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Abstract

This paper – a work in progress
 – explores what a basic income guarantee looks like from the perspective of some of us in the USA who could most use it. From that perspective, it reviews some of the common questions and concerns about a BIG. It then expands to a more global perspective, which includes questioning how a global BIG might affect sustainability.

My perspective


My life partner and i share our income, which comes to about $2500 per year (not counting inheritance income, which we have not kept for ourselves). Twenty percent of that goes to tithing. My partner spends most of what’s left.


My partner is a live-in staff person at a homeless shelter, thereby receiving housing, food, and some amenities, such as use of a computer and a phone. I’m homeless, but am able to eat, hang out, and use some of the amenities at the shelter during the day in a loose arrangement in which i help out as a volunteer.


We have had to get by without some health coverage, particularly dental, because we cannot afford either insurance or direct service costs. Several lost teeth that might have been saved are testament to that, not to mention less visible things such as recurrent, sometimes severe pain that we simply bear.


We cannot afford a private motor vehicle, though my partner has occasional use of the shelter’s vehicle. We mostly cycle, walk, or take the bus.


We rarely eat at restaurants, go to movies, travel long-distance, buy new clothes, or do many other things that most U. S. Americans, even those with relatively low incomes, take for granted on a regular basis.


While this is limiting for us to a degree, it is also in part deliberate. As it is, not even considering our non-monetary supports, we have more than many others on our planet. We see that “the basics” are defined very differently by people in different societies and different circumstances. Given that some in our world community lack the basics by any definition, we do not want to keep excess.

Confronting paternalism


Many of our friends, from the shelter and elsewhere, are also homeless, very low income, disabled, addicted, and/or otherwise relatively disempowered. Unlike us, for the great majority of them this is in no way a conscious choice. Some of my friends, particularly, are or have been involved in a self-empowerment group called Hard Times Cafe of Grand Rapids. It is located near to where i normally sleep, and in a neighborhood that draws people who are homeless and generally disempowered.


Having participated in various discussions on addiction, not long ago i asked the group at Hard Times Cafe how they weighed the balance between guaranteed income and addiction. On the one hand, once the basic rationale is explained, the great majority are supportive of a guaranteed income in general. On the other hand, the first reaction to giving money to those who are addicted was clearly negative – it’ll just be wasted feeding the addictions, was the predominant sentiment – and we are all familiar with addictions from observing some of our friends, if not from personal experience.


But discussion brought about some change in attitude. Who would decide when someone has or does not have an addiction? Isn’t the very process paternalistic, not to mention inherently subjective? Wouldn’t it be a bureaucratic nightmare? And why single out addictions? Is numbing and perhaps killing yourself via a drug addiction worse than numbing the mass of U. S. Americans through mass propaganda so that people elsewhere may be killed through ever-greater perversions of what “defense” means? And might the security of a basic income guarantee help ease the pressure that drives people into addictions?

Money versus providing the basics directly


After such questions were raised and following a period of discussion, we took a straw poll. Of about two dozen people responding, a slight majority favored giving money to everyone if a basic income guarantee is ever implemented. Most felt the good would outweigh the bad, though we were clearly divided.


One friend i later talked with about this is recently out of prison, struggling to make a better life after years of prison and living as a self-described gangster. He had been a heroin addict for some years, and was telling how difficult it can be to kick that particular drug. But he said he was perhaps even more addicted to the materialistic lifestyle – the money, the possessions, the glitz. Now, because he has a disability, he has a guaranteed income. It’s hardly huge, but it’s enough for him to get by materially if he is careful and takes advantage of available services (particularly subsidized health care and housing). This enables him to give back, which goes a long way toward helping him feel genuinely good about himself.


We at Hard Times Café are very familiar with homelessness. We took no poll, but the preponderance of opinion seemed to favor withdrawing some of the money and instead providing housing directly if the recipient was not able to maintain their housing. But this would be after a person had been receiving the money and shown an inability to maintain their housing, and would apply no matter how the money was spent, whether for an addiction or anything else.


The great majority of BIG advocates seem to favor giving everyone enough money for “the basics”, though defining that is part of the devil in the details. But why not provide the basics directly? After all, money is simply the most convenient means in our society to obtain most of the goods and services we need and want.


