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Happy Workers. Welfare Queens and Surfers:

Images in the Debate Around a Guaranteed Income

(presented at the USBIG conference February 23-25, 2007)

In recent years several writers have emphasized the necessity for liberals and progressives to pay attention to the moral framing of their policy recommendations. According to these advocates we progressives have let conservative voices dominate the moral discourse field.  According to George Lakoff (1995), liberals primarily use a nurturant parent or family model while conservatives use a strict parent or family model. He has tried to show how progressives can use this model to best advantage. Our own USBIG member, Fred Block, advocates the difference between the market fundamentalism of conservative political rhetoric and the concept of moral economy that he suggest for progressives to use. In this paper, I will extend this discussions of moral and ideological frames to various issues in the political process of trying to obtain a social policy of a guaranteed income. I will first analyze three images or frames that have been used by opponents of a guaranteed income—i.e. the happy worker, the welfare queen and the surfer. These images often hide some ideological assumptions that protect certain privileges from being critiqued.  With each one, I will offer some critical issues in the use of these images and in the process offer some alternative frames—the unhappy worker, the universal caretaker and the universal aristocrat-- that might be helpful in the political process involving a guaranteed income. These alternative frames imply certain additional policies and potential allies for a guaranteed income. The alternative frames then will be discussed in relation to other frames such as the commons,  compassionate religion, Human Rights and Moral Economy. I will end with a discussion of how framing issues is related to the totality of the political process necessary to bring about a guaranteed income.
The Image of the Happy Worker:


One of the images often used to argue against a guaranteed income is that of a happy worker. The users of this image are often considered, at least by themselves, to be liberal on most social issues. An example os such writing is that of Edmund S. Phelps (2001: 58-59):

--what matters to people is not just their total receipts: it is the self-support from earning their own way. No amount UBI would substitute for the satisfaction of having earned one’s way without help from parents, friends and the state—as valued as they may be. I would note that, if the UBI were adopted in the United States, it would continue to rankle low-wage earners that their pay was less than half the median wage.  The reason it would, I suggest, is that low-wage workers would veiw such relative pay rates as bluntly showing that they cannot hope to earn their own way in the sense of gaining access to most of the median earners’ way of life through their own earnings; they can only gain access through the demogrant, which they may see as demeaning.

I feel that many academics and others reared in relatively privileged circumstanced cannot see how those working in a factory for forty hours a week could value it as a means to mix and interact with others, to gain a sense of belonging in the community, and to have a sense of contributing something to the country’s collective project, which is business. If I am right on these matters, we should feel sorry, not envious, about Van Parijs’s surfer who feels lucky to be able to drop out of the world of work thanks to his UBI; he doesn’t know what he is missing. And we shouldn’t feel sorry about women “subjected to the dictates of a boss for forty hours a week.”  They have the self-knowledge to know something that Van Parijs appears not to know about them: the sociability, the challenges, and the sense of contributions and belonging that those jobs provide are an important part of their lives, as they are of others.


In the same volume, William A. Galston (2001: 313) says:

--work is an important way of organizing our lives, of giving structure and meaning to what can otherwise become a formless and purposeless existence. ---that much of what we value comes into being as a result of work, and would not exist otherwise. 


One wonders how many experiences these writers, as upper-middle class protected academics and journalists, have had with actual low-income or working class workers. Work may be a necessity required by the modern society, but it is not the highly enjoyable social situation pictured by these writers. Barbara Ehrenreich (2001) in her personal account of such work and workers in Nickel and Dimed comes closer to reality and represents what a Sociological perspective would support.


Alvin Gouldner  (1973) would argue that such writers are confusing complementarity with reciprocity. In a series of articles in the early seventies, he ground the concept of reciprocity in the conflict sociological tradition drawing from Emile Durkheim, Max Weber and Karl Marx. He uses this refined concept of reciprocity to critique the Functionalist version of sociology that had dominated Sociology in the fifties. He thus used their own concepts to present the conflict nature of social structure. He argue that the term complementarity, in functionalist writings, has at least four distinctly meanings.

Complentarity 1 may mean that a right (x) of Ego against Ego implies a duty (- x) of Alter to Ego……  For example, where a group shares a belief that some status occupants has a certain right, sat a right of a wife to receive support from her husband, does the group also share a belief that the husband has a obligation to support his wife? (Gouldner 1973: 237-238)

In other words, it does not follow that right and duties are transitive. This can be seen in the second meaning of complementarity.

