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1 Why a Right to a Job at a Living Wage?

When it shall be said in any country in the world, my poor are happy;
neither ignorance nor distress is to be found among them; my jails are
empty of prisoners, my streets of beggars; the aged are not in want, the
taxes are not oppressive; . . . when these things can be said, then may that
country boast of its constitution and its government.
—Thomas Paine, The Rights of Man

There are approximately thirty million people in the United
States who are working full-time but earning poverty-level wages. In
addition, there are approximately fifteen million people who are either
out of work or working part-time but would like to be working full-
time. Historically, the first response to poverty has been to advise the
poor to work. But if the poor are already working or cannot find a job,
what’s the next response? Usually, silence. And because of that silence,
more and more people join the ranks of the poor.

There is, however, a solution. By amending our Constitution to guar-
antee every person the right to a job at a living wage, we can end poverty
in America. A surprising amount of support exists both for a guaranteed
right to a job and a guaranteed right to be paid a living wage. The need
for such a national commitment is real and growing, and implementing
a constitutional solution to poverty in the United States is possible.

In my twenty-plus years as a lawyer and law professor, I have come to
know hundreds of poor people by representing them in legal matters
and working with them on issues such as public housing, public educa-
tion, health care, living wages, and welfare reform. As a teacher, I have
discussed poverty and economic justice issues with thousands of oth-
ers. Since I live in the South, many of the people with whom I discussed
these issues are deeply conservative. As a result of these experiences,
I have learned something about how people, both the poor and those
better off, think and feel about poverty.

3



4 Chapter 1

Fundamentally, the vast majority of us believe in the American
dream—that people who work should be able to support a family and
build for the future. We also tend to think that work—the historic path
that many Americans have followed to a more affluent life—is the way
out of poverty.

While I applaud the sincerity of these beliefs, as a longtime student
of poverty issues I know that they simply are not true. However, if we
understand poverty as it truly exists in our country, we can end it for
every person able to work. To do so, we will have to scrap a number of
myths about poverty that stand in the way of positive change.

First, ask yourself two questions:

• Do you think that every person who wants to work should have the
opportunity to do so?

• Do you think that every person who works full-time should earn
enough to be self-supporting?

For years now I have posed these questions to audiences in places
as varied as housing developments, church cafeterias, union halls, and
university lecture auditoriums. No matter where I ask them, the re-
sponses have always been same:

• Everyone who wants to work should have the opportunity to do so.
• Everyone who works full-time should also be able to support his or

her family.

These are things we all believe. But there is a big problem.
Poverty is much more widespread than most people understand.

Poverty is not confined to inner-city welfare recipients—it extends to
many who work but cannot afford health insurance, to those who work
but still have to rely on churches or other charities for food.

Tens of millions are working but still cannot afford health insurance
and housing and child care and food and transportation. Many can af-
ford some of those needs, but most cannot afford all of them.

We need a new definition of poverty that reflects reality. People are
poor if they cannot take care of themselves and their children without
help. That is what real poverty is, and we need to recognize it.

Once we recognize what poverty is and how widespread it is, we
need to do something about it. I think most people are willing to do
something about poverty, but since they have been told so often that
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there is nothing that can be done, they turn away. Yet there is something
we can do about ending poverty as we know it.

Sharol is a thirty-one-year-old single parent of two who works full-time
as a cashier in Allentown, Pennsylvania. Despite working as many as
fifty hours a week for wages considerably higher than minimum wage,
she could not make ends meet. She had to go to a church social agency to
ask for food and clothing for herself and her children. Sharol is not offi-
cially poor, yet she cannot provide for herself and her family. Economic
hardship and poverty for Sharol is not the result of laziness. Sharol and
millions like her are working and still too poor to make ends meet.
As Diana Pearce, a faculty member at the University of Washington’s
School of Social Work, points out: “This is not about people doing a bad
job of budgeting or making bad choices. They simply don’t have enough
to make it.”1

Sharol is not alone. One in five single mothers who is working still
remains below the official poverty line, even after counting all the gov-
ernment benefits she could possibly receive. Without government assis-
tance, one in three remains in poverty. The U.S. Census Bureau reports
that at least 75 percent of the poor people in this country, even under
the current artificially low federal poverty guidelines, live in families
where at least one person worked at some point in the previous year.2

A close look at what it really costs to raise a family shows a more dis-
turbing picture. Millions of hard-working people with full-time jobs—
who are not officially poor—are not earning enough to make ends meet.

This is not news to the millions of people who are working and earn-
ing less than living wages. Want proof? Visit the web site of the Family
Economic Self-Sufficiency Project at <www.sixstrategies.org>. The site
includes calculations by several great organizations showing the actual
costs for workers to raise a family in many of the states in this nation.
Look for your city and state or a neighboring state. See how much it
actually costs a working single mom or dad with two kids, or a family
with two kids where both parents are working, to make ends meet each
month.

In city after city, state after state, you will find out what working fam-
ilies already know. The official government poverty guidelines do not
begin to measure how much it actually costs to live. The reality is that
poverty and work go hand in hand.
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Americans sense that what these statistics tell us is true. Low-wage
work does not suffice.

