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By virtue of women’s disproportionate role in child rearing and other caregiving functions, unequal pay, and our compromised status in the labor market where traditional “women’s work” such as retail, waitressing, teaching, social services and nursing, are undervalued when compared to traditional men’s work, it stands to reason that women would benefit most from a national basic income guarantee.  

Social welfare policy serves as a model for analysis to deconstruct the social mores held by those in power and the distance we must traverse to implement a basic income guarantee.  It is important to carefully consider social welfare policy as a reflection of governmental attitudes and intentions of social control since these policies often serve as a transparent testing ground for policies that would never be acceptable for middle and upper income Americans.

Female-headed households, irrespective of their racial or ethnic identity, are disproportionately the victims of poverty.  For example, 95% of all those receiving welfare are women and children.

Opposing capitalist and patriarchal ethics put women at a distinct disadvantage.  The perceived failure of single women with children to comply with the traditional family ethic of entering or remaining in a marriage combined with their perceived failure to participate adequately with the work ethic has left them vulnerable to attack that today is more punitive than at anytime in previous history.  

It is important to note that in each of the welfare provisions to follow, there exists no logical or scientific reason why these experiments should take precedence over tried and true methods of relieving family poverty.   Such methods include actually increasing cash assistance, promoting education and training at all levels and assuring that families have affordable housing. 

To be sure, it is the lack of reason associated with these policies that reveals their narrow morality-based etiology.

The four social welfare provisions I will discuss include marriage promotion, family caps, full-family sanctions, and limiting access to higher education.  
1. Marriage promotion – Today’s welfare policies are a political manifestation of patriarchal judgments made about women that have more to do with maintaining the patriarchal structure than they do with helping poor women to lift themselves and their families out of poverty.

In fact, Wade Horn, assistant secretary of the administration for Children and Families of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the administration's marriage guru in a 2003 paper published by the Acton Institute, contends that the cash assistance provided by welfare actually discourages marriage and encourages out-of-wedlock births.  Horn appears to imagine that one of the fantasies girls and women engage in is to raise a family alone on between $164 and $673, the average 2001 monthly welfare grant for a family of three in Alabama and Wisconsin, respectively.    

But, lest we believe that requiring single mothers to work to support the family is the only goal of welfare policies, Horn disabuses us of that notion.  Yes – he says, it is important for women on welfare to work so they can model work attitudes and behaviors to their children, but he also adds the enticing prospect that working mothers are likely to meet marriageable men in the workplace.   

Furthermore, Horn worries that women should not earn too much money.  In his own words, Horn states, “women living in low-income communities are reluctant to marry men whose economic prospects are lower than their own. Hence, an increase in the earnings of single mothers, especially in communities with high rates of male unemployment, may inadvertently decrease the probability that they will marry.” (endquote)  Translation – women must earn less than men so we can make marriage to a slightly less poor man an attractive prospect.

The only conclusion that can be drawn is the government wants to be in the middle of very personal relationship decisions that will ensure the continued financial dependency of women – they simply want to transfer it from the state to a man.  

Any meaningful attempts to move toward a basic income guarantee will have to contend with the very real threat to the ideal of the traditional family embraced by conservatives and moderates alike.     

2. Family Cap – The family cap is a policy that withholds a small incremental increase in financial assistance for children conceived and born to women while on welfare. The motivation for this policy is based on the unsubstantiated position that women will have more children while on welfare to obtain more cash assistance.   The fact is that even when an increase is available, the amount is so small that it does not come close to providing for the needs of the child and the family is plunged deeper into poverty.  As of January 2003, the difference in monthly benefits for a family of two versus a family of three ranged from $20 in Wyoming to $131 in parts of California.

The family cap is racially motivated, as noted by the Center on Law and Social Policy, having been implemented in 24 states including those with the highest Black and Hispanic caseloads.   Research studies have found no evidence that family cap policies influence women’s child bearing decisions.  Still, there is no mistaking that punitive family cap policies were developed in response to stereotypical representations of welfare recipients and aimed at eroding women’s reproductive rights.  The fact is that statistically speaking, women receiving welfare have no more children than two-parent households.

3. Full-family sanctions – Full-family sanctions occur when one individual does not comply with welfare work requirements resulting in the entire household (including children) having their public assistance grant terminated.  
 

New York’s Greater Upstate Law Project reports that sanctions in general and full family sanctions in particular, have the most troubling effect on children including: more school behavioral problems and more emotional problems.  By contrast, the study found that every family that had income raised more than 5% had children who fared better in school and had fewer emotional or behavioral problems.  

According to the Children’s Defense Fund, sanctioning poor children makes them two to five times more likely to suffer low birth weight, iron deficiency, lead poisoning, stunted growth, repeat of a grade, expulsion from school, drop out, or suffer serious disabilities.  

Both groups note that over time, full family sanctions may also increase the likelihood of children being placed in foster care.  An increase in foster care placements is not in the best interest of children, their families, or the state.  In New York, full family sanctions are currently proposed by the Governor who conveniently includes a plan to notify the child welfare system when a family is under threat of a full family sanction.  

It is important to note that placing children in foster care would actually cost the state more money than the savings the Governor claims will be reaped from implementing full family sanctions, let alone the psychological and emotional problems splitting up a family will have on its members.   

Again, these policies are not about helping families; they are about controlling and punishing poor single-parent families.

4. Limiting access to higher education

One of the most difficult elements of welfare reform to understand is the near elimination of higher education as an approved work activity for poor women.  In fact, current welfare reauthorization efforts taking place in the House and Senate today will further limit a single mother’s ability to advance her education and by extension her income by increasing work hours and excluding higher education altogether as a core work activity. 

Higher education is unequivocally associated with higher incomes and vertical increases in income over time.   The Community Service Society cited U. S. Census data from the current population survey showing that median hourly wages for single mothers increased from $8.00 for less than a high school diploma to $12.00 with some college and over $18.50 for those with a college degree or more.

It is in limiting access to higher education that it becomes most apparent that social welfare policy has no interest in assuring single-parent families an opportunity to transcend poverty because it limits the very means necessary to do so by women who are interested in complying with the ethic of work.  

These four provisions not only undermine a true poverty reduction-based welfare system, but also portend significant barriers to a basic income guarantee, whether reciprocal in nature or not.  

People living in poverty are held to a higher standard in terms of the concept of rugged individualism when compared to their more fortunate neighbors who have access to various tax deductions in the current regressive tax system.   

In order for a basic income guarantee to become a reality, it is necessary to begin steps to create a paradigm shift that moves away from perceived rugged individualism to one that values caregiving and interconnectedness as fundamentally as it does the stock market.  Structural changes that could advance this shift include:

a. Adding gender as a recognized variable in policy formulation since   women are differently impacted by policy decisions by virtue of living in a patriarchally defined society.

b. Correcting societal barriers that inhibit economic independence such as unequal access to higher education, the gender and racial wage gap and the overvaluation of traditional male professions.

c. Creating of an array of supports to alleviate poverty including universal health care, affordable housing, affordable quality child care and, of course, a basic income guarantee.