Complentarity 2 may mean that what is a duty (- x) of Alter to Ego implies a right ( x ) of Ego against Alter.  (238) 

For Gouldner, two other meanings of complementarity differ substantively from these first two:

Complementarity 3 may mean that a right ( x ) of Alter against Ego implies a duty ( - y )  of Alter to Ego. Similarly complementarity 4 may mean that duty ( - x ) of Ego to Alter implies a right ( y ) of Ego against Alter. (238)

In these four implications of complementarity-sometime called reciprocal rights and obligations-there are two distinctive types of cases. Properly speaking, complementarity refers only to the first two meanings sketched above, where what is a right of Ego implies an obligation of Alter, or where a duty of Alter to Ego implies a right of Ego against Alter. Only the other two meanings, however, involve true instances of reciprocity, for only in these does what one party receives from the other  require some returns, so that giving and receiving are mutually contingent. (238)


For Gouldner, reciprocity implies that each party has rights and duties. “—where there are only rights on the one side and duties on the other, there need be no exchange whatsoever. Stated differently, it would seem that can be stable patterns of reciprocity qua exchange only insofar as each party has both rights and duties.” The first instance of rights only on one side and duties only on the other side would be an example of exploitation or non-reciprocal relations or exchanges. In many ways absolute property rights without property duties as advocated by some groups in American Society is an example. This is why alternative frameworks of  property rights such as found in the writings of Thomas Paine and Henry George become very important to advocates of a guaranteed income.


I would suggest that the writers above who use the image of happy worker are making such a confusion of complentarity with reciprocity. They do not ask the question of what are the conditions the real reciprocity would make on affluent members of society. They seem to assume that those who have good jobs or sufficient amount of wealth should be able to expect that all those below this line of decent wages and benefits should be required to work no matter what. In fact, in their minds, this is what reciprocity means. True reciprocity would require society to question what benefits and requirements are being made on the affluent as well. Those at the top or close to the top tend to use a functionalist sociology to legitimate their privileges and status as being good for the whole of society. In this view, those at the bottom should be happy in carrying out their duties without dissent or disruption.


According to sociological research (Collins 2004: 269-270) , the workplace social structure is much more contentious than  the above images of the happy worker imply. The top managers and employers envision a bureaucratic model where those at the top give orders while those at the bottom take orders. Their view is one of complementarity where the top has a right to command while the bottom has a duty to obey. Any degree of reciprocity is one arrived at through negotiation and potential conflict depending on the exit power, or alternative sources of income, of workers or voice power given to them by collective organization.  The status and identity aspects emphasized by Phelps vary according to many factors. Ethnographic studies of working class workers on the job usually show a style of alienation from the demands of work, combined with attempts to control the work pace and a high preference for private lives over work lives. Retirement, with a adequate income, is one of the highest goals and a topic of constant conversation. Often, the pressures in trying to move up the ladder in terms of seniority or privileges does create a tendency to view those below in a negative light. As we will se in the next section, this has been a problem in getting workers with a job to support welfare. Such support only comes if the workers see that they too could become unemployed and in need of assistance.


I would suggest that the alternative image of an unhappy worker would be more appropriate for advocates of a guaranteed income.  This image would suggest that one of the functions of a guaranteed income is to in crease the negotiating resources for true reciprocity for workers in the workplace. It would give workers greater exit power or alternatives to entering any particular workplace. And also increase their overall resources if wages are inadequate for a sustainable life. It also would provide possible common ground for workers with non-workers below them. The unhappy worker image would recover the concept of exploitation in political discourse and possibly suggest other economic policies such as greater progressivity of the tax structure and workplace organizational structure itself. Wright’s (2005) paper at  a USBIG conference presents such a view when he argued that a guaranteed income is a part of a Socialist Project of increasing economic and social democracy throughout the economic and political orders. Recent papers in Basic Income Studies also emphasize the importance of a guaranteed income for increasing occupational choice (Williams 2006; McKinnon 2006). 
The Image of the Welfare Queen:

The concept of a welfare queen entered the political scene out a speech of Ronald Reagan in 1976 presidential campaign. (Zucchino 1997) He talked about one welfare recipient receiving thousands of dollars in benefits at the expense of hard working Americans. It turns out that the case had been exaggerated in the media, but many Americans were ready to believe the charges against all welfare recipients. Reagan did not coin the term but had picked up on the term from newspaper head line writers. Nancy Folbre ‘s (2001: 127)  account of Clarence Thomas perspective contrasts the negative image of the welfare queen with the actual reality of those on AFDC:

In a speech he made in 1980, before he became a supreme court justice, Clarence Thomas criticized his sister for living off of AFDC, “She gets mad when the mailman is late with her welfare check,” he exclaimed. “That’s how dependent she is.” What Thomas never explained was that his sister, in addition to raising four children without any assistance from their father, worked two jobs to support her family. Ama Martin applied for AFDC only after an aging aunt, who has been helping take care of her children, suffered a stroke. At that point, she found that she couldn’t work for pay and care for five dependents on her own. Her brother Clarence declined to provide enough help to fill the gap. So much for the moral high ground.