Even using the inadequate official government poverty guidelines,
it takes approximately double the minimum wage for a family of four
to meet its basic needs. Two examples demonstrate. First, if you look at
the Food Stamp Program, you will see that Congress has decided that
tens of millions of working people still need help feeding their fami-
lies. In 2002, the year I wrote this book, a family of four did not phase
out of eligibility for assistance under the Food Stamp Program until the
worker earned $23,530 a year; that’s more than $11 per hour for a single
parent.3 Second, the official 2002 poverty guidelines, for all states except
Alaska and Hawaii, still count as poor a family of four that earns $18,100
a year, which is what a full-time worker making $8.70 an hour would
earn.4 As you will see, tens of millions of people work and earn less than
$8.70 per hour.

It turns out that work has not been such a good escape route from
poverty and dependency. Some workers do escape poverty, but many
do not. Although the national economy generates many jobs, their
wages and benefits, in good times and in bad, often are not sufficient to
lift a family out of poverty.

Americans also know that there are fewer and fewer good jobs than
there used to be. While many people have prospered, many are strug-
gling just to make ends meet. Friends and relatives have experienced
downsizing of their jobs or termination because the companies they
worked for were sold. Everyone has heard horror stories from friends
or family about trying to find another job, let alone another good job.
This is no secret. Our nation needs more jobs at better pay, but we are
unsure how to proceed.

Somewhere along the line we seem to have lowered our expectations
for our nation. We have been led to believe that there is no way we can
have a guarantee of good jobs paying good wages for our citizens. The
“free market,” we have been taught, will not allow it.

It is not enough, though, to say that a change would interfere with
the free market. First of all, there is no such thing as a free market. Busi-
nesses are in Congress and every state legislative session getting laws
passed to protect and benefit themselves. It is only when the economic
needs of workers or safety issues or the environment come up that op-
ponents of those ideas start talking about the free market. Many who
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claim that government has no business interfering with the market re-
ally mean that they are satisfied with current government arrangements
and opportunities that favor business interests. Those who benefit from
the current arrangements do not want change. So, the real question is
not whether a constitutional amendment guaranteeing work at a living
wage would interfere with the market, but whether the action is in the
common interest and whether it would work.

We can, if we choose to do so, shape market forces in such a way as
to make good jobs at good pay a priority. If we do so, the market will
adapt and incorporate the needs of the common good. It has been done
before. It can be done again.

Gainful employment for all who want to work is in the best interest of
the entire country. Our common interest is served by people supporting
themselves rather than being supported by others. Allowing people to
work allows these very same workers to contribute to their own well-
being, to their family’s well-being, to the community’s well-being.

Likewise, it is in our common interest that people who work full-
time should not have to remain poor. Workers who are compensated
enough to support themselves and their families do not need to rely
on financial support from government, churches, family members, or
others just to survive. The opportunity to work should be the right of
every person.

As a nation, we can respond to the needs of tens of millions of our
fellow citizens for jobs that pay living wages.

Work and poverty should not be partners. That partnership is not in
our common good.

But wait a minute, some say. If we just allow the economy to work
on its own, the economy will solve these problems on its own.

Is it realistic to expect the current market economy to look after the
common good totally on its own? No. The market has no inherent in-
terest in the common good. The market is interested in making money.
That is its job. Period.

Expecting only the unguided market to steadily create good jobs at
good wages is like expecting your car to watch your kids. It cannot hap-
pen. The common good is irrelevant to the market. Looking after the
common good is the job of civil society and democratic government.

The guiding principle of most free-marketeers is that self-interest of
individuals is good and that allowing that self-interest the maximum
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amount of freedom to operate will help the common good. Trust the
invisible hand of the economy, they say, and all will get better.

Trust the market on its own? On its own, the market will give us
recessions and depressions as well as good times. Recall that prior to
current government regulation of the free market, our nation suffered
the massive crisis of the Great Depression in the 1930s. The financial and
unemployment nightmare of the Great Depression retreated only in the
face of a massive public job creation program and World War II.

We need to think about what exactly is meant by those who use the
term “free market” to oppose assistance for workers and legislation for
the common good. We will discover that most people who advocate
for a free market actually mean a business climate that is free of any
regulation on commerce for the common good.

At the exact same time as these folks are telling people to trust in the
free market, their representatives are furiously lobbying Congress and
every single state legislature for rules and regulations to assist busi-
nesses and to structure the legal, economic, and work environment
in such a way as to advantage them. Their advantages disadvantage
others.

Blind trust in the market, or neutrality, or a hands-off attitude, is es-
sentially acceptance of the status quo. This status quo involves poverty
as we know it—tens of millions of people unemployed or employed
at wages so low they are still unable to be self-sufficient. As Bishop
Desmond Tutu said, “If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you
have chosen the side of the oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the
tail of a mouse and you say that you are neutral, the mouse will not
appreciate your neutrality.”5

This is not a book that appeals to people contented with the status
quo. If you have thought about it and have concluded that the economic
system is working fairly and justly for all, providing good jobs at good
pay for everyone who is willing to work, this book is not for you.

