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Was it only a Dream:

Guaranteed Income through the eyes of a Sixties Poverty Warrior

By Buford Farris

As an aging academician, it is somewhat complimentary to be labeled with younger college students as a “Marxist with bad hygiene”1 or a part of a group of “skinny little white-bread college kids."2 To this neo-liberal generation of pundits and “market populists", who assume the “free market" will solve all problems, my continued commitment to a guaranteed income and critique of unregulated markets does seem utopian and “only a dream. " To this group, the document, The Triple Revolution, signed by thirty-two intellectuals and activists in 1964 would now seem idealistic in comparison to our new strategy of “welfare reform" of the nineties. 

As a first step to a new consensus it is essential to recognize that the traditional link between jobs and income is being broken. The economy of abundance can sustain all citizens in comfort and economic security whether or not they engage in what is commonly reckoned as work. Wealth produced by machines rather than by men is still wealth. We urge, therefore, that society, through its appropriate legal and governmental institutions, undertake an unqualified commitment to provide every individual and every family with an adequate income as a matter of right. This undertaking we consider to be essential to the emerging economic, social and political order in this country. We regard it as the only policy by which the quarter of the nation now dispossessed and soon-to-be dispossessed by lack of employment can be brought within the abundant society. The unqualified right to income would take the place of the patchwork of welfare measures--from unemployment insurance to relief--designed to ensure that no resident of the United States actually starves.3 

Those who signed this manifesto included among others Todd Gitlin, Philip Green, Michael Harrington, Tom Hayden, Robert L. Heilbroner, Irving Howe, A. J. Muste, Gunnar Myrdal, Linus 

Pauling, Bayard Rustin and Robert Theobald; and, reflects the emerging consensus in the Sixties around the proposal that the way to solve poverty was to give all citizens a Guaranteed Annual Income. Also, it reflected a unity among the Left that the issues of poverty were related to the issues of race, war and automation. There was broader support for a guaranteed income beyond the left, such as Milton Friedman4, a conservative Economist, and in 1968 1,300 economists at 150 US institutions had signed a petition urging Congress to pass “a national system of income guarantees and supplements." It would not impress these neo-liberal pundits at all that the idea of a guaranteed income also entered in to the thinking of the War on Poverty planners and the Office of Economic Opportunity published a document in 1966 suggesting that the time had come "--when the American People will accept a guaranteed minimum income at the poverty level as a right in a wealthy country."5 They would only argue that everyone knows that the War on Poverty failed. Charles Murray6 and Francis Fukuyama7, brilliant scholars, have proven that the Great Disruption, or the sixties in general and the War on Poverty in particular, had caused all the ills of modern society. My question at this point is "who are the idealists and utopians?" Has the neo-liberal dream created abundance for all citizens or has it once again proved that society is much larger than corporate markets and that the ideas in the Triple Revolution manifesto reflect a more realistic grasp of society and it problems, particularly around poverty? 

Personal Involvement

My own involvement with and commitment to the concept of a Guaranteed Income preceded its advocacy in the sixties. In the forties, as a student at the university of Texas, I was a member of the active leftist student groups and joined the factions that was connected to the Socialist Party related to Norman Thomas8 and the Fellowship of Reconciliation affiliated with the ideas of A. J. Muste.9 In the late forties, these groups and others were beginning to challenge the segregated institutions within Texas including the University, Churches and businesses. Also, within the literature and discussions of these groups the Socialist Ideal of “From each according to his ability; to each according to his need” was translated in to concepts such as a “social wage,” “social dividend,” and "rights to subsistence.” 

At the University, I was also exposed to the writings of Lewis Mumford who in his book, Technics and Civilization, called for Basic Communism. 

For the better part of a thousand years, widows, orphans, and prudent sedentary people have been living at ease, buying food, drink, shelter, without performing any work for the community. Their shares and their insurance payments constitute a first claim on industry; and as long as present legal institutions are maintained, they are sure of their means of existence. 