Health care, for which there is considerable data, provides one example of how this may play out. Statistics Canada found, among the poorest people in the USA, each 1% increase in income resulted in a mortality decline of 22 per 100,000. This is life and death! On the surface that would seem as good a reason as any for a basic income guarantee.


However, they found no difference across income levels in Canada, which, of course, in so many respects is very similar to the USA. But there is one clear difference between the two countries: since 1970 Canada has had a single payer universal health care system, which has made decent health care available to all, or at least nearly all…and at considerably less cost than what we pay, on average, in the USA.


What this suggests is that non-monetary guarantees in basic health care, and perhaps in certain other arenas, provided by an entire society have greater potential to improve our lives than a simple income guarantee across the board, designed to be all-purpose. This calls into question part of the rationale for a simple basic income guarantee.


If the history of attempting to provide social supports in the USA were different, then there might be little need to explore the BIG concept at all. But attempts to provide adequate housing, employment, transportation, and health care to everyone have all been undermined by fierce opposition from powerful special interests. Attempts to provide adequate food and utilities also have a long way to go, despite some successes. Provision of clothing seems to have more success, though more can be done there as well. Had adequate guarantees of all those basics been established, then money would only be needed for luxuries, and there would be no need for a BIG.


Some of those needs, including housing and food, are easier to provide for in our society at reasonable cost, though certain governmental regulations and supports are needed for reasonable efficiency and equity for all those needs. In any case, with those regulations and supports, including certain reforms including a single payer system or something similar for health care, it makes sense to provide people enough money to meet those needs themselves. One of the basics of our lives is, after all, the ability to make our own choices. Within a structure that assures basic efficiency and fairness, making those choices will usually be positive for society as a whole as well as for each individual.


Alfie Kohn, referring to studies by Melvin Lerner and others, writes, “Lerner argues that people seem preoccupied with self-interest only when they sense that someone is taking advantage of them. Give people what they deserve and they will do what they can to make sure others get what they deserve, too.”
 That preoccupation seems to become stronger the more things are monetized. For instance, various experiments have measured the altruism of different groups. Those who scored lowest have typically been economics students.


As others have noted, in some other parts of the world money is not particularly wanted so much as the basic resources for survival, particularly land. For some who already have land and other resources, protection of what they have may be their greatest need. This will be addressed further in a later section of this paper, “Beyond the USA”.

Capitalist of communist?


People i talk with about this in some cases ask suspiciously, “Isn’t that socialist (or communist)?” As if socialism and communism were dirty words. I say yes, it’s socialist in that it recognizes the right to collective ownership of resources not produced by the labor of living individuals, and it may be communist to the extent that it takes from those with the most and gives to those with the least (there are widely varying ideas on how a BIG is to be funded). But it’s also capitalist, providing everyone with a share of capital to invest as they choose, which makes it more broadly capitalist than our present structure. If someone chooses to live outside and scrounge from garbage bins and soup kitchens, and invest their BIG share in a new business or the stock market or the lottery, they could have that option. It also supports capitalism by leaving people free to compete and invest with a relatively clear conscience. When those of any economic system can honestly say that they have collectively taken care of basic needs for everyone, they stand on morally high ground, and it will be hard to dislodge them even if we want to…and why would we want to?


As free-market champion Robert Theobald wrote, “the interest of the individual has been subordinated to the drives of the economy and...this subordination is withdrawing the values of freedom and human dignity from the lives of a significant proportion of the American population.” He touted a BIG as a necessity to restore this freedom and dignity.
 He also noted that it would increase sales and profits more than a tax cut.


Another angle on this comes from the Children’s Defense Fund: “...the American labor force is projected to lose as much as $130 billion in future productive capacity...for every year that 14.5 million American children continue to live in poverty.”

BIG as a threat to our security


Might a BIG support an unjust capitalistic system? Could it be a palliative used, perhaps even designed, to keep the basic order intact? To even take away much of what so many have struggled so hard for over time?