If, however, you think that since human beings have created the cur-
rent economic system, which works well for some and not so well for
others, and human beings can change it to make it better, then I hope
you will read on.

It is in our common interest to fix problems with our current system
that unfairly penalize work. It is in fact the responsibility of civil society
and democratic government to fix such problems.
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This book calls for American citizens and our leadership to transform
the current economic and legal rules, which benefit some of us, and to
bend them just enough to increase the benefit to the common good.

The ways we have been dealing with poverty up to now are inad-
equate. Thus, I propose that we eliminate poverty by means of a con-
stitutional amendment that guarantees everyone a right to work for a
living wage.

Those who are benefiting the most from our current economic sys-
tem will certainly cry out in protest. This amendment, they’ll say, is un-
realistic and violates the natural rules of economics. Some people can
be expected to oppose guaranteeing a job for every person who wants
to work, arguing that full employment is inflationary and thus bad for
America. They would accept millions of people out of work as the price
the nation must pay for keeping inflation low. As this book will show,
that does not have to be the case. There will also be others who suggest
that government has no business interfering with economic life. Yet, as
every tax lawyer, business owner, labor official, and legislator already
knows, there is no economic activity that is not already immersed in
government regulation right now.

Certainly a constitutional amendment guaranteeing work at a living
wage will not be a perfect solution. The economy and rules and regu-
lations and social welfare laws are routinely manipulated by the rich
and powerful and special interests, but that is not a reason to give up.
Though there are economic “predators” who look for opportunities and
seize them, that does not relieve the community of seeking structural
improvements in our society.

Many thoughtful economists already acknowledge the possibility,
and support the idea, of full employment and living wages. And there
are many ideas already proposed detailing how we as a nation can make
jobs for all and decent wages possible.

While I have been writing this book, the United States has experi-
enced both a booming economy and an economic downturn. Unem-
ployment dropped to new lows and then started back up. The stock
market soared, then fell, then rose, then fell again. Unemployment and
the stock market will continue to go up and down as the years go for-
ward, but some things will not change.

Despite the unemployment figures or where the stock market is on
any given day, millions of our fellow citizens are not able to support
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themselves and their families even though they are hard at work. At
week’s end they are still left with insufficient funds to pay their family
bills. Millions more are part-time workers but would like to be working
full-time. And millions are not working at all, but they would like to be.

Our American political history supports the sort of change I propose.
Three times during the twentieth century a guaranteed right to employ-
ment was seriously considered in the United States. Providing oppor-
tunities for work when the private sector has faltered has been done
on all levels of government. Public job creation has an extensive his-
tory on the national, state, and local levels. Public incentives for private
employment have also been enacted at all levels of government.

Public opinion polls have consistently shown support for govern-
ment providing good jobs to those who need them. A 2001 poll showed
that more than eight in ten Americans support creating temporary gov-
ernment work programs for the unemployed in needed areas such as
school and road construction. This cuts across all party affiliations, with
82 percent of Republicans, 90 percent of Democrats, and 83 percent of
Independents supporting such a measure. A 2002 poll found nearly nine
out of ten voters (86 percent) believe the federal government has a re-
sponsibility to do away with poverty. The same poll showed 77 percent
of voters favored increasing the minimum wage from $5.15 to $8 an
hour. An even higher percentage, 79 percent, favor raising the minimum
wage to keep up with inflation.6

There is also a hundred-year tradition of significant religious support
for both the right to work and the right to earn a living wage. If the
public supports the idea, our churches support the idea, and the idea
is just and in the common good, there is reason to explore how it can
be done.

Our nation has continued to search for ways to improve the constitu-
tional rights of its citizens, particularly in regard to voting rights, free-
dom, and liberty. But the brightness of rights with regard to personal
liberty and political participation dim for those who have no work or
are working but still unable to support themselves and their families.

Therefore, it is time to recognize the need for creating the opportu-
nity for all persons to support themselves and address that need with a
constitutional amendment.

The amendment I propose is simple: Every person shall have the
right to work and to receive a living wage for their work.
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The amendment contains two principles: (1) The right to work, and
(2) the right of people who work to receive a living wage for their work.

These principles must remain linked together. Without the other,
each is considerably weakened. A right to a job without a right to decent
pay is as weak as the right to decent pay but no right to a job. Placing
this promise into our Constitution would direct us as a nation to create
ways to live up to our shared dream—that every person who wants to
work can do so and every person who works full-time will earn enough
to be self-sufficient.

Amending the Constitution would be hard work, but it could and
should be done. The Constitution itself contains the process for amend-
ments. Amending the Constitution is meant to be a hard, time-
consuming, and politically demanding task. Could such an amendment
be enacted by the needed two-thirds majority in Congress and three-
fourths of the state legislatures? Not today. But in the future? It can be
done if we are serious about making the American dream come true.

If this amendment was enacted, how would it actually operate? For-
tunately, we know some of the answers to some of the questions.