The extension of this system to the community as whole is what I mean by basic communism the claim to a livelihood rests upon the fact that, like the child in a family, one is 

a member of a community: the energy, the technical knowledge, the social heritage of a community belongs equally to every member of it, since in the large the individual contributions and differences are completely insignificant.10 

Mumford is critical of both Karl Marx and Adam Smith for making contribution to the production process--i.e. the labor theory of value--the only basis for having subsistence. 

One of my teachers at the University of Texas was the Institutionalist Economist, Clarence E. Ayres who combined the thought of Veblen and Keynes. In his lectures in the late forties he was beginning to work out a formulation of a guaranteed income which became explicit in his 1952 book, The Industrial Society, where he advocates for what he calls an "Independent Income.” He perceived this idea as implied in the move in both Great Britain and the United States toward "social insurance and allied social services" that would provide complete coverage "from the cradle to the grave.” 

Because this type of income is quite different from the old and familiar categories of service income and property income, and because it involves a new conception of the role of government, and most of all because we have been moving in this direction in consequence of a great many apparently limited problems, we now find it peculiarly difficult to see the developments in perspective as spelling out a different and very important economic category: that of a basic independent income. But the principle involved is very simple. It is only that every member of the community receiving three types of income: a basic independent income, the same for all, and just sufficient to cover the "minimum of subsistence"; a service income, for all those gainfully employed; and a property income, for those who own property.ll 

Ayres did not work out in this book all of the complete details of his plan, but he primarily sees such an independent income as being built in to the Tax System which is progressive in nature and thus is a type of tax credit. Ayres' Keynesian side comes out when he argues that the basic independent income would increase consumption since for him the major problem of an industrial economy is the vulnerability to underconsumptiom. Such public expenditures along with other public works were preferable to war expenditures which had brought us out of a depression in the forties. 

From 1949 to 1958, for me, these ideas of a guaranteed income was kept alive by books such as Erich Fromm's book, The Sane Society.12 During this period I was working with low income white groups in Nashville, Tennessee and Louisville, Kentucky, and at times these conceptions seemed utopian and unattainable. At the same time, through my Pacifist Left connections, I was aware of the basic social changes going on in the South with the challenges to legal and other forms of segregation and that this implied that any social change was possible. This was borne out by the fact that when I returned to San Antonio, Texas in 1958, all public institutions were desegregated as well as most private facilities. Also, I had grown up in labor union family and therefore knew that gains for working class groups only come by forms of protest and social action. 

Gang Work 

My active involvement with the advocacy for a Guaranteed Income in the Sixties came as a part of the development of a Gang Work project by the community center where I was employed. In 1958 I went to be Program Director for a Methodist center in San Antonio, Texas that worked with low income Mexican Americans. In 1959, two workers in this agency somewhat accidently began working with the local gang group. Out of this involvement, I and the above workers began to develop a project to expand and study our gang work. In the early Sixties, most of the Federal human service agencies were involved in planning for a War on Poverty and their staff were looking how each new funded project might contribute to this effort. We approached the NIMH with our ideas and became connected to an Anthropologist, Thomas Gladwin, who staffed the approval committee for new projects. He was instrumental in guiding our project through to funding in 1964. Gladwin was also an advocate for a guaranteed income and his ideas became a part of his conversations with the staff of the gang work project. His ideas later were developed in his book, Poverty U.S.A.13 Also, we visited the Mobilization for Youth project in New York City when we were planning our project, and later one of our workers was employed in that project while we were waiting for our funding. Richard Cloward was the Research Director for Mobilization For Youth and was in the process of beginning to propose a mass based Welfare Rights Movement which would make a Guaranteed Income its major platform. 

