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1. Introduction

The 1980s and 1990s were the era of welfare retrenchment in the United States. Three successive Republican administrations and a ballooning budget deficit made Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the most important form of means-tested welfare benefits in the U.S., politically vulnerable. The shift in public sentiment was exemplified by the election in 1992 of a Democratic president who campaigned on a promise to “end welfare as we know it.” Early in this period, in 1984, Charles Murray, a libertarian, wrote a scathing critique of the American welfare state in a book called Losing Ground. Murray argued that work requirements were the way to “fix” welfare; he proposed “ending welfare as we know it” by eliminating AFDC and it’s modest means-tested, categorical benefits in favor of an absolute reliance on paid employment for income.


In 2006, Murray surprised American basic income advocates by writing a book called In Our Hands: A Plan to Replace the Welfare State,
 and what he proposes to replace the welfare state with looks surprisingly like a basic income: a $10,000 a year grant to adult citizens. In this paper I examine the details of Murray’s plan and compare it to a basic income. I argue that Murray’s plan does not meet the criteria for a basic income despite its resemblance to one, and explore what implications this assessment has for the mainstream basic income debate.

2. Charles Murray’s “Plan”


In Our Hands begins with another indictment of the welfare state, but his time the critique extends to all transfer payments made by the government, not only those targeted to the poor: 

America’s population is wealthier than any in history. Every year, the American government redistributes more than a trillion dollars of that wealth to provide for retirement, health care, and the alleviation of poverty. We still have millions of people without comfortable retirements, without adequate health care, and living in poverty. Only a government can spend so much money so ineffectually. The solution is to give the money to the people.

Murray explains that what he is about to propose is a “second best” solution for libertarians, the best solution being to “Leave the wealth where it originates, and watch how its many uses, individual and collaborative, enable civil society to meet the needs that government cannot.”
 But he acknowledges that this approach is dismissed by 90% of the population. The second best solution is to eliminate all transfer payments—Social Security, Medicaid, Medicare, and “corporate welfare” as well as Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), the residual means-tested welfare program that remained after the 1996 passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) eliminated AFDC—and to replace them with a $10,000 a year grant to all citizens 21 years and older, for life. The grant is partially taxed away for individuals with earned income between $25,000 and $50,000 per year: a 20% surtax on regular income tax is imposed on incomes above $25,000, to a maximum surtax of $5,000, or half the grant. This means that even Bill Gates would keep $5,000 a year of the grant, and apparently means that wealthy individuals with only unearned income—i.e., from interest on capital, rather than from paid employment—would keep the entire $10,000 per year.


Having introduced his plan at the grant level of $10,000, Murray makes a significant adjustment, requiring all adults to purchase health insurance. For a variety of reasons that are beyond the scope of this paper to examine, Murray estimates this cost to be approximately $3,000 per year per adult, effectively reducing the grant to $7,000 per year. While his health insurance discussion is interesting, and I will return to it again at the end of the paper, for now I am going to bracket the health insurance issue and proceed as though his plan proposes a $7,000 per year grant for citizens 21 and over. Murray considers,but rejects the idea of requiring that some amount of the grant be invested for retirement, since his plan eliminates Social Security. The version of Social Security privatization embedded in his plan reflects a libertarianism more extreme than that of President George W. Bush’s failed version, in which retirement contributions were not optional.
 Murray would prefer to err on the side of allowing too much freedom rather than imposing too much paternalism, at least where the consequences of poor individual decision-making are mostly limited to the individual, as he argues they would be in the case of retirement savings, but not in the case of the individual who decides to forgo health insurance.
 The improvident, who save nothing for retirement, will still get the $7,000 grant in their old age with an additional $3,000 to spend on health insurance.


So that’s Murray’s plan: $7,000 per year for every citizen 21 and older, with no other safety net programs; a completely privatized retirement system, with no subsidy beyond the grant and no mandatory contributions; a completely privatized, though mandatory, health insurance system, with a subsidy of approximately $3,000 per year per adult. Is this a basic income? Some basic income advocates might argue that it is. I want to argue that it is not, because it violates two crucial components of a true basic income: it does not promote a defensible and equitable notion of liberty, and it does not meet basic subsistence needs.

3. What is a Basic Income?


Basic income is the guaranteed provision of a minimum income on an individual basis to all eligible members of society. Advocates of basic income differ as to whether this income should be unconditional, conditional on paid employment, or conditional on participation in an approved voluntary, caregiving, or learning activity for those not in paid employment; whether the same or different amounts should go to children, adults and senior citizens; and how high the basic income could or should be. In order to distinguish among these variations, I use basic income to refer to an unconditional income paid to every citizen; participation income to refer to an income guarantee conditional on a participation requirement; caregiver income to refer to a stipend paid to unpaid providers of care to children, the elderly, and adults unable to care for themselves; workfare to refer to income guarantees conditional on work in paid employment; and the qualifiers universal, age-restricted, uniform, and variable where appropriate. Some basic income advocates also use the qualifier partial to refer to basic income levels below a “full” basic income, sometimes referred to as a substantial basic income,
 or the highest sustainable basic income.
 As there is little specificity in the basic income literature on the U.S. dollar amounts that correspond to these terms, my own preference is to consider a subsistence-level income guarantee (using the U.S. poverty thresholds published by the U.S. Census Bureau) a basic income, anything lower a partial basic income, and anything higher a high basic income.