First, the process of implementing this amendment would operate
in the same way as other constitutional obligations; that is to say, with
considerable care, deference, and judgment. Because the initial steps are
the responsibility of the legislative bodies, Congress would be expected
to craft appropriate laws consistent with the Constitution. The execu-
tive branch would be called upon to carry out the laws. The judiciary
would carry out its traditional role of evaluating actions in purpose and
practice to ensure they are consistent with the Constitution.

Second, the process engaged in by the judiciary would remain the
same as for other constitutional rights. Even though judicial interpreta-
tion and enforcement of a constitutional right to work for a living wage
would itself be unprecedented, legal scholars point out that enforcing
social rights requires the same degree of judicial action as enforcing civil
rights.

Third, for Congress, the possible ways of enacting laws in support of
this right are literally limitless. To support jobs creation and retention,
Congress could introduce new tax incentives and wage subsidies for
private employers and employees. Congress could modify existing la-
bor laws in areas such as raising and indexing minimum wages. Wages
themselves could be supplemented by tax credits for low-wage workers
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and expanded for larger families. For those who are not employed in the
private sector, a state or local public or WPA-type employment corps
could, for example, help clean and teach and police our nation’s com-
munities.

The right to work must be a right of opportunity. “Every person shall
have the right to work” simply means that there must be an opportu-
nity for work for those who seek it. No one will be forced to work, and
the voluntarily unemployed would not benefit from the amendment.
This proposed amendment is not the sloganeering right to employment
of those working against unions, but a real right to the opportunity to
work. As a part of the U.S. Constitution, it would be a legally enforce-
able right for all citizens.

People who work would be entitled under this amendment to re-
ceive a living wage for their work. A living wage means compensation
sufficient for workers to meet the needs and demands of everyday life,
lived in a manner consistent with human dignity. What precise amount
of money this is will vary over time and with national standards and
expectations, but it is intended to cover the commonly accepted living
expenses for workers and their dependents. Since it is a living wage, and
because it is expected that many workers will be supporting families,
the lives of those dependent on the worker must also be considered.
What living wage certainly does not mean is the statutory minimum
wage, which is far below the wages needed for most workers and their
dependents to live in dignity. A living wage would also become a legally
enforceable right.

The Constitution enshrines the highest goals of this nation, which has
always valued working to earn enough to secure a dignified living. A
constitutional amendment guaranteeing every person the right to work
and to earn a living wage simply yet forcefully elevates accepted Amer-
ican principles to protected rights.

What does this mean in a practical sense? The key to ending poverty
is linking the right to a job with the right to a living wage. As you will
see, the details of how that will be done can be constructed, debated,
changed, and reconstructed in many, many different ways. I am offer-
ing one vision of how those rights might be implemented. There are
probably many other ways, some no doubt superior to the one I sketch
out here. I offer this plan not to end the dialogue but to start it. But, no
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matter what the details are, the key is keeping the link between the right
to a job with the right to a living wage.

Amending the Constitution to guarantee every person the right to
a job at a living wage is no small task. But when this amendment is
passed, it will be up to Congress to enact laws to make the right to a job
at a living wage a reality. While implementing change will not happen
overnight, it should certainly not take more than four or five years to
phase in the elements that are necessary.

The first step is for Congress to determine what level of income con-
stitutes a living wage. I suggest that we scrap the current federal mini-
mum wage and create a new federal minimum living wage. This min-
imum living wage has to be high enough for one working person to
support herself and her family in dignity. Thus it must not be tied to
the existing inadequate federal poverty guidelines, but to what it actu-
ally costs to be self-sufficient in the United States. The federal poverty
guidelines should be raised by 100 percent to reflect what it really costs
a working family to make ends meet. The federal minimum living wage
has to be set to that newly revised poverty level, and it should change
annually. In 2002 dollars, I suggest that the hourly wage should be at
least $8.50 if health insurance is provided and $10.50 an hour if health in-
surance is not provided. Working people with dependents whose wages
fall below the revised poverty thresholds should receive a wage sup-
plement in each and every paycheck, to lift them out of poverty and to
ensure that their work provides them and their families with enough to
live on.

The second step is to create the system that guarantees every person
who wants to work the opportunity to do so. The specifics of that are
also up to Congress. What I propose is a mixed system that primarily
relies on private employment but creates a permanent flexible safety
net of public employment opportunities for people when there are in-
sufficient private jobs available. Private employment can be increased,
enhanced, and assisted by tax deductions and credits. Public employ-
ment can be created by federal block grants to states or counties that
will be free, with federal oversight, to make their own choices of how
to provide living-wage jobs for every person who wants one.

If Congress fails to act, or acts in a manner inconsistent with the
constitutional right to a job at a living wage, then it will be up to
the courts to act. The courts routinely fulfill their traditional role of
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evaluating constitutional issues, and they will have to do so in this area
as well.

What about other practical issues such as cost? Honestly, it will cost
billions. But our current broken system is already costing us billions.
Later in the book I will share some of the ideas already circulating about
how to create enough jobs for everyone as well as ideas about raising
wages and some of the estimated costs.

