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In his book, Unlimited Wealth, Paul Zane Pilzer tells the story of ten people who live on an 
island.  Their entire existence is made up of waking each morning, spending the day fishing, 
eating the two fish they each catch, and then going to bed.  Their sustenance depends on the 
fish they catch, and they save nothing.  If anything goes wrong with the plan (sickness, lack of 
fish to catch, etc.), there is no provision or store of food to take from.

Now, two of the ten people devise a plan to build a boat and net with the hope of catching 
more fish. After completing the project, they go out into the ocean and catch 20 fish in one 
day, equaling the output that it used to take all ten to accomplish prior.

The development leads those on the island to a fork in the road.  Since two people can now 
produce the same amount of food that previously required all ten people, the other eight are 
able to work on other beneficial projects, such as farming or construction.  Eventually, the 
island can progress to a point where it has raised its standard of living, is able to survive hard-
ships, and can trade with other islands for goods and services.

On the other hand, the other eight people might become jealous of the two new “heroes”. 
Income inequality has been created, with the two boaters possessing most of the fish.  Out of 
their envy, they might devise a plan to levy an 80%  “income” tax on the boaters, thus taking 
16 of their 20 fish and redistributing it to the other residents.

If the island chooses to tax and redistribute, nobody wins.  Each is no better off than before 
(they only receive their two fish per day), and the boaters lose their motivation to work as 
hard fishing and maintaining their equipment.  The island will slowly drift into a society of 
subsistence living.

THE FISH STORY

The “fish story” is an allegory of real-world taxation for redistribution purposes. Cer-
tainly, there are fellow Americans that genuinely need help, whether temporarily or 
permanently, and the nation has an obligation to help those who genuinely need it.  
When assistance and redistribution go too far, however, it suppresses growth and 
innovation.

Just as those on the island benefitted from the invention of the boat and net, society benefits 
from the opportunities that innovation and entrepreneurship provide, as well as the wealth it 
creates.  The government can add value through things such as national defense, law enforce-
ment, and fire protection, but left unchecked, it can overreach into the private sector leading 
to a hindrance in growth.



INSIGHTSINSIGHTS
Government leaders tend to blame slow growth on lack of investment by companies and will 
employ tactics such as negative interest rates to incentivize more lending. Further, they often 
initiate even more public spending in an attempt to stimulate growth.  These policies even-
tually fail, however, as high taxation and redistribution ultimately lower living standards.  Real 
growth and progress comes from less government, not more.
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