Dependency-Independent Justice: Is BIG the answer

I would so much like to support a basic income guarantee at the highest sustainable level.  I believe that nothing, in theory that is, would better support what is most right about egalitarianism, which is a generous provision for meeting the needs of all and doing so in a fashion that allows people to express who they are, to live the live most fulfilling to them.  Nothing says so clearly that the productions of a society are the product not of individual effort alone, but of a history and the bounty of nature, which is the inheritance due to us all.  That a nations wealth is a consequence also of the basic institutions that characterize the society, the fabric of the community and interrelations which are both productive and relational in nature.  Why is someone entitled to eat and also to play?  Is it because they contribute to the production of wealth in the society?  No, say the proponents of BIG.  It is because we are fellow creatures, each with a life of equal value to that of another.  Furthermore, we as a society are sustained not only by those who toil in waged work or salaried employment, but also by artists whose work has little market value when they produce it, by those who provide the comforts of home and family, and yes, by the pleasure of watching the surfer or even having the dream of being that surfer.   

In my own life I know the value of such sustenance in a special way as I have a child, now an adult, who I can never expect to support me in my old age, nor even wipe my brow when I lay ill and dying.  She is herself totally dependent and incapable of having any real employment and incapable of providing care for she is a person with a number of severe disabilities, among them severe to profound mental retardation.  She can never reciprocate in the ways reciprocity is normally counted in our (and even) most societies.  She can never enter into the fair social cooperation that Rawls tells us is the mark of the well-ordered society.  Fine, say proponents of reciprocity.  Reciprocity demands only that one is ABLE to reciprocate.  Your daughter is not and so she is not who freeload, and so who we worry about.” But this response to those who cannot, and so blamelessly do not reciprocate does not remove the stigma of being a nonreciprocating member of the society—instead it places her outside of society, outside of conceptions of justice. Yet her value to our family and to all who work with her is enormous and a charitable nod in her direction is no measure of her contribution to our lives, and so by a sort of relational  transitivity, the lives of those with whom we all interact.  If her existence does not contribute to the GNP, a loving nature like hers is the honey in that sticky substance that transforms individual humans into a society.  Thus I want to join the rising chorus that says, we all make our contributions in our own way and that alone should be enough to justify that we not only have enough to eat, but to play as well—that is a generous basic income support.

So it is with regret that I find myself unable to endorse the idea with the whole-heartedness I would want to.  There are a number of reasons I feel like other ways draw me more—especially when I consider both dependents such as my daughter and those who care for dependents by which I mean young children, frail elderly, the very ill and those with disabilities that make regular assistance mandatory.  These are all groups, and most particularly when its members are among the poor and racially marginalized, who supporters of BIG have maintained have the most to gain from such a policy.  But is this right?

Here are some of my concerns:

1.Size of grant makes a difference and outcome truly difficult to predict

2.Lack of supports for making the use of the grant that really is an expression of freedom

3.The affect of the grant on “merit goods” and the need to chose between the two means of providing for people.  Will discuss Barbara Bergman’s idea that we should first work for a Swedish style generous welfare state and when that is in place then, if it is economically viable, a BIG.

4.The discounting of care as real work and thus working against feminist efforts to argue that caring, while a life  choice for many who do care, it is part of the system of social cooperation and should be understood as such. In other words, I worry about the various ways the there are negative gendered effect, and effects on the conception of care as work deserving to be remunerated and well remunerated.
In the end I will make a brief case for thinking of justice in terms of neutralizing the negative effects that conditions of inevitable human dependencies and care for them have on our capacity to live fulfilling lives.  At the same time we need to include within our vision of fulfilling lives the way in which dependency is an inevitable feature of human existence and the source of deep human relationships.  

