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Contrary to the founding principles of America, it has become accepted that a proper role of government is to redistribute income. In fact, just last Sunday the Gazette carried an editorial by Robert J. Samuelson that discussed the problem of income inequality and the various tax schemes that have been designed to reduce it. The article addressed the question of “can” government redistribute income. Nowhere was it discussed if government “should” redistribute income. As we prepare to celebrate the first annual “Limited Government Week” in Colorado Springs, this area of government activity deserves special attention. 

First, what is “income?” It is the fruits of our labor. We earn income by applying intellectual effort and physical labor to produce something that has value to another person. In this sense, income is production – production that has value to others. It is a well-known economic principle that, for the economy as a whole, total income equals total production. Income is something we own and is a type of property. It is an extension of ourselves, of our very humanity. 
The French economist Frederic Bastiat defined property thus, ““Property, in a broad sense, is the right to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor, the right to work, to develop, [and] to exercise one’s faculties, according to one’s own understanding, without the state intervening otherwise than by its protective action.” Since we have an inalienable right to property, this must of necessity include an inalienable right to the fruits of our labor – a right to our income.
 

Second, what is “income inequality”? We believe it is a problem, but is it really? Assume two people, both working at the same job, both producing an equal amount, and both earning an equal income. If I take on a second job, even if only part-time, I will produce more than the other person, and earn more. Our incomes are now unequal. Is this a problem? What if we have different jobs, each producing something of different value. We will by necessity be earning unequal incomes. Again, is this a problem? If I produce something of vastly more value than the other person, I will earn vastly more income. Is this unfair? Is it “fair” to tax me to make our income more equal?
Third, what is “income distribution”? The concept was originally a simple statistical description of the above fact – different people produce different value. The population was divided into different earning percentiles. The top ten percent of people earn a large income, the next ten percent earn less, and so on until the bottom ten percent earn very little. The data is typically presented in graphical form as a histogram, or a density distribution. In this sense, income distribution is a noun. It is a statistical abstraction. Thus, unequal income distribution simply reflects the fact that people have varying abilities and ambitions. You can have a perfect equal-opportunity society and still have unequal incomes. It is the natural outcome of human nature and of human action. Income distribution is a noun.
Unfortunately, this noun “distribution” has been twisted into a verb – an action word. It is spoken of as if income (or wealth, for that matter) pre-exists and is distributed differently to different people. Income, rather than being produced, is divided up. In this verb sense of distribution, income inequality reflects an unequal dividing process. Instead of thinking that Jill produces $100,000 of value while Jack produces $50,000, we now think that Jill “got” $100,000 while Jack “got” $50,000. How unfair! Going back to Samuelson’s article, “… if the middle class thinks the rich are grabbing most of the gains from economic growth, they will feel resentful.” Ah, so now income is “grabbed” instead of “produced”! What a difference it makes if we make the word distribution into a verb instead of a noun. So economists now speak of income “redistribution”, as if it was distributed in the first place.
The confusion goes even further when growth in incomes is included. In the previous example of Jill ($100,000) and Jack ($50,000), there is an unequal income “gap” of $50,000. Let’s assume they both double the value of their production, thus doubling their income. Jack now earns $100,000. But Jill now earns $200,000. The “gap” has doubled to $100,000. Horrors! How unfair. But Jack is now twice as well off as he was before. Will some rational person, even an economist, please explain to me why this is a problem? Then, will some rational person, even a political scientist, please explain to me why “redistributing” this is a legitimate function of government?
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