A part of the creating this frame of the welfare queen was the work of conservative think tanks beginning in seventies and increasing in to the nineties (Pimpare 2004). So called intellectuals such as George Gilder, Charles Murray, Lawrence Mead, Martin Olasky, Gertrude Himmelfarb and Robert Rector flooded the bookstores and media with various types of pseudo social science to argue the negatives of the welfare system. Their work was well funded by heavy corporate funded foundations such as Heritage Foundation, Hudson Institute, Manhattan Institute and American Enterprise Institute. In their writings they emphasized the negative aspects of certain kinds of dependency. Dependency on the State is bad while dependency on a male wage-earner is good and exemplifies positive family values and personal responsibility. As Fred Block and Margaret Sommers shows, these writers assume a market fundamentalism which the free market as assuring a fair and equitable society. Such a fundamentalism assumes that if one is poor, that they are either lazy, stupid or immoral; therefore, the poor are the cause of their own poverty. Soon after the Hurricane Katrina had hit New Orleans in 2005, I was in Saint Louis and read the following comments of a local Republican politician:

The people we saw rioting in New Orleans are American flotsam, and they exist in every society. Other than the physically disabled, young children and seniors 80 years old and up, the people we saw hold up in the Superdome and elsewhere are the perfect demonstration of what happens to people who choose (yes, choose) to lead third world lives in a capitalist society. ---They were accustomed to living off the government check every month, accustomed to subsidized housing, accustomed to food paid for by food stamps. They’ve elected politicians like Ray Nagin and Gov. Kathlee Blanco to make them comfortable in that third-world existence, and now they have neither the resources nor the political leadership to survive in a time of crisis. Such has been the case throughout history for people who don’t take charge of their lives.


The Welfare Reform Bill of 1996, which resulted from the hammering away of the above ideology, has some built in contradictions. Welfare recipients were suppose to work. However, their was also the assumption that a wife and mother should stay home and take care of their children. Ultimately, according to this logic, the way to end poverty is for poor women to marry males who are productive. What is hidden in this assumption is that the productive labor of care-giving in the family or elsewhere (either by males of females) is not counted by the market.  As one of the advocates for a Care-givers Income, Gwendolyn Mink (1998:135) argues:

If economists can measure the value of this work (care-giving) when it is performed by other people (i.e. child care workers, nannies, bus drivers, taxis, nurses, teachers, psychologists and even economists), why can’t we impute value to it when it is performed for one’s own? In 1972, economist at the Chase Manhattan Bank did just that, translating family care-giving into its labor market components—nursemaid, dietitian, cook, dishwasher, seamstress, practical nurse, gardener. They concluded that the weekly value of family care-givers’ work was at least $257.53, or $13,391.56 a year (1972 dollars). Had poor single mothers received comparable welfare benefits in 1996 they would have had incomes above the poverty line. Had these benefits explicitly compensated for the work they do, poor single mothers would not have to live under the stigma of “welfare dependency.”


Nancy Fraser (1997), in her discussions of the Welfare State, would extend this concept of  care-giving to all citizens and advocates policies moving toward the principle of Universal Caregiving to deconstruct the gender division of breadwinning and caregiving. Fraser advocates policies in several areas that would move us toward this model such workplace policies that would enable both men and women to be involved in caregiving. This could include shorter workweeks and shared jobs for both men and women. She also advocates more public support for carework. She also envisions a civil society were there would be democratic, self-managed carework activities involving people who might not be a part of kinship networks. A central necessity, for me, would be a guaranteed income. Most advocates of a guaranteed income see that one of the main consequences of such a policy would be the enablement of people to be involved in many different nonpaid caregiving activities (Gorz 1999).  
The Image of the Surfer:


It is difficult to track down how the surfer image or frame emerged in the discussions of a guaranteed income. The quote above from Edmund Phelps uses this image as a negative for those who want to drop out of the work force. I would speculate that it is partially a reaction to perceived life styles in the Sixties. To some of the public Hippies and Surfers belong to the same irresponsible population. They represent the opposite of the Protestant Ethic of hard work and enterprise. The public often sees such groups as wanting to live off the hard work of others and therefore are parasites on society. In Van Parijs writings there are many references to the surfer as being used by opponents of a guaranteed income.