Welfare Rights

Our gang project, which received funding in 1964, was based on the concept that workers had to be involved with the total neighborhood--gang members, pre-gang boys, non-gang children and youth, gang families, non-gang families, other neighborhood adults and all institutional representatives that had some relation to the neighborhood. We conceived of the workers as Responsible Wardheelers 14 whose job it was to both use their own social capital to mediate and advocate for resident families and also to further help residents to develop their own networks and associations. Our theory was that one factor that kept persons poor was the lack of networks and organizations that could empower them in their negotiations with the social institutions of the larger community.15 During the period of the project we were active on several political issues and became a part of the general rise of Chicano Power in San Antonio. A major issue that affected our neighborhoods was the punitive and limited welfare system of Texas. During this time, Texas had a constitutional limit on what could be spent for welfare. This meant periodically we had to mobilize political action to raise the limit to prevent cuts in the welfare payments. We were never successful in removing the constitutional limits during this time period. Out of neccessity, the gang project and total agency became involved in Welfare Rights. In our neighborhoods, we helped organize an active welfare rights group that linked the recipients in our area to other recipients city wide. 

In May of 1966, Richard A. Cloward and Frances Fox Piven wrote an article, "A Strategy to End Poverty" for The Nation16 calling for a national movement of welfare recipients and their supporters to push for a Guaranteed Income. They suggested that the best mobilization was the work by poverty workers to get every one who was eligible for welfare officially on the roles and thus create a welfare crisis for the states, which would then push for a complete federalized system. Our efforts in San Antonio fit Cloward and Piven's strategy well. By this time, a major part of all worker's time, including our VISTA staff, was spent trying to get whatever resources were available in to poor families. At various levels, we began to push for the concept of a guaranteed income. The local social work groups, including the local chapter of the National Association of Social Workers, began to take positions favorable to some form of a guaranteed income. In April of 1967, the national assembly of NASW passed a statement advocating some form of a Guaranteed Income.17 They mention both a Negative Income Tax System or an expansion of the familiar Children's and Family allowances. A Guaranteed Annual Income Newsletter, GAIN was published by the Ad Hoc Committee for a Guaranteed Income at the School of Social Service Administration at the university of Chicago and this newsletter became a source of information throughout the national Social Work and Social Welfare Community around welfare rights and a guaranteed income. Through the Social Action committee of our community center board, we also began educational efforts among the local Methodist Churches that supported our agency. In 1968 an official statements supporting a guaranteed income was enacted by the national body of the Methodist Church.18 In many different ways the Wesley Youth project workers and the staff of the sponsoring agency became a part of the national social movement supporting a guaranteed income and many wore pins with the letters GAIN meaning "Guaranteed Annual Income Now.”

Experiments 

In January 1967, President Lyndon Johnson in his Economic Report to the Congress suggested the proposals for a guaranteed minimum income be explored.19 Then OEO and other units of the Federal government began to plan for experiments around the guaranteed income concept to see if there would be an effect on work motivation as many opponents claimed. Eventually, there were several funded in different areas of the country.20 In 1967, because of our involvement with the national movement for welfare rights and a guaranteed income, the research and some of the program staff formulated an experimental project to be carried out in San Antonio, Texas with poor Mexican Americans. We received some backing and advice from Daniel Price, sociologist and statistician at the University of Texas, and had political support from our Congressman Henry B. Gonzales. Our proposal built in several comparisons that included experimental groups receiving primarily a negative income tax with a work incentive built in; as well, we also wanted to include the effects of social services in our design. Several proponents of a guaranteed income, including Helen Nico121 and Alfred Kahn22, were also recommending that a guaranteed income should be combined with decentralized multiservice centers staffed by generalist type of social workers. These ideas for multiservice centers and generalist workers corresponded to the direction that our gang project had developed. The type of social service worker that we were recommending in our research proposal was based on the responsible wardheeler model developed in our gang work where the worker mediates between the neighborhood residents and the larger social institutions.23 Thus, in both the primary experimental and control group we would also have comparable groups that had this type of social services and those that did not have such service. We also wanted to not only look at the effect on work behavior but also to look at the effect on fertility since the Mexican Americans usually had a higher birth rate than other low income groups. Our gang project had also conceptualized that there were different types of families in the lower class. In fact, we were collecting data, at the time, to validate this conclusion. We tended to think in terms of four types--upwardly Mobile, Stable Working, Multi-problem and Action Oriented. Therefore, we argued for equal number of the various types of families be included in each of the cells or comparison groups. This meant that we had 16 final cells--2 x 2 x 4. This proposal received some national consideration but eventually was not funded. One result of this proposed project on my own thinking is that I still argue that a guaranteed income proposal, along with guaranteed health care, has to also be combined with the equivalence of Community Action Programs and decentralized Multiservice Neighborhood Centers. Critical in the staffing of such service programs would be the mediator type of generalists social service or Responsible Wardheelers mentioned above. 