The national and international advocacy and study groups on basic income generally endorse a universal basic income, though they do not explicitly reject the possibility of age requirements; typically the formulation is that it goes to “all,” or to “all citizens,” without indicting whether “all” includes adults only or children as well.
 Basic income groups are usually silent on the level of the basic income, as well as about whether the level would vary according to age or other criteria.
 This vagueness is entirely appropriate—national and international basic income groups are interested in accommodating all views on basic income as a way of fostering the liveliest debate and garnering the most support for some kind of basic income—and allows individuals to propose and defend their own more detailed definitions.


But the ethical justifications of a basic income suggest some criteria essential to any conception of a basic income. Some basic income advocates justify a basic income as a way for all citizens to share in the fruits of social cooperation; for some this implies a participation income or workfare,
 for others an unconditional basic income.
 Others argue that an unconditional basic income is the best way of guaranteeing the basic socio-economic security that is fundamental to equality.
 Philippe Van Parijs argues that it is necessary to promote a notion of “real freedom”—the greatest opportunity to do what one wants to do and live as one wants to live.


My own assessment of what these ethical justifications require is that for an income guarantee to be considered a basic income it must promote and support a defensible and equitable notion of liberty; it must enhance individual autonomy; and it must increase the life choices available to individuals without unduly favoring any particular group or lifestyle. In practice, this will mean a basic income grant large enough to meet basic subsistence needs in the absence of other resources, since any reasonable notion of autonomy requires that basic subsistence needs be met; a grant level lower than this floor would be a partial basic income; a higher grant level would be a high basic income.
 Using the U.S. poverty threshold for individuals as the standard of subsistence level suggests a basic income of approximately $10,000 per individual per year. In the actual implementation of a basic income, there are trade-offs involved in the choice of the unit—individual, family, or household—for which subsistence would be guaranteed. Targeting the grant level to individual poverty thresholds skews the basic income higher, and leads to quite high family basic income totals, if the grant is universal; targeting it to family poverty thresholds skews the basic income level too low to meet the subsistence needs of individuals; targeting the grant level to individual poverty thresholds and limiting the grant to adults fails to lift single-parent families above their poverty thresholds. I return to this design problem below.

 4. Assessment of “The Plan”

Does Murray’s plan meet the definition of basic income provided above? It appears to meet the definition of an unconditional, age-restricted, partial basic income; age-restricted because it goes to those 21 and older, and partial because at $7,000 it falls below the subsistence level for individuals and families (although it does meet the poverty threshold for childless couples). In fact, I want to argue that Murray’s plan is not a basic income despite its appearance because it is not designed to promote and support a defensible and equitable notion of liberty, to enhance individual autonomy, or to increase the life choices available to individuals without unduly favoring any particular group or lifestyle. 

Not only does a grant of $7,000 annually fail to guarantee subsistence for individual adults, but the age restriction imposed by Murray leads to an even worse outcome for the most vulnerable families: single parents with one or more children, for whom Murray’s grant would be insufficient to even approach subsistence levels.
 This is not an inadvertent effect of Murray’s plan due to fiscal constraints, but a result of Murray’s very deliberate distributional choices. Although he claims that the plan eliminates “involuntary poverty”—poverty that is not the “product of one’s own idleness, fecklessness, or vice”,
 his limitation of the grant to adults excludes the largest demographic group living in “involuntary” poverty in the U.S.: children. Furthermore, the minimum age requirement of 21 excludes approximately one-third of single mothers,
 although as he points out the plan does assist all single mothers in collecting child support from absent fathers, since the fathers can no longer claim to have no income if they are 21 or older. Murray’s “elimination” of “involuntary poverty” will for most households at risk of poverty require the presence of a worker who earns additional income; in this way his plan resembles a conditional basic income, or workfare, a limited income guarantee that in no way alters the fundamental dependency of the poor on working at low-wage jobs. 