A UBI, it is often said, gives the undeserving poor something for nothing. According to this objection, a UBI conflicts with the fundamental principle of reciprocity: the idea that people who receive benefits should respond in kind by making contributions. Precisely because it is unconditional, it assigns benefits to those who make no social contribution—who spend their mornings bickering with their partner, surf off Malibu in the afternoon, and smoke pot all night. (Van Parijs 2001: 24-25)


The irony is that since the sixties surfing has become a major profitable industry that supports many individuals as professional surfers. In one way subsidizing surfing for young people could be viewed as a form of job training providing a possible career in to a well paying job. As a former community center worker in low income areas, we have always seen sports as providing a possible paying career or at least as providing the skills that one might need to survive in the larger economic arena or what we refer to as preparation for life.  These possibilities around surfing does raise again of what is really meant by “making contributions” or “What is truly “reciprocal economic participation ?” If the formal economy supports such celebrity surfers as Laird Hamilton with high incomes, than what do economist really mean by productive activity? Is the concept an ideological support for privilege positions whether they make real contributions to economic production. 

A further complication around the frame of surfing is that historically it seemed to have begun as a religious cultural activity. The first Polynesians probably arrived in the Hawaiian Islands in the Fourth Century A.D (Marcus).  They brought the custom of using in the surf paipo (belly) boards and in Hawaii, they perfected the act of standing upright on long boards. Hawaiian society was stratified in to Royal and Commoner classes, and there were taboos against the two groups surfing together. There were reefs and beaches where only the “Chiefs” surfed and beaches where the Commoners surfed. The “Chiefs” used boards that were as long as 24 feet compared to the boards of Commoners of only 12 feet.  Surfing in the Hawaiian culture also had a religious meaning and was often connected to the lore and mythology of the Sea and its mysterious forces. Surfing by the “Chiefs” provided a ways of holding the society together. In this sense surfing was an aristocratic activity with religious significance for Hawaiian society.


Thus we might suggest that an alternative positive frame or image of surfing might be that of Universal Aristocrats. Lewis Mumford (1934: 402-403) suggests this as a rationale for a guaranteed income.

For the better part of a thousand years, widows, orphans, and prudent sedentary people have been living at ease, buying food, drink, and shelter, without performing any work for the community. Their shares and their insurance payments constitute a first claim upon industry; and as long as there is any production of goods at all, and as long as the present legal conventions are maintained, they are sure of their means of existence. No capitalist talks about this system as on that demoralizes or undermines the self respect of those that are supported: indeed, the small incomes of the rentier classes have been an obvious help in the arts and sciences to their recipients: a Milton, a Shelly, a Darwin, a Ruskin existed by such grace; and one might even show, perhaps, that they had been more beneficial to society at large than the swollen fortunes of the more active capitalists.

The extension of this system to the community as a whole is what I mean by basic communism……Differentiation and preference and special incentive should be taken into account in production and consumption only after the security and continuity of life is assured.

A modern writer, Andre Gorz (1999: 91), suggest a similar concept:

The ultimate goal to which the unconditional grant of a basic income points is that of a society in which the necessity of work is no longer experienced as such because each person, from childhood onwards will be involved in, and feel the attraction of, a general proliferation of artistic, sporting, techno-scientific, artisan, political, philosophical, ecosophic, relational and co-operative activities around him/her; a society in which the means of production and facilities for self-providing are accessible to everyone at any time of day, just as databanks and teleworking resources already are; in which exchange are principally exchanges of knowledge, not commodities, and do not therefore need to be mediated by money; in which the immateriality of the main form of productive work corresponds to the immateriality of the main form of fixed capital.

Thus the alternative frame of Universal Aristocrats suggest that a guaranteed income would provide the resources for persons to experience and experiment with a variety of cultural activities without concern for the necessity to prove their immediate benefit to society or the economy. 
Other Frames:

As implied above, a major political function of framing is the potential it gives for developing allies for one’s cause. The alternative frames discussed above have potential attraction for different groups. The frame of the unhappy worker is most effective in making common cause with labor or union groups. It reflects frustration with the lack of true reciprocity in the work place. The universal caregiver frame is one that bridges some of the concerns of feminist groups and provides a way of deconstructing the relation of breadwinning and caregiving. The frame of universal aristocrats should appeal to creative persons who are looking for a way to enable the independence to have the means of living while doing their own cultural activities. These frames can be now be put along side some other frames that have been suggested at USBIG meetings and elsewhere.