Nixon and Carter

I moved in to academia in 1969 and as a professor at the School of Social Service at the University of Texas I soon became involved in the political battles surrounding Nixon's proposal for a form of guaranteed income in his Family Assistance Plan.24 The federally funded experiments with a guaranteed income reported that there were no massive withdrawals of work effort as many people had predicted and in some cases there may have been increases. However, there was some indication that women felt freer to leave bad marriage situations.25 This became one of the political issues with conservatives used against Nixon's Family Assistance Plan. At the same time, some liberals felt the Nixon proposal was too low and also, in addition, the National Welfare Rights Organization opposed it because of the work requirement 

that was built in to part of the program.26 At that time, I was one of those who had a lot of ambiguity about whether to support FAP or reject it since its enactment would at least build in to the law the principles of a guaranteed income. With Nixon's problems at the beginning of his second term, his proposal became a dead issue. In 1978, Jimmy Carter proposed his Better Jobs and Income Proposal(BJIP) which expanded on the more limited Nixon proposal and was less punitive.27 By that time the political support had receded with the lack of poverty workers in low income neighborhoods to advocate for welfare rights. Lynn Chancer observes: 

--with the failure of FAP, and later BJIP, came not merely a blow to the extraordinarily important idea which was at least being circulated in 60s and ?Os that income floors were necessary to protect against poverty and economic insecurity for all Americans. But also, I would argue, with the defeat of these efforts at legitimizing the very notion of entitlement, the gradual defeat of welfare as we now "knew" it could be more easily accomplished. Two developments-- defeating the idea of income maintenance as an entitlement by the early 7Os, and the rise of the conservative ideologies which managed so effectively over the course of the 1980s and 90s to stigmatize the poor--may have come together historically, like hand-and glove, at a critical moment when the misfortunes of one accrued to the benefit of the other.28 

Lessons 

What can be learned from these experiences in the sixties? It would seem to me that there are several dimensions to the failure of the idea of a guaranteed income to become a part of our policies against poverty. One dimension was the fragmented nature of support for a guaranteed income. Michael Harrington 

distinguishes between the "technocratic" motives of Nixon and the "populist" perspective of Johnson.29 In a sense, one can see this in the difference between the perspective of Milton Friedman and the perspective of Robert Theobald. For Theobald and those within the Welfare Rights Movement, it was an advocacy for a basic human right to income and life. For Friedman, it was a way to eliminate most of the other "social" programs and rationalize the "mess" of "welfare." Moynihan points out that Milton Friedman and William F. Buckley critiqued Nixon's plan because other programs had not been eliminated.30 Obviously, even Nixon's support for the Family Assistance Program seem to be dependent on the proposal having a work requirement. The cultural deconstruction implied by many advocates, including the earlier quote from Lewis Mumford, of separation of livelihood and work is lost in Nixon's ideas. Also, there is lost the minor deconstruction implied by Moynihan in a footnote to his chapter on “The Problem of Dependency" where he says, “If American society recognized home making and child rearing as productive work to be included in national economic accounts (as in the case in at least one other nation) the receipt of welfare might not imply dependency."31 

A second dimension is related to the fragmentation of the Left and progressive politics beginning in the late Sixties and continuing to the present. Richard Rorty and Nancy Fraser define this split as the separation of "Cultural Politics" or the "Politics of Recognition" from "Economic Politics" or the 