Despite the concurrence by some conditional basic income advocates and the widespread agreement within the welfare policy literature on the importance of encouraging paid employment,
 Murray’s distributional scheme is an odd one if one of his goals is the elimination of poverty, as he implies in the book’s opening statement, quoted above. While children get no grant, adults with incomes over $50,000 still get to keep $2,000 in addition to the $3,000 health insurance subsidy. Murray presumably intends this to be saved and invested for retirement, though he doesn’t require it, since high-income workers as well as the poor will no longer have Social Security benefits when they retire. Nevertheless, if Murray’s priority was the elimination of poverty, surely he would claw back the entire grant with taxes at some level of income—$100,000? $1,000,000?—in order to fund at least some level of grant for poor children, since all retirees will have at least the $7,000 grant, and high income workers should be able to save some of their income from employment for retirement. But, as he makes clear in his discussion of the fate of young single mothers and those over 21 who cannot work, Murray’s priority is the privatization of welfare as well as Social Security and health insurance. “The key to understanding the effects of the Plan is not that it provides each individual adult with $10,000 per year, but that it provides all adults with $10,000 per year. ‘In Our Hands’ refers not only, nor even primarily, to ‘our hands’ as individuals, but ‘our hands’ as families, communities, and civil society as a whole.”
 Murray envisions a return to the days before Social Security and AFDC replaced private and community-based support for society’s most vulnerable members with bureaucratized, government programs.


Murray’s deliberate exclusion of young, single mothers is philosophically consistent with his previous work, rather than representing a departure from it, as it first appeared. After the publication of Losing Ground, the emphasis of Murray’s critique of welfare focused on the problem of illegitimacy. In 1994 he argued that the most important reason for eliminating welfare is to reduce the number of children born to unmarried women by removing the safety net, restoring the economic deterrence against unwed pregnancy, and increasing the incentives for unwed mothers to give their babies up for adoption.
 This shift in emphasis did not immediately alter his recommendations; Murray argued that the only way to reduce illegitimacy, which he believes is both harmful to the child and a poverty trap for the mother, is to eliminate welfare. Of course, whether or not the birth of a child is a poverty trap for the mother depends entirely on the welfare policies in place; eliminating economic protections for single mothers and their children ensures that it will be. 

Thus, in contrast to most basic income advocates, Murray’s plan is not motivated by a desire to maximize individual autonomy, nor is it designed to guarantee income sufficient to meet basic needs. Rather, Murray’s plan is designed to privatize the social safety net, and to preserve the “natural” distribution of wealth and resources, enforce discipline to market forces for low-income workers, promote the traditional two-parent, one-earner family, and penalize single parenthood. The unavoidable side effect of penalizing single parenthood is penalizing the children of single parents, millions of whom would remain in poverty, and in fact would be worse off under Murray’s plan than they are currently, because of the plan’s elimination of all current benefits targeted to the poor.
 Thus, while poor children receive nothing under the plan—not even the $3,000 mandatory health insurance subsidy—adults with earned incomes above $50,000 are able to keep $2,000 a year, and adults with only unearned interest income—no matter how high—will keep the entire grant. 

 
Many basic income advocates, and participation income advocates in particular, would agree with Murray that a guaranteed minimum income could promote a resurgence of private and community-based initiatives to address complex social problems and challenges. The crucial question is whether child poverty should be included in the category of social problems to be solved in the family or community, rather than through a relatively simple income transfer for those who cannot be held responsible for the “fecklessness” of their parents. The difficulty with expecting the problems of poverty to be solved by the family or community is that the poor are members of poor families, and live in communities with relatively few resources, even with the addition of the plan’s $7,000 grant. In addition, reliance on family or community largesse creates dependencies that are detrimental to the autonomy of poor individuals, and poor single mothers in particular, who will have the fewest alternatives to such dependencies.


But increasing the autonomy of poor single mothers, or women in general, is not a goal of Murray’s plan. Although his language is carefully crafted to appear to respect women’s choices about whether to work outside the home or not, Murray is clearly in favor of married women staying home, for the good of their families, marriages, and communities, and says that “The Plan’s effect on enabling wives to stay home if they wish could be one of its most important ones.”
 This is because their time at home allows them to invest more resources in their marriages, children, and communities, performing many of the social safety net functions currently provided by the government. Note that it is wives Murray wants to encourage to stay home, not mothers or women in general (and certainly not men), because of course a $7,000 grant doesn’t allow anyone to stay home without a breadwinner in the house, and a grant that doesn’t go to children doesn’t allow a single mother to stay home.