While this new right undoubtedly has financial implications, our na-
tion is already paying a high price for our current system, which toler-
ates unemployment and poverty-level wages.

Who pays for the living costs of low-wage workers now? If low-wage
workers need food and rental assistance and medical treatment, the re-
ality is that the living costs for low-wage workers are already being
supplemented by all levels of government as well as family members,
friends, and churches.

The same holds true for the unemployed. Who is supporting the un-
employed now? In a very real sense, we are: the same families and
friends and churches and all levels of government.

But a constitutional amendment could begin to effect positive
change. Everyone could then have a chance to work at a job that paid a
living wage. I believe the widespread effects of a constitutional amend-
ment would bring new hopefulness and encouragement to our society.

America has always valued and even demanded work. But valuing
work and demanding work are not enough. Currently, the only right to
employment that exists is the right to look for an employer and, once
found, to engage in enormously unequal bargaining with that employer
over the availability of benefits and terms of employment. But unless
a real opportunity to work exists, commitments to work and oppor-
tunity ring hollow. If we truly value work and demand that people
work, we must give people the opportunity to do so, or else we are not
serious.

Is this kind of change really possible? History shows us that truly
significant social progress is possible.

Take Social Security, for example. My students have a hard time be-
lieving that when their grandparents were born there was no Social Se-
curity for seniors. Pensions for older people are now an accepted part
of our way of life. Yet it was not always so.

Why a Right to a Job at a Living Wage? 15

In 1795, Thomas Paine published a pamphlet, Agrarian Justice, that
called for the creation of an old-age pension system funded by a tax on
inherited wealth. In 1889, social insurance for older people was adopted
in Germany at the urging of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. In 1909,
the U.S. Congress introduced the first pension proposal for people over
age sixty-five. In 1912, Theodore Roosevelt, while running for president
on the Progressive Party platform, campaigned for old-age social insur-
ance. In the early 1930s, Huey Long proposed a pension for every person
over age sixty as part of his program of “Share the Wealth.” The Social
Security Act was signed into law by President Franklin D. Roosevelt
on August 14, 1935.7 Thus, over time, pensions for seniors grew from a
radical idea into a realistic proposal and became law.

The same will happen with the right to a job at a living wage. Is it
five years off, twenty-five years off, or more? As you read this book you
will see that the idea is much further along the path toward a realistic
political proposal than many believe.

If the U.S. House of Representatives can repeatedly pass a proposed
constitutional amendment to ban flag-burning, isn’t an amendment en-
suring the right to a job at a living wage possible? Is the trouble of a
constitutional amendment worth it? Are we willing to go through an
uncertain process of legislative, executive, and judicial implementation
to get millions of people out of poverty? I think millions of us will an-
swer yes.

The time for this idea has come. The right to a job at a living wage
has remained a popular concept among the general public for decades.
We can—and should—call up the spirit of the New Deal, which com-
bined economic self-interest of the nation with the moral demands of
full citizenship, to advocate for the right to a job at a living wage.

Local living-wage campaigns are among the most exciting social jus-
tice activities taking place across our country. These campaigns, which
combine efforts by community organizations, organized labor, and reli-
gious and social justice workers, are an important step toward helping
us forge national coalitions so that the issues of living wages and the
right to a job can become inextricably linked. Local living-wage cam-
paigns deserve the support of everyone concerned about work and pov-
erty. I have invested years of work in this effort, both as a lawyer and as
a writer.
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A right to a living wage and a right to a job together are much more
powerful than either standing alone. While each alone provides valu-
able and important props for families, together they create a solid foun-
dation for treating work with the respect it deserves and making work
pay the wages that can support families.

This book holds up to the light of reality two principles deeply em-
bedded in American thought and shows that we are not living up to our
principles in our current approaches. While I propose a process for our
nation to strengthen our commitment to end poverty as we know it and
to allow every working person to support themselves and their families,
I do not attempt to offer an economic treatise or the definitive analysis
of specific programs that the country might use to fulfill the promise
of the constitutional amendment. Others can do that. Although I have
been talking and writing about the idea of this constitutional amend-
ment for years, others have been discussing these ideas as well. In 1791,
Thomas Paine proposed another idea that people who needed work
be given a job and room and board with no questions asked. In 1893,
the respected labor economist John Commons specifically advocated
for a government-backed right to employment for every person. More
recently, Adolph Reed Jr., Philip Harvey, David Gil, the Labor Party,
the National Jobs for All Coalition, Gertrude Schaffner Goldberg, Sheila
Collins, and Rep. Jesse L. Jackson Jr. have all been advocating the idea
of a right to a job at a decent wage as well.

This idea was most clearly articulated more than sixty years ago, in
words that still ring true today:

Our nation so richly endowed with natural resources and with a capable
and industrial population, should be able to devise ways and means of
insuring to all our able-bodied working men and women a fair day’s pay
for a fair day’s work.8

Those were the words of Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1937. Despite the
progress made since then, we as a nation still have a long way to go.

I think most Americans would like to make this happen.
I now share with you the evidence that we can make this happen.