"Politics of Redistribution.”32 The opening statement on the Triple Revolution shows how both types of politics were unified in the early New Left. However, toward the end of the Sixties this unified vision was broken. My first experience with this split was when I entered academia in 1969. A Political Science Professor, who had written an article on the non-bureaucratic nature of our agency, and myself were asked to meet with the leadership of the "radical" students on campus to help them develop a new organizational form. By this time they were split in to a number of factions. The only issue that they found that they could work together on was to integrate some few remaining faculty only restrooms with a "piss-in.” The only student radicals who were still involved with "poverty issues" were the Yippies who worked with the local Black Panther breakfast program. Later, I also began to notice that my experience of the sixties seemed to be very different from other faculty members that lived through the same time period. Those faculty who had been active seemed to believe that the only significant social movement was the anti-war movement and the War on Poverty was not perceived as a social movement at all and was often defined as a failure. Those faculty who were more conservative also believed that the War on Poverty was a failure and also focused on the so called "cultural" aspects of the sixties around "life styles" involving in their mind drugs and sex. 

The above fragmentation of “Recognition” from “Redistribution” in the political arena resulted in a Democratic President supporting and passing the punitive Welfare Reform bill of 1996. Charles Murray's critique of the sixties and the War on Poverty which had been a part of Newt Gingrich's “Contract with America" now became a part of Neo-liberal ideology and had the support of Clinton. Gwendolyn Mink33 documents the failure of various components of the Feminist Movement to oppose this legislation. Other groups which were a part of the "cultural left" also did not make any protest. Under the new administration of George Bush Jr., it now becomes apparent that the "cultural agenda" of the Right was a major factor in Welfare Reform. A primary objective of the legislation was to compel single mothers into work or better than that into marriage. This has become the major welfare politics for this Administration. 

Conclusions 

From most objective perspectives the advocacy for a guaranteed income in the sixties was a failure. Our Welfare Rights Movement was unsuccessful in enacting legislation that would guarantee every citizen a minimum guaranteed income. Also, the Legal Aide Lawyers connected to the Poverty Programs failed in their attempt to get the Supreme Court to hand down a decision that would recognize the constitutional right to income or any other welfare entitlement.34 Certainly, as one listens to the media lack of critique of the present Administration's activities against the poor, the sixties advocacy looks like "only a dream" and at best very utopian. Also many progressives seem to have bought in to the assumptions of neo-liberalism that poverty and welfare issues are about work and underclass culture. 

However, what is encouraging is that there seems to be emerging among present day welfare rights advocates a renewal of the sixties commitment to economic and social rights. Also, some Human Rights advocacy groups are also focusing on social and economic rights in their concerns about violations.35 In this move toward vocabulary of social and economic rights, there is a recognition of a pre-sixties legacy of the World War II era. Franklin Roosevelt in 1944 called for a "second Bill of Rights" that would entitle Americans to "the right to adequate protection against economic fears of old age, sickness, accident, and unemployment." The broader statement developed in The United Nations Declaration of Human Rights has become a major platform for many of the renewed Welfare Rights groups which also links them to global resistance to neo-liberal economics and politics. As we begin to face the consequences of these economic assumptions, it does seem to some that the real "utopians" are those planners that advocate that the free and unregulated markets will solve all human problems and in particular poverty. Maybe we can begin to see the reality of what neo-liberal welfare reform does to the quality of life of the poor. It is true that we do not have the equivalent of the multitude of poverty warriors in low income area advocating for recipients. The irony would be if the emphasis on faith based initiatives might lend numbers to those involved with the poor and becoming real advocates. This would depend on progressive churches either getting the funds, as they did in the sixties, or a real conversion by those conservative religious groups as the involve themselves with poor people.36 

Also, it would be helpful if progressive “policy experts" would quit focusing on "making work pay.” Barbara Ehrenreich and Frances Fox Piven, in a recent op-ed piece in The Nation reprimand liberals for not demanding "the restoration of welfare as an entitlement." They end with an excellent statement of how adequate "welfare", or guaranteed income would empower the poor. 

An adequate welfare system, capable of supporting the unemployed at some level of dignity and safety, would enable the poor to turn down the most underpaid and abusive jobs. It would, in addition, empower more low-wage workers to take the risks of organizing, knowing that they could still survive even if they were fired. This in fact is what most irked employers about welfare-as-we-knew-it. And it is the aspect of welfare--as protection for low-income parents and working poor generally--that most urgently needs to be restored and defended. 37 
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