolitionist Case Against Today’s Peculiar Institution.” Economic Thought 4 (1): 1–20.] 

[bookmark: _Toc41820427]UBI as a pacification program
According to the gurus of Silicon Valley, robots and advanced AI are going to technologically displace many people in coming years. Since there is little chance for them to be retrained as AI programmers or robot builders, the policy recommendation is to provide everyone with a universal basic income so they would not need to work or would not need to find work as quickly. Otherwise the Government might have a political revolt on its hands by these dispossessed people. If that is the recommendation, then it is clearly like a pacification program for the technological unemployed to keep them from open revolt at the ballot box or in the streets.
[bookmark: _Toc41820428]Work, identity, and politics
Another point to keep in mind is the role of work in most people's identity. When you first meet a person and ask what they do, they don't answer: “I wear a certain brand of clothes or drive a certain brand of car” (even though Madison Avenue would like them to think that way). They tell you their work, how they make a living and support their family. They do NOT look on their work as just another way to get an income that could just be replaced by a UBI. 
This raises a second point. With UBI, many people, both blue- and white-collar, would continue to work not only to get a higher income but because they believe their work makes a social contribution and is part of their identity and self-worth. Hence a social division would soon emerge between those who still work productively and pay taxes to fund UBI, and those “human house cats” who basically live off of the UBI, perhaps with some casual and deliberately temporary work, who would soon be seen as “parasites.” That would be socially poisonous in many ways in a society that should be built on solidarity and reciprocity. 
And the immigration question would become even more contentious if immigrants had a path to get a UBI through citizenship or permanent residence. But employers—unwilling to increase pay or job quality—would want even more immigrants to fill the crummy jobs that UBI-recipients would no longer need to take. Those forces may lead to a society with a large underclass of immigrants who can’t qualify for UBI to fill the crappy jobs that UBI-recipients will shun, i.e., an even more stratified version of present-day America.
Many UBI proposals are accompanied with proposals for the elimination of welfare programs. The pressures to fund UBI will lead to the slow reduction in other education, social assistance, retirement, and healthcare programs. The working and tax-paying population would not want to “pay twice”[footnoteRef:2]—once to fund the UBI and again to fund other social programs. Since people would supposedly ‘have more money’ with a UBI, those social programs would be increasingly privatized in the direction of the neoliberal utopia of a thoroughly marketized society. [2:  See: Rothstein, Bo. 2018. “UBI: A Bad Idea for a Welfare State.” In Basic Income and the Left: A European Debate, edited by Philippe Van Parijs, 103–9. London: Social Europe Ltd.] 

[bookmark: _Toc41820429]Universal Basic Humiliation?
Moreover,  the most humiliating social position for many people is precisely when they can't be productive and provide for their families on their own, and have to accept public assistance to get by. How can it be a good public policy idea to universalize that humiliating social position of living off the “sweet poison” of public assistance? Does anyone really think it will be less humiliating (rather than more maddening) for poor people to hear that rich people also get checks?
[bookmark: _Toc41820430]What about experiments?
There has also been much cant about doing experiments as if we didn't have some natural experiments already. 
· One experiment in the US is with the casino Indians. Most states outlaw casinos, but Indian reservations are allowed to have them. That is a whole story in itself, but where there are casinos on the reservations in some well-located places, the Indians get an often unconditional income, e.g., $2000+ a month, just based on their racial/blood identity (somehow the Indians are exempt for all the civil rights laws that otherwise prevent discrimination on the basis of race and the like). The original expectation is that they would say “Oh, now the kids can afford to go to college and get good jobs” but the actual reaction from the kids is more like “Oh, now I don't have to go to college, but can get a bigger pickup truck, motorcycle, video game console, and the like.” The question of conditionalities (e.g., going to college) on the race-based grants is often central to the tribal politics of the casino Indians. 
· Another example in Croatia was the treatment of the solders after the recent Yugoslav wars. The “heroes” were given lifetime pensions immediately so they didn't have to get a civilian job but could just live off the pension. One of my wife's friends just spent his time playing video games, drinking, and the lot until he died relatively young.  The main activity of the ex-solders is to form a political party to make sure that their pensions are not reduced, to add more privileges, and to further super-patriotism to “protect [NATO-member!] Croatia from foreign threats.”
· Other lessons can be learned from the now-collapsed microfinance fad. It was assumed that poor people were budding entrepreneurs who could start their own businesses if only they had the money. Much of the UBI rhetoric is based on the similar ‘wonderful narrative’ that assumes that poor people could easily start businesses and create their own jobs with a UBI. Whenever I meet intelligent good-hearted people these days, they often ask about UBI—just as they used to ask about the Mohammed Yunnis, Grammen Bank, and the microfinance fad. Such wonderful narratives! What's not to like?
[bookmark: _Toc41820431]Let us not forget inflation
Another point not well-treated in the UBI literature is inflation. The question is not about macroeconomic inflation so there is no need to wade into (or take cover in) the tall grass of macroeconomics. It is about the things in rather inelastic supply that poor people need. Would the slumlord who is charging what he thinks the traffic can bear now, keep his rents the same if all his renters starting receiving a UBI?  It might not take long before poor people, i.e., the people UBI is supposed to help, would find themselves essentially back where they started in terms of disposable income. It is not a question about macro-inflation. For instance, in order to entice young people to stay in Croatia (rather the emigrate somewhere else in the EU), a subsidy was offered to young people buying their first apartment in Zagreb. Not surprisingly, there was then a spike in Zagreb apartment prices. Those who think the UBI would not lead to similar spikes in certain prices are only whistling in the graveyard of good intentions.
[bookmark: _Toc41820432]Would UBI have been ‘a good thing’ in the Antebellum South?
UBI is an ideological pacification program as if there were no structural features of our society to be changed but the social pie just needs to be redistributed keeping the structure the same. One might have a fantasy about taxing the rich slave owners in the Antebellum South, to supply (and perhaps pacify) the slaves with a better real income in terms of food, clothing, and shelter.  Wouldn’t that be ‘a good thing’—for all the same ‘reduce-inequality’ reasons UBI is promoted today?
[bookmark: _Toc41820433]Why is the World Bank interested in the idea?
The WB has long been intellectual bankrupt in not knowing how to actually help people in the developing countries, so in frustration, they finally started doing what were called “conditional cash transfer programs” and the UBI is just a blown up and hollowed-out (no conditionality) version of the same. At least they should be able to just distribute money.  The inability of the Bank to really foster development (not just handouts) led me to write my Helping People Help Themselves book[footnoteRef:3] which ended by recommending that the Bank be wound down. [3:  See: Ellerman, David. 2005. Helping People Help Themselves: From the World Bank to an Alternative Philosophy of Development Assistance. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.] 

