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Does Everyone Have the Right to a Basic Income Guarantee?

By Allan Sheahen

Everyone has the right to live.

Simply because one exists, one is entitled to certain inalienable human rights….life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

To secure these rights, everyone should be guaranteed a basic income by the federal government….enough for food, shelter and basic necessities.

Humans must be fed, must be clothed, must be housed, must be protected from cold, must have transport to and from their jobs, must be trained and educated, must be able to pay taxes that support the fabric of society, must have the means to secure adequate health care – in order to survive in today’s world and thus to be moderately happy and content.

Everyone needs and should have the chance to secure those things without threat.

But for too many people in the USA today, this is not the case.  In fact, just the opposite is the case.  For in order to secure these very barest essentials of modern life, to keep and body and soul, family and home, together, those needing jobs must toe the line to those who dispense the jobs.

In 1964, President Johnson declared a War on Poverty in America.  Thirty-eight years later, that war has yet to be won.

The latest government figures show 31 million Americans – 12 million children and 19 million adults – still live below the poverty level.  One child in six lives in poverty in America, compared with one in 12 in France and one in 38 in Sweden.  Requests for food assistance are up 9.3%, according to Second Harvest, the nation’s largest domestic hunger-relief organization.

Our mailboxes are daily stuffed with appeals for the needy.

The 1996 Welfare Reform Act was sold to us as a way to get people off welfare, and it did.  Welfare rolls in the United States are down 53 percent.

But it didn’t reduce poverty.

That’s because welfare reform dumped many recipients into low-paying jobs – with no benefits or ability to move up.  The 10-year booming economy helped to reduce poverty slightly from 1996, but poverty rates in 2000 were still higher than in 1980.

The recent events and current recession have left many low-wage workers without jobs, and many more Americans in fear of losing their jobs.

Most Americans are six months from poverty.  America hasn’t seen full employment in decades.  Even a full-time job at the minimum wage can’t lift a family of three from poverty.  And millions of Americans – children, the aged, the disabled – are unable to work.

A basic income guarantee would put an end to that poverty.  It would put an end to much of that fear.  

A basic income guarantee would provide economic security to everyone.  It would be like an insurance policy for you, me, Uncle Charlie, Aunt Jane.  It could replace welfare, unemployment insurance and Social Security.  It would give each of us the assurance that, no matter what happened, we and our families wouldn’t starve. Loss of a job, or sickness, or even death, wouldn’t drive us into the poor house.

It would make us all breathe a little easier.  We’d also be freer from social conformity if our economic circumstances couldn’t be used to control us.

Much of what is wrong with America today is economic in nature.  A person without enough money to live on is totally absorbed in his or her personal struggle and can’t begin to live a normal, productive life.

A basic income guarantee would free us from the threat of starvation for the first time in history.  It would revolutionize America – in a peaceful way.

A basic income guarantee would help to create a class of people who could move up in a mobile society.  It would eliminate much of the hopelessness that now affects the millions who can’t break out of the poverty cycle.

A basic income guarantee would stimulate the economy; create jobs and opportunity.  If we can’t buy the basic necessities of life, those goods and services aren’t produced.  This, in turn, deprives other workers of jobs, thus reducing their incomes and consumption.

A basic income guarantee would help to eliminate the present division of the population into two classes – those who pay and those who receive public funds.

A basic income guarantee could be less expensive than our current system.

A basic income guarantee would end the bureaucracy of the current welfare system.  It would end the cruelty and inhumanity of the current system.

Everyone would have an incentive to work.  Husbands wouldn’t have to leave home anymore so their families could get welfare.

Adopting a basic income guarantee would get people to where the jobs are.  People wouldn’t have to fear the risk of trying a new job, or moving to another state.  It would be possible to think ahead.  To plan.

People would have time to create, to think, to work in jobs that society needs but aren’t profitable today – person-to-person services such as a homemaker for a sick person; visitors for invalids; working with youth, and so on.

A basic income guarantee would cut down on the migration of people to the cities.  It would lessen the congestion and the pollution.  Many people might well go back to the pleasures of small towns and country life where dollars go farther.

We should adopt a basic income guarantee because it would develop in us the spirit of community with one another.  It could help bring a divided nation together.  We might begin to trust one another.

A basic income guarantee could help cut down crime.  A person wouldn’t have to resort to holding up a liquor store for a few dollars to feed his family.

It would provide us with economic freedom to go with our political freedom.

A basic income guarantee would establish the principle that people have the right to live – regardless.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

Needless to say, many people disagree that everyone has the right to a basic income guarantee.