As long as he’s proposing something that looks like a basic income, does it matter if Murray has archaic views about gender roles? It does if it affects the design of his distributional scheme. It matters because Murray has funded his partial, age-restricted income guarantee with the elimination of every other social safety net program, including programs that have enabled the elderly to live independently and meet their basic needs, that have provided nutritional guarantees and health care for poor pregnant women and children, and that have made childcare available to low-income women so they can go to work or school. The burden of the privatization of the social safety net will fall overwhelmingly on women, as it did before it was socialized. And while Murray’s deliberate exclusion of young single mothers penalizes a lifestyle choice that many of us might agree is not the wisest, their exclusion from the guaranteed minimum income only exacerbates the vulnerability of the children who are the innocent victims of their parents’ choices. In Losing Ground, Murray was explicit about this goal, and advocated it expressly. In In Our Hands, he dispenses with welfare for the most vulnerable of the poor under cover of a basic income-like grant that in fact represents a transfer of benefits away from the poor to the middle class and wealthy. A plan that increases the unpaid caregiving burdens on women, who are already disproportionately responsible for unpaid caregiving, and penalizes children for the sins of their parents fails to support a defensible and equitable notion of liberty, and disqualifies Murray’s plan as a basic income.
5. Implications for the Basic Income Debate


Charles Murray may not be bothered about my conclusion that his plan is not a basic income; indeed, he seems to have been completely unaware of the basic income movement as he wrote his book, and may still be. But the examination of his plan raises several issues that I think are important for the mainstream basic income debate: 1. the importance of universality of benefits; 2. the importance of being clear about which current income transfer programs could be replaced by basic income, and which must remain as a supplement to basic income; and 3. the place of universal health care in the basic income debate.


Must the income grant be universal to qualify as a basic income, or could a grant that goes only to adults, as Murray’s does, qualify as a basic income? I claimed above that a basic income must meet basic subsistence needs and suggested the U.S. poverty thresholds as a proxy for subsistence needs. (There is nothing essential about that choice; one could use 125% of the poverty thresholds, which many suggest is a more accurate indicator of true poverty, or a percentage of median income.) But we must not take the goal of meeting subsistence needs for granted without considering the implications of that goal of the way the basic income is distributed. In a society that faced no fiscal constraints, the basic income could simply be set high enough that any household unit—individual, couples, single-parents with children, etc.—would reach its repsective poverty threshold with a grant that went only to adults. In the U.S., this would imply a grant level of $15,000 a year a more, in order for the most “expensive” households to reach their poverty thresholds: single or divorced parents with more than two children, where the non-custodial parent contributes basic income-financed child support to the custodial parent but must maintain a separate household as well.


But an adult age-restricted basic income this high would be comparatively more generous to individuals and childless couples than to families with children. Such a distributive outcome could be justified by viewing the decision to have children as an “expensive taste” analogous to having a taste for aged wines, and arguing that the equitable distribution of society’s resources cannot take into account the variable costs of individual tastes. But children are not a consumption good, like fine wines; they are moral beings with rights and entitlements of the same weight as those of adults, however they come into the world. Any defensible basic income scheme must value the economic security of society’s most vulnerable members equally with its least vulnerable members and, I would argue, if there is a choice to be made in the design of a basic income, should prioritize their economic security over that of society’s less vulnerable members. I have argued elsewhere that this implies a uniform and universal basic income grant level targeted to meet the poverty threshold of a single-parent family with two or three children: a grant of $6,000 per year in the U.S., which would not meet the individual poverty threshold.
 My purpose here is not to debate a particular grant level but to call attention to the importance of considering the effects of different distributional models of basic income, rather than the level of the grant alone.


It is also beyond the scope of this paper to consider which current transfer programs could or not be replaced by a basic income, but Murray is to be commended for being clear about which ones his plan would eliminate. His explicitness allows the reader to see that Americans at the lower end of the income scale, and those with children especially, would be worse off under his plan than they are now.
 It is important that basic income advocates are equally explicit about which programs could be eliminated by a basic income, in order to make the distributional effects of the implementation of a basic income clear to all.


Finally, Murray makes it clear that the American basic income debate is incomplete without a discussion of health care provision, because without changes in the American health care system it could be that any modest basic income that has a chance of being implemented in the U.S. would simply be swallowed up by health care costs for the millions of Americans without health insurance, and not have any of the beneficial effects on life choices a basic income is intended to have. I am unable to assess Murray’s proposals for reducing health care costs in the U.S., but his discussion of the problem challenges basic income advocates to include a discussion of basic health care in our discussions of basic income as well.
 

6.  Conclusion

On examination, Charles Murray’s 2006 plan to replace the welfare state with a $10,000 a year grant to adult citizens turns out to be even more radical that his 1984 plan to eliminate welfare, since the “welfare state” includes many more government transfers and programs that affect many more Americans than the AFDC, food stamps, and Medicaid programs for the poor only that were Murray’s first target. The radical nature of his plan is consistent with the radical nature of a basic income, and the grant’s unconditionality on work requirements suggests a further commonality with basic income. However, the details of Murray’s plan reveal a purpose and a series of effects inimical to those of a basic income. The enhancement of individual liberty and autonomy inherent in a basic income might result in some degree of privatization of social safety net functions, as Murray explicitly designs his plan to achieve, but it would not be true to the ethical justifications of a basic income if the result were to increase the economic insecurity of the least advantaged, as Murray’s plan would inevitably do.
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