For all the same reasons that the intellectually bankrupt WB is moving towards ‘helicopter money’ as a way to help the poor, so similar politicians in the US and elsewhere are moving towards UBI as at least a way to buy votes. Why else did Trump have his name appear on the American coronavirus stimulus checks?
[bookmark: _Toc41820434]If not through UBI, how should we tackle automation and AI?
When considering public policy ideas of the UBI’s magnitude and cost, it would be much more positive and relatively costless to promote universal employee ownership starting with publicly traded companies of certain size by reconstituting those corporations so the stockholders—who are not real owners anyway and are de facto creditors—become de jure creditors and the people working in the companies become the new member/owners. Then the employee-owners would have the control over the speed and nature of new technologies being implemented. That is, the people being most directly affected would have to decide about the trade-offs between greater efficiency of AI/Robots (since they are then the members/owners of the corporations) and the costs of job displacement.  
[bookmark: _Hlk517078179]That is the way the affected people are empowered to control change—as opposed to robots/AI being imposed (for the benefit of absentee shareholders and managers) on powerless employees who will supposedly be pacified for their loss of productive work and loss of self-respect with a UBI. In the big Japanese companies, there has been huge technological change over the decades, but the workers are considered members of the company so they are not just thrown out the door and given a public handout to survive. Since our captains of industry do not want to change the nature of their companies, they would prefer to just kick workers out due to transferring jobs overseas or replacement by AI/robots with the tax-paying public picking up the tab with a UBI.
[bookmark: _Toc41820435]What about the Alaska Permanent Fund?
Dating from the 1800’s, there is an old “land nationalization” movement featuring Tom Paine, Henry George, and John Stuart Mill, that argued (correctly) that land and all natural resources are not the fruits of anyone’s labor so fairness requires that they should be handled with some property arrangements so that all people (say within a nation-state) now and in the future would share that value in some roughly equal way. But it is a historical fact that those resources have for the most part been wrongly ‘privatized’ (or stolen) and then over the decades have been bought and sold many times. The original thieves are long gone. Hence these historically stolen or inappropriately privatized property rights in land and natural resources are now in the hands of innocent owners so those resources may not, with fairness, be just expropriated from the current owners. 
Hence there are only second-best solutions for those innocently-private-owned natural resources. Henry George suggested one second-best solution, namely leave the resources in private ownership, but slowly tax away the natural value of the resources as well as the collectively-created site-value of urban land—but not the value of owner-added improvements. In Henry George’s day, there was no Military-Industrial Complex, so he estimated that the land-tax could be the “single-tax” replacing the other taxes, and thus the misnomer “Single-Tax Movement.” 
The exception to such second-best solutions to the “land and natural resource problem” is where the natural resources are still in public ownership. That is the case for the Alaskan North Shore oil and the North Sea oil owned by Norway. Then there is the first-best solution where those natural resources can be slowly sold to finance both income supplements for current citizens (e.g., the yearly dividend for Alaska residents) and sovereign wealth funds (e.g., the Alaska Permanent Fund or Norwegian Sovereign Wealth Fund) for the benefit of current and future citizens.
Such first-best or even second-best solutions to the land and natural resources problem would be a legitimate source of universal basic incomes or at least income supplements—but they are unfortunately almost completely absent from the UBI policy narratives. The Alaska dividend is often mentioned as an income supplement example but it is not followed up in the UBI literature with any proposed Georgist natural resource taxes or urban land-site-value taxes to finance the UBI. The positive UBI policy narrative is usually based on taxing the wealthy ‘plantation owners’ to finance a UBI to help the poor ‘(wage-)slaves’—which any good-hearted person would think is ‘a good thing.’
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