2 Myths and Facts about Poverty and Work

It’s not what we don’t know that hurts us,
it’s what we know for certain that just ain’t so.
—Mark Twain

The very first time I taught my course Law and Poverty, I asked
my students midsemester to anonymously suggest a person they’d like
to have as a guest speaker. Some students, no doubt intending to chal-
lenge my liberal perspective, asked me to invite David Duke, then a
Louisiana state representative, to speak about poverty to my class. Duke
had just lost a close election to the U.S. Senate in Louisiana, even though
he had received hundreds of thousands of votes. I was surprised by the
suggestion and frankly did not know how to respond. Since I was a
brand new teacher I went to talk it over with Loyola’s dean and my
friend, Louis Westerfield. Louis was Loyola’s first African-American
dean and was personally not too thrilled with the idea of a visit to the
law school by Duke, but he reminded me that I was in a university and
that we needed to be open to controversial ideas and people. I agreed
to invite Duke to speak to my class, and he promptly accepted.

Duke was very articulate. As an experienced and able speaker, he
spoke at some length about poverty. He spoke about the problems of
the welfare underclass, the need for tough love, the need to put welfare
recipients to work, the need for drug testing of all welfare recipients,
and other issues that had not yet achieved the national acceptance that
they would later achieve.

David Duke was great at answering questions, even the challenging
ones, with quick and easy responses. He had spoken all over the world
hundreds of times and was very comfortable with the give and take of
questions about poverty.

Except one.

19



20 Chapter 2

A student asked, “We’ve heard what you’ll do about the poor who
aren’t working—you’d put them to work—but what do you propose to
do about those who are working but are still poor? Hundreds of thou-
sands of workers in our state aren’t on public assistance, but they’re so
poor that their kids still qualify for subsidized school lunch. What are
we to do about those people who are poor?”

For the only time in the nearly one-hour session, Duke was at a loss
for words. He stopped, a slight bit flustered, and then uncharacteristi-
cally fumbling for a response, he told of his allegiance to the cause of the
working poor. Then, he switched gears and launched into a criticism of
those who cheated in order to qualify for free or reduced-cost school
lunch.

Like Duke, few of us think of people who work when we think about
the poor. Yet most of the people in poverty live in homes where some-
one is working. Few of us consider that for many Americans, work and
poverty go hand in hand.

In fact, when I speak to groups I often start by asking people to close
their eyes to summon a picture of poverty in the United States. They
report common visions.

A homeless person begging for money.
A dark-skinned welfare mother with kids living in inner-city public

housing.
A lonely widow in an empty apartment.
Of course, there are poor people like this in America, but these vi-

sions are seriously inadequate when it comes to describing the poor in
a comprehensive way. Further, if these are the visions of poverty, then
the proposed solutions to the poverty they exemplify are also likely to
be, and indeed have been, inadequate.

Most of what the general public believes about poverty and work
is inaccurate. Common understanding of poverty is built on myths in-
stead of facts. Unfortunately, statements that are not actually true can
still be thought of as accurate if they are repeated often enough. Let’s
take a brief look at some of the most common myths and facts about
poverty and work.

Myth #1 Most poor people do not work.

The fact is that most poor people live in families where someone
is already working. In 1998, seven out of every ten of the able-bodied
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employable poor people worked at least part-time. One of every four
worked full-time, year-round.1

Myth #2 There are plenty of jobs out there for those who want
to work. Just look at the want ads!

A university study in Washington, D.C., checked the accuracy of this
often-heard assertion. Researchers looked at the number of job openings
in the Washington Post and found there were more than 3,000 jobs adver-
tised. At the same time, there were 36,400 people reported unemployed
and another 28,000 adults receiving some sort of public assistance pay-
ments. Close examination revealed that most of the jobs advertised re-
quired educational or prior employment experience that the poor just
did not have. The study concluded that only 354 of the advertised jobs
were obtainable by the low-skilled poor, and those were usually filled
immediately by job seekers.2

The reality of the job market is more like the situation at the city-
sponsored job fair in New York City, held at the height of the booming
economy in late 1999, where forty companies agreed to accept résumés.
Approximately five thousand people showed up, and some waited
more than three hours in line to put in a résumé. The line included
everyone from welfare mothers to recent college graduates. Many said
they had been job hunting for months. As one employment expert said,
“There is a huge pool of people with entry-level skills and not enough
jobs for them.”3

Myth #3 Unemployment is at a very low level and few people
actually need jobs.

Unemployment is often twice as high as people think, even using
official government information. For example, in May 2002, the U.S. De-
partment of Labor (DOL) reported that the unemployment rate was 5.8
percent and 8.4 million people were unemployed. That in itself is a real
reason to be concerned—more than 8 million people out of work. But
the real number of people in May 2002 who needed work, numbers also
reported by the DOL, was actually more than 17 million.