A statement on existing supports by a former Democratic spokesperson, DuPont’s John Raskob, provides explicit support for this: “Old age and unemployment insurance, we believe to be the bulwarks for the capitalist system against communism....These are the greatest fears, old-age pauperism and unemployment, which if not satisfied might drive the masses to put their faith in another social order.”


Some labor groups fear, not without reason, that any income guarantee will result in them receiving less than what they already have. There are, after all, tremendous pressures at this time in the USA to cut benefits to all but the wealthy. And that has historically been the case.


Support from the right has come from, among others, Milton Friedman and, more recently, Charles Murray. Though not directly supporting a BIG, Irwin Stelzer of the American Enterprise Institute advocated for strong inheritance taxes on the basis that inheritances confer “unearned advantages” on those who have not worked for those advantages. Stelzer sees this as equality of opportunity, which he attributes to “conservatives”, as opposed to equality of outcomes, which he attributes to “liberals”.


Despite Stelzer, most from this perspective clearly want to protect much of the basic status quo, and see a BIG as a means to do so. Murray, for instance, sees this as a way to “extend a hand across the political divide” in order, in large part, to further ensconce his libertarian “free market” ideas.


There is other support for this view. In fact, the various income guarantees in the USA and elsewhere have rarely been both secure and adequate enough to meet basic needs. In the USA, at least, they have typically been given only to the extent necessary to protect the basic system of capitalist inequality.


Despite all this, i see a BIG as an advance. It would reshape the capitalist system in at least one important way: people would not be nearly as much at the mercy of employers. That, in fact, may well be the major reason the idea is resisted by most of those with power. In any case, any positive reform can and will be used by defenders of capitalism to bolster the status quo (“See the benefits bestowed by the free market system!”). That alone should not prevent us from pushing for reforms.

Crime, disease

Criminal justice expert Charles Silberman wrote: “The close association of violent crime with urban lower-class life is a direct result of the opportunities that are not available.” Obviously, a BIG would make more opportunities available.


Ex-police chief Tony Bouza, recognizing that crime is, “above all things, an economic problem”, suggests that “every citizen ought to be granted an annual subsidy, from birth, which would not exceed the poverty line….” Like so many others, he wants the subsidy kept at that or a similar level in order to preserve economic incentive, though he also advocates much higher tax rates for those with the highest incomes.


Not just crime, but disease is impacted. Paul Farmer writes that “Until there are major redistributions” of the world’s wealth, technical disease control will only have a limited role to play in poor areas with high disease.
 He says “A growing body of data...reveals that income distribution is related to national mortality rates in countries in North America, Europe, and Asia.”


Food and nutrition expert Marion Nestle notes that “some form of income support” is a better strategy for addressing dietary deficiencies than fortification of foods. Yet great energy goes into such fortification (and the p. r. that touts fortification).

Ethnic inequality


The Kerner Commission, writing in response to riots across the country in the middle and late 1960s, recommended “a national system of income supplementation to provide a basic floor of economic and social security for all Americans.” Though that recommendation probably had as much support from the powerful as at any time in our history, it was opposed by other powerful interests, and even the limited version put forth then ultimately failed.
]

Martin Luther King, Jr. stated in a 1967 speech: “There is nothing except shortsightedness to prevent us from guaranteeing an annual minimum – and livable – income for every American family.”


Despite the words of King and other leaders, we have much further to go in recognizing muc0h of the basis of our collective inheritance. Of major importance, most of “White” society in the USA, North as well as South, benefited economically from slavery – and continue to benefit from its legacy. 
 For instance, as of 1995, for every inheritance dollar received by a “Black” household, “White”
 households received eight dollars.
 This is a legacy of slavery and subsequent racial oppression. But those who have most suffered have yet to be granted official recognition of this disparity beyond some token apologies and very limited “affirmative action”, which is far from an adequate counterbalance to the “affirmative action” embedded almost invisibly in the system and enjoyed as a class by “White” males. Yet even that has recently been scaled back thanks to vigorous and persistent attacks against even such limited attempts to counterbalance the status quo.

BIG foundation

For me, a basic income guarantee has a religious basis. All human beings are sacred beings, worthy of the same basic dignity. That means, in a world in which there is more than enough for all, providing the basics – or the means to obtain the basics –is a moral obligation we collectively owe to everyone.