In my 1983 book: Guaranteed Income: The Right to Economic Security, I raised all the objections of the other side.  I asked the toughest questions.  And tried to answer them in a way the lay person could understand.

Let’s revisit a few of the strongest objections:

Why Would Anyone Work if Their Income Was Guaranteed?

First, to earn more than a bare subsistence living.  The guarantee would be set at a minimum level – just enough to get by on.

Second, tests show that people want to work.  We need work to feel useful to ourselves and society.  We thrive on work.  We want to be busy.  We want to spend our life in a meaningful way.

We all have to take a break once in a while.  We all need a vacation.  But to spend our lives that way is boring.  Retirement for many has been lonely and empty.

“After a while, golf is boring,” said Johnny Carson.

But others have found it possible for retirement to really enrich their lives.  For them, it’s opened up new horizons of creativity, service and freedom.  To do volunteer work.  To travel.  To read, write, create.  Work isn’t just what we get paid for doing.  It should include all meaningful activity.

And why must we always be doing something to prove our worth as human beings?

Shouldn’t the basic conditions of human existence be secured before we talk about earning or deserving a living?  The whole point of economics is to provide the material things we need to live a fulfilling life.  Not the other way around.

“Our national objective,” said economist Milton Friedman, “should be to have the fewest possible jobs, that is to say, the least amount of work for the greatest amount of product.”

The real striving in America today comes, not from the poor, but from those already inside the system, working to advance themselves socially and financially.

When Social Security was proposed, opponents said it would ruin our national thriftiness and responsibility.  People, they said, should save their money for their old age.  But only the top five percent of American wage-earners can put away enough savings to provide for their old age.

When Unemployment Insurance was started in Europe before World War I, it was ridiculed in the U.S. as a free handout to shiftless freeloaders; as a reward for goofing off.  Why would a person ever go back to work, they asked.  Thirty years and a crippling depression later, we adopted it in America for a handful or workers.  Those workers and their families later became the most stable and productive in our society.

Does Everyone Have a Moral Right to a Share of the National Wealth?

Yes.  There is a moral obligation to provide everyone with a decent level of living.  A person’s right to be – the right to simple existence – is not something for others to grant or withhold as an economic carrot.  Or to give as a gift.

It’s a universal right.  Each of us has a moral right to the minimum phyical conditions of life – air, water, food and shelter – simply because we’re here.

A Basic Income Guarantee should be guaranteed as a legal right – an economic equivalent to the right of freedom of speech and religious liberty.

“I believe the right to eat is as important as the right to speak,” said Supreme Court Justice William Douglas.

This is perfectly consistent with our heritage.  We acknowledge the inalienable right of everyone to “life,” as well as to “liberty” and the “pursuit of happiness.”  In fact, none of these rights means a thing without the provision for life, itself.

The 1948 United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, signed by the U.S., said economic security should be everyone’s right.

Even the 1972 Democratic Party platform stated: “We are determined to make economic security a matter of right.”

A basic income would be granted regardless of whether one was willing to work to earn it.  It would represent an economic floor under which no one would have to fall.

If Society Provides the Right to an Income, Doesn’t It Also Have the Right to Demand Responsibility From Those Who Receive it?

Yes, it does, and it should.  But by incentives, not by force.  Because incentives will work better than force.

Each of us has a moral right to an income from society, but each of us, in turn, has a moral responsibility to that society – a responsibility to contribute, to learn, to work, to give the best that we have.

What About Those who Choose not to Fulfill Their Moral Responsibility?

Legally, they’d be within their rights.  But the price would be high.  They’d be:

· Forced to live on a bare subsistence income.

· Probably bored and frustrated by a lack of meaningful activity.

· Alone.  Out of touch with everyone else.

· Without a function.  Without a use.  Without a goal.

· In effect, abnormal.  A victim of mental pathology.  A social outcast; handicapped; to be pitied, not envied; to be helped, not condemned.

Misuse of a Basic Income Guarantee would likely disappear after a short time, just as people wouldn’t overeat on sweets after a few weeks.

But let’s be honest.  A few people probably won’t work.  But so what?  There are free-loaders under any system.  Our legal system, for example.  It says a person is presumed innocent until proven guilty.  Most jurors agree it’s better to let 10 guilty people go free than to convict one innocent person.  The same logic suggests it’s better to let one person cheat if we can provide help to 10 others who really need it.

The question we have to ask ourselves is what kind of a society do we want to live in.  Should we reject a revolutionary new social program which would provide dignity and security to all Americans, just because we’re afraid some poor guy is going to chisel us out of a few nickels and dimes?

Why Should Productive People Contribute to Non-Productive People?