Here is how it works. Every month the DOL releases information
on the unemployment rate and the number of people who were unem-
ployed. But this number does not count millions of other people who
need work. In the same May 2002 report, in data rarely picked up by the
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media, the DOL reported an additional 3.8 million persons who were
working part-time but wanted to be working full-time, and another 5.4
million people were unemployed and wanted jobs but were classified as
no longer actively looking for them. Some were classified as “discour-
aged” workers, people who wanted to work and were available to work
but could not find work and have given up looking for work. Others
were unable to seek work because of disability or home responsibilities.
Thus, the number of people who are either out of work or not working
full-time and who would like to be is around 17.6 million, well more
than double the total usually reported by the media. And instead of an
unemployment rate of 5.8 percent in May 2002, our nation was really
facing an unemployment and underemployment rate of more than 12
percent.4

Myth #4 If people would just work, even at minimum wage,
they would not be poor.

The fact is that full-time minimum-wage work has not been enough
to lift most families over the poverty line in years. With the minimum
wage at $5.15 per hour, the full-time minimum-wage worker earns
$10,712 per year. That has not been above the poverty level for a fam-
ily of three since 1990, or for a family of four since 1984. Even when
the minimum wage is inevitably raised, full-time minimum-wage work
will not likely lift a family out of poverty. For a single parent with two
children, the official poverty guideline for the year 2002 was a yearly
income of $15,020. For a parent with three children, the yearly income
was $18,100. A parent with two children working full-time would have
needed to make at least $7.22 per hour, and a parent with three children
would have needed to earn $8.70 per hour, to at least earn enough to be
over the 2002 official poverty threshold.5

Myth #5 Minimum wage is not important because hardly any-
one except teenagers earns minimum wage.

Not true. If the minimum wage had been raised in 2001 by $1 an hour,
more than 10 million workers, or 8.7 percent of the entire workforce
in the United States, would have seen a direct increase in wages and
another 9.7 million workers, who earned up to $7.15 an hour, would
have also likely seen an increase. Despite the prevailing wisdom that
only teenagers and part-time employees work for minimum wages, 68.2
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percent of the workers affected would have been over twenty years old
and close to half, 45.3 percent of the workers, would be full-timers. The
majority of the affected workers would have been women, 60.6 percent,
and African American and Hispanic workers would disproportionately
benefit.6

Myth #6 Minimum-wage and other low-wage jobs are impor-
tant to the community because they give unskilled peo-
ple training opportunities and experience at wages em-
ployers can afford, which in turn allows the workers
to improve their skills in order to move into better-
paying jobs.

The fact is that more than one out of every four workers in the United
States earns low wages—too little an hour to lift a family of four over
the official government poverty line. That translates into more than
thirty million people in this country who work and earn less than $8.19
an hour. These are not entry-level workers who are moving on up the
economic ladder. Sixty-three percent of these folks are over twenty-six
years old. One in four has attended college. Certainly there are some
who are temporarily in these jobs on their way to higher-skilled, better-
paying jobs, but most are not. Low-wage work is a permanent fact of
life for millions of workers.7

Myth #7 There are really not that many poor people out there.

There were between thirty million and forty million people living be-
low the unrealistically low official poverty line during the last ten years.
This means that there are more officially poor people in the United
States than all the people who live in El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, Ire-
land, New Zealand, and Nicaragua combined.8 Put another way, the
official total American poor represent more than the total combined
populations of the states of Alabama, Arkansas, Iowa, Kansas, Ken-
tucky, Maine, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ore-
gon, South Dakota, and Tennessee.9

If you add in the numbers of people below 125 percent of the offi-
cial poverty level, a modest increase that some researchers suggest is a
more realistic poverty line, there are between forty-five million and fifty
million people living in poverty.10 That is more than the total combined
populations of all the states mentioned above plus the total populations
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of the states of Delaware, Hawaii, Montana, New Hampshire, New
Mexico, Rhode Island, Vermont, West Virginia, and Wyoming—a total
of twenty-two states.11

Myth #8 Apart from the poor, most people in the United States
are doing pretty well.

The fact is that more than one in every four workers in the United
States, more than thirty million people, earns poverty-level wages.
These people are all adults, and not counted in this number are the
millions of children in their families. The Economic Policy Institute cal-
culates “poverty-level wages” as those that would still leave a full-time
year-round worker earning less than the official poverty threshold for a
family of four. The institute’s 1999 calculation found that full-time year-
round workers earned poverty-level wages if they made less than $8.19
an hour. In 1999, 26.8 percent of all workers—more than thirty million
workers—earned less than that.12 The effects of these low wages are
serious. The U.S. Conference of Mayors identified low-paying jobs as
the number one cause of hunger in urban America.13

Myth #9 Most poor people are African American or Hispanic.

The fact is that there have always been many more poor white people
than poor African-American or Hispanic people. Poverty afflicts a much
higher percentage of Hispanic and African Americans than whites, but
in actual numbers there are more white poor people.