That starts with a share in the earth itself. As Jeffery Smith writes, “Every person is morally, and ought to be legally, entitled to his or her space on earth. After all, no one built that earth. Thus there can be no claim for labor expended. It is only the subtle manipulation of land that permits one person to charge another for living space.”


Erich Fromm seemed to come from a similar basis, saying that a guaranteed yearly income would solve many of the “evils” of both capitalism and communism. He based this on the right to live, which he said is supported both by Christianity and by many “primitive” peoples. As he put it, “It is a right we guarantee to our pets, but not to our fellow beings.”


Most of my Hard Times Cafe and other friends who are relatively disempowered believe similarly. This belief comes out particularly strongly when we think of those who are wealthy through no effort of their own, but because they were born into wealthy families. What gives them the right to hog so much of the resource base that we all have an equal natural right to?


Wealthy people and their apologists like to repeat that everyone deserves to reap the rewards of their hard work. But even aside from inheritances they reap the rewards of the work of others disproportionately. This happens through the power of capital concentration, subversion of the political process, huge but generally hidden subsidies (“corporate welfare”), and in various other ways.


The reality is that all of us are able to “reap” most of what we have thanks not only to our own work (hard or not!), but to nature’s freely given bounty, and to the hard work of others past and present who have built the infrastructure, educated the children, invented more efficient ways to produce, fought for the expansion of democratic rights, and done so much else to provide us with the supports and opportunities we presently have.


As Charles Derber writes, “Such socialization of corporate costs gives the public a largely unacknowledged stake in private production – and a legitimate claim on its return.”


Common resource rights have been recognized in practice in the USA to a limited degree. One good example is the Alaska Permanent Fund. In my state some tribal members have received monies and other support allowing them to establish casinos. In one case, adult full tribal members received an estimated $70,000 each from casino profits in 2005.
 This, which dwarfs the average $1000 received by Alaska citizens from the Alaska Permanent Fund, is not sustainable for all, but it is important in that it tangibly recognizes the value of stewardship of the earth by those whose land was taken by a combination of force and deceit. And then there are things we might easily overlook, including libraries, clean air, and even roads, which provide benefits to us all.

Beyond the USA


For those in my state (Michigan), a livable income was figured a few years ago at about two and a half times the federal poverty level – over $32,000 – for a family of three. This included a family motor vehicle, which i found particularly questionable.
 However, that and some of the other costs were estimated quite conservatively where USA costs are the standard, and their criteria left nothing for savings, entertainment, or emergencies.


If you average the stated need for individuals in Michigan and account for inflation, that would come to about $13,000 per person today. If that amount were given to every person in the USA, it would come to nearly $4 trillion – a substantial chunk of the nation’s GDP, and therefore extremely difficult politically, though perhaps technically possible. If that amount were given to everyone worldwide, it would come to over $80 trillion – considerably more than world GDP, and therefore absolutely impossible.


There are other difficulties, one of which is resistance in this country even among those sympathetic to a BIG to expanding the idea worldwide. Bruce Ackerman, for instance, co-author of The Stakeholder Society, continues to focus on the USA in promoting his vision, which has much of the same grounding as that of BIG advocates. He has supported worldwide application “as a matter of principle”, but opposed it in practice because, he asserted, taking it beyond the USA would kill the idea in practice.


If a worldwide BIG were done on the basis of present purchasing power parity then the total would be somewhat less than, though still most of, present world GDP. That would be technically possible, but considerably more difficult in practice than even such a distribution within the USA. However, the very act of making such a distribution would likely alter the total purchasing power parity amount upward, making continued distribution at this level even more difficult if not impossible.


But, if only the most basic elements of a decent life are considered, there is hardly need for a worldwide BIG at USA “livable income” levels. The fact is, a mere $300 billion dollars worldwide could lift everyone “above the extreme poverty line threshold” according to the United Nations Development Program. That would still leave 40% of the world population to survive on an average of somewhat less than $2 a day. However, considering that the purchasing power parity in the poorest nations averages several times the USA dollar value, that is not as bad as it seems. It would put everyone roughly on par with my partner’s and my dollar earnings. On the other hand, most of them would not have the considerable advantages we have of free shelter, food, and various amenities, so it would be very difficult for them to live even as easily and comfortably as we do.