One such frame is that of the Commons (Barnes 2004; Bollier 2004). It has been suggested that this image provides a link to concerns of environmental groups. With the heritage of Thomas Paine and Henry George, it has a long tradition within the movement for a guaranteed income. It also has its negative pair of the frame of the unlimited right of private property or what C. E. Ayres called “The Divine Right of Property.” This frame does suggest that the public has a vested interest in preserving the right of the total community to certain basic resources. This includes not only physical land and assets but also cultural and societal resources such as public institutions—libraries, museums, etc.—and newer activities such as Web community. A social dividend such as the Alaska Permanent Fund is also suggested.


Another frame used in one of my past presentations at USBIG (Farris 2005) is that of the Compassionate Face of religion. As I suggest in that article, too often the negative side of religion is the dominant modern experience and is a part of the Punitive Face of  some religious groups. However, writers such as Karen Armstrong (1993) point to the fact that all of the major Universal Religions—i.e. Judaism. Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism—have as their core a norm of compassion. The distinction of punitive and compassionate corresponds somewhat to Lakoff dichotomy of nurturant and strict family or parental model. In many of the religions compassion is personalized as a Compassionate Father such Jesus’ parable  of the Prodigal Son. The importance of these norms of compassion is lifted up by Alvin Gouldner (1975: 277) in one of his series of articles around reciprocity.

The paradox is this: there is no gift that brings higher return than the free gift, the gift given with no strings attached. For that which is truly give n freely moves men deeply and makes them more indebted to their benefactors. In the end, if it is reciprocity that holds the mundane world together, it is beneficence that transcends this world and can make men weep the tears of reconciliation. If such prodigies of social interaction are rare, it is not for want of knowing how to produce them.


Emile Durkheim formulated a secular version of this compassionate face (Farris 1996). He perceived an ethic of Caritas (unconditional love) as a part of the emerging Welfare State and the social services involved. For Durkheim this ethic is the highest form of social justice and he used it to critique the older ethic of retribution and even the modern forms of emphasizing merit as the just form of distribution.

Another frame that has become important in the present organizing of groups in low income communities is the frame of Human Rights. This is best exemplified by Willie Baptist (2003) and the Kensington Welfare Rights Union and the University of the Poor. These groups have taken seriously the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the United Nations in its support of some basic economic rights to life and health. Martin Luther King (1967) had moved toward this framework in his Campaign for the Poor.  This frame provides an opposition to the emphasis on only property rights, voting and civil rights that is a part of the so called human rights issues of the present administration and American international policy. Article 25 of the United Nations Declarations reads:

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care, and necessary social services…..Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance.


From this standpoint, American Welfare Reform of 1996, is in clear violation of this view of Human Rights and maybe this issue should taken to some type of World Court. 

Fred Block’s (2005) dichotomy of market fundamentalism and moral economy--mentioned above-- provides a type of metaframe that includes or overlaps most of the frames above. This frame relates to empirical sociology and also to moral and political theory. It provides a way of linking academic theoretical concerns and a more activist stance.    

Framing and Political Action:


I have not tried to be complete in discussing all of the possible frames that might be used by either advocates of a guaranteed income or by those who oppose it. My main purpose has been to demonstrate the importance of using frames and also the ability to deconstruct and critique opposing frames. One of the primary functions of frames has been indicated is to help in the development of allies to our cause. Another important function is in the organizing efforts with those who will be the primary beneficiaries of the policy of a guaranteed income, the poor. In my own experience in organizing in low income neighborhoods, I have found that the poor often believe the negative frames that predominate in the larger community. They often believe that they are the cause of their poverty. Typical is the case of the women in one neighborhood who felt that her immoral act of sleeping with her husband before they got married was the cause of all the problems she faced—poverty, alcoholic husband, pregnant unwed daughter and sons who were deserters from the military. One of the first tasks of the organizer is to create disbelief of these negative frames and to provide alternative positive frames that will lead to possible social action. The purpose of the frame of social and economic rights mention above is to convince the poor that welfare is a right and not a stigma.


It also should be obvious that framing is only a part of the political action that may need to be done. Richard Cloward and Frances Fox Piven (1987) have documented well how in general the poor do not get listen to without disruption and possible threats of violence. Such changes as a guaranteed income are not generally enacted out of rational and generous response by those in power. Those with privilege may not always believe the types of frames used to justify their power positions but they can use them effectively to fight alternative ways of thinking. The well funded Conservative Think Tanks of today and their ability to dominate media and also book publications will not easily give up their influence. Many progressives had hope in the so called  “Anti-Globalization Movement” in that it could provide mobilization for many economic justice issues.  In some ways after September 11th these groups slowed down. However,  the recent success of “economic populists” in the Fall elections gives some hope that we may be experiencing a turn around. We will need all of the political tools available to further our cause of obtaining a guaranteed income including, as I have emphasized, the adequate framing of the issues.
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