Perhaps because we’re a compassionate people.  Because we know it’s right.

This is really an old question.  It’s the usual approach of opponents to all social change.  It was used against the adoption of Social Security, Unemployment Insurance, Medicare – even in the 19th century against free public education.

Today, we give subsidies to the rich – to farmers, auto makers, utilities, banks, airlines, oil companies.  Why not give a little to the people?

“I believe that as long as there is plenty, poverty is evil,” Robert Kennedy said.

Getting paid for not working is nothing new.  A person who inherits $1 million from a wealthy relative and invests it in municipal bonds can lie on the beach and still make $50,000 a year.  A person who invests money in a rising stock market can make a nice profit without lifting a finger.

People who live past age 77, according to some estimates, receive money from the government over and above what they paid in to Social Security during their working years.

Should we refuse to care for our children or our aged because they are “non-productive?”  We enact legislation to underwrite the ventures of millionaire oil men.  We keep tariffs up to protect local manufacturers.  We bail out Lockheed and Chrysler.  Why not give our own people a chance?

As U.S. Senator Daniel Moynihan (D-NY) said: “Why have welfare at all?  For most of us, I think, it is simply instinctual behavior; we look after our own.  In a good country, your own includes a lot of people.  It includes everybody.”

Is It Moral For People to be Given Income Which They Haven’t Earned and May Not Deserve?

There’s still a feeling about welfare that it’s a free handout to shiftless freeloaders who don’t deserve it.  The work ethic maintains that everyone should work.  Many believe that people who are unemployed or live in poverty somehow lack character; that they’re different; that wealth and affluence should go only to those who are deserving.

But is a person who inherits a million dollars more deserving than a person who works hard for $400 a week?

The Reverend Philip Wogaman, in his book: Guaranteed Income: The Moral Issues, recalled an advertisement in Newsweek Magazine placed by the Warner and Swasey Company of Cleveland.  The ad had nothing to do with the company’s products, but talked about the declining role of individual self-reliance in American society.  It took the form of a man’s thoughts about his childhood and how times had changed since “the good old days.”


We never heard these modern phrases like “standard of living,” subsistence level,” 
minimum requirements.” Our standard of living was whatever my father…earned.  
Certainly no one ever gave a thought to my “problems.”  They were mine, weren’t 


they?  
Mine to solve.  Why should I expect anyone else to bother?


If my father was laid off, we stopped spending on anything but food, and a lot less 


of that.  My dad spent every waking hour looking for work – any work.  We lived on 
savings and when they were gone, we moved in with relatives.  If there had been no 
relatives, when every penny and every salable asset was gone, we would have gone


 to the only place left – the County Poor House – but that would have been an


 admission that we couldn’t take care of ourselves.


I guess we didn’t have much.  But we had something that was infinitely more important, 
infinitely more rewarding – we had self-respect, because whatever we had, however


 little it was, we earned.

The tone of the ad, Wogaman noted, is contrary to almost every religion on earth.  It stresses rank individualism instead of cooperation; self-centeredness instead of compassion for others.

Note the last line: Whatever we had, we earned.”  Did we “earn” the gift of life itself?  Did we “earn” 10 fingers, two legs and a brain to think?  Did we “earn” the air we breathe, the water we drink, or the earth with its vast resources?  Did we “earn” the knowledge of thousands of years of civilization, the dedication and work of millions of people who came before us?

All great religions warn against judging others.   Who really knows enough about the real abilities of another person?  Who knows the kinds of personal struggles someone else has to face?  Who can understand the handicaps another person may have to live with?  Are we really in any position to judge one another, in order to decide who “deserves” and who doesn’t deserve the right to a basic income guarantee?

“I am indifferent to the character of the workman,” Winston Churchill said when proposing the first unemployment insurance legislation in Great Britain in 1911.  “It is the duty of society to change the conditions in which he worked.  Should a workman lose his job through drunkenness, the state should nonetheless pay him his insurance.  I do not like mixing up moralities and mathematics.”

The question is do we really want to settle for dog-eat-dog individualism, or are we a compassionate people who care for each other?  Is competition the real meaning of human life, or is there a deeper spirit in us in which we are brothers and sisters?  

As Jesus said: “I was hungry and you gave me food.  I was thirsty and you gave me drink.  I was a stranger and you took me in.”  (Matthew, 25:35)

And even if we think work is vital to a person’s personal and social fulfillment, why should we think that people have to be forced in some way before they make the effort?  Is the average person less interested in developing his or her fullest potential than a rich person?

Shouldn’t we avoid moral judgments as to who does and who does not “deserve” a basic income guarantee?
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