The “bottom line”, though, is that over ten million children worldwide die of poverty-related causes yearly. Even such a modest income increase, especially if combined with even more modest publicly funded health and nutrition programs, could reduce that number to a small fraction of what it is now.


Of course we could do better than that. $300 billion is a pittance – considerably less than we in the USA have recently given away in tax breaks to the rich, or spend on the military, whose prime purpose is to protect inequality.


David Korten, who advocates a guaranteed income “sufficient for basic needs”,
 notes the different needs in different societies, including those generally seen as poorer than the USA. “In predominantly agrarian societies with equitable land distribution, a very small guaranteed minimum income might be adequate. The same might be true in stable egalitarian societies in which there are ample employment opportunities for all who wish to work. A guaranteed income is probably most necessary to correct imbalances in societies such as the United States, where there is extreme inequality and a job market in which jobs paying an adequate wage to maintain a decent living have become increasingly scarce.”


As mentioned earlier, my partner and i are concerned about lack of basic needs elsewhere in our world. We believe this is in our self-interest, as we will all be more secure the more we share and cooperate with the rest of our human family. While people here sometimes react in disbelief when i tell them my partner’s and my earnings, at present many people elsewhere on our planet can do little more than dream of having it so good. A worldwide BIG somewhere between the extremes detailed above could change those dreams to reality.


It is also in the self-interest of each of us to provide everyone enough to grow and flourish as their talents allow: “The failure of our society to protect subsistence rights means that all of its members are deprived of the intellectual breakthroughs, spiritual insights, musical gifts, and athletic achievements of those whose development has been blocked by poverty and hunger.”

Sustainability

One concern important to address, considering that most people worldwide would like things such as electricity, personal motor vehicles, opportunity for extensive travel, large temperature-controlled private living spaces, and various energy-intensive consumer items: If everybody on the planet has a decent guaranteed income by USA standards, then people are likely to buy such things at a greatly accelerated rate, and the planet will then be destroyed at a much quicker rate than at present.


At least one proposal for a national BIG assumes and is largely dependent upon continued “growth”, though at a reduced level from historical growth figures.


 But even that reduced level, given that earth is near its saturation point for human survival due to human activity, will not be sustainable – unless future “growth” is of a very different nature than past growth, which that particular author fails to address at all, though others, such as Korten, do.


This is a serious concern. For our survival, we have to reverse the present rate of destruction, not accelerate it.


However, there are other factors to consider. At present, environmental and human destruction is being driven, directly and indirectly, by a relative few who have a grossly disproportionate share of the wealth. If that wealth is spread out more equitably and those at the bottom are given far greater economic security through a basic income guarantee, then that destructive potential will be mitigated due to the significant empowerment of those at the bottom. Not least, politicians will necessarily be much more responsive to all and not so controlled by the few relatively rich.


That is backed by a study that relates income equality to the level of democracy. Edward Muller wrote that level of “development” was irrelevant, but that democracies “with extremely inegalitarian distributions of income...all experienced a breakdown of democracy...while a breakdown of democracy occurred in only 30 percent of those with intermediate income inequality. It did not occur at all among democracies with relatively egalitarian distributions of income.”


 Those who observe trends in the USA can observe the increasing breakdown of democracy here right along with increasing income inequality, which is now greater than in any other industrialized country.


A BIG for empowerment

Living in the extremely inegalitarian USA with relatively low income, i often feel disempowered. Many of my friends and acquaintances feel even more disempowered. In many cases they have largely given up trying to change things for the better. We have substantial political freedom: We can protest, even come up with well-considered solutions, but it is hard to even be heard where it counts, much less to have a real impact.


It is hard for us to have much impact largely because, with little economic freedom, our political freedom does not count for much. A BIG would not only give us the security of knowing our basic material needs can be provided, but it would empower us to act politically, with little of the fear that so many of us now succumb to. In a word, it would empower us, which is central to many of us who are presently so disempowered.
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