For example, the 2001 Statistical Abstract of the United States, pub-
lished by the U.S. Census Bureau, reported on the details of poor people
in 1999. Of the thirty-two million people below the official poverty line
in 1999, approximately twenty-two million were white, eight million
were black, and seven million were Hispanic. Thus, approximately 10
percent of whites were poor compared with 24 percent of blacks and 23
percent of Hispanics.14

You cannot realistically discuss poverty without discussing race and
the effects of racism. Unfortunately, the media do a disservice in this
area when they repeat and reinforce unconscious racial stereotypes by
portraying poverty as primarily a problem for minority Americans. For
example, a Yale University study showed that television and print news
was much more likely to portray black people as poor than other racial
groups.15
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There are some clear racial patterns in poverty. The rate of jobless-
ness in many urban minority poor areas in the 1990s was as high as 66
percent.16 Median incomes of white families are much higher than those
of black, Hispanic, or Native Americans.17 When looking at savings and
retirement, the situation is worse; white families have as much as twenty
times the accumulated wealth of black families.18

While among all children one of every five or six lives in a poor fam-
ily,19 one of every three African-American and Hispanic children are
poor.20 The infant mortality rate for black babies in the 1990s was more
than two times the rate for white babies.21

As with children, the poverty rate for those over age sixty-five is also
much higher among minorities. Nationwide one in nine or ten persons
over age sixty-five is poor, but one in every four African Americans and
one in every five Hispanics over age sixty-five is poor.22

Myth #10 Most of the poor are nonworking, middle-aged, pan-
handling bums.

Even though “can-you-spare-some-change” men may be more visi-
ble than others who are poor, they are really a very, very small part of
poverty.

Gender and age are important predictors of poverty, but not for mid-
dle-aged men. In fact, women are more likely than men to be victims
of poverty. Approximately one-third of all female single-parent house-
holds live under the poverty line, and these mothers and children ac-
counted for around fourteen million people in poverty in the mid-
1990s.23 The poverty rate for women in the labor force is higher than
men.24 The Wall Street Journal reported in 1995 that women in the United
States earned 75.9 cents for every dollar earned by men; by 1999 that
figure had risen by 1 cent.25 Women earn substantially less than men,
even when comparing women and men with similar educational back-
grounds.26 Child support is of limited help; researchers for the DOL
estimate that only just over one-third of all the children of absent fathers
receive child support.27

Of all people, children bear the highest burden of poverty. One of
every five or six children lives in a poor family.28

Of those over age sixty-five, one in about every nine or ten are poor.29

Those over age sixty-five represent the one group where the antipoverty
efforts of the twentieth century (primarily Social Security, Medicare, and
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Medicaid) have really worked. In 1959, 35.2 percent of those over age
sixty-five were poor; by 1970 this declined to 25 percent; and by 1998
poverty among those over age sixty-five was down to 11 percent.30

Myth #11 Poverty is really just an inner-city problem.

The fact is that wherever there are people, there are poor people. Per-
centagewise, there is not much difference in the presence of poor people
in the country, the suburbs, or the cities. Nationwide in 1998, poor peo-
ple made up just over 12 percent of all persons in metropolitan areas
with populations over fifty thousand, 18 percent of persons living in
central cities, and 14 percent of all persons living outside metropolitan
areas.31

Myth #12 The United States provides more help to poor people
than any other country in the world.

The United States ranked twentieth of ninety-six nations in percent-
age of government expenditures on social security and welfare, behind,
among others, the United Kingdom, Italy, Canada, Finland, Norway,
the Netherlands, Denmark, Switzerland, and Sweden. Of the ten devel-
oped nations in the international Luxembourg Income Study, the United
States is the only one without a child allowance. Compared to ten other
industrialized nations, the United States has the highest percentage of
its population with incomes less than half of the median income level.
And, it ranks first in the percentage of poor families with children and
second only to the United Kingdom in the percentage of elderly people
who are poor.32

In a study of fifteen prosperous nations, children in the United States
had the highest percentage of poverty, the second lowest standard of
living, and the highest gap between rich and poor than any of the na-
tions.33

The World Bank reports that the United States ranks behind all other
developed nations in how much of its economy it devotes to interna-
tional development aid to poor countries, one-tenth of 1 percent of our
gross national product. Other countries are pretty stingy too, most giv-
ing substantially less than 1 percent—Britain 0.23 percent, Germany 0.26
percent, Japan 0.35 percent, France 0.39 percent, the Netherlands 0.79
percent—but the United States is at the bottom.34

Myths and Facts about Poverty and Work 27

One of the realities about poverty and work is that poor people rarely
have input in the laws that affect them. If laws about prescription drugs
are being considered, there are many people involved—the drug mak-
ers, the research community, pharmaceutical retail outlets such as drug
stores, and health insurance providers. The same is true for most other
areas of law; there are built-in lobbies of people who will help push and
pull and shape the laws regulating their area. That is not usually true
about laws affecting poor people.

Poor people are fairly powerless in the political arena not only be-
cause they have insufficient funds to contribute to candidates, but also
because voter participation is closely correlated with income. The
poorer the person, the less likely he or she is to vote. In a 1996 study
of registration and voting behavior between naturalized and native-
born Americans, the U.S. Census Bureau found a correlation between
income and voter participation:

• 41 percent of those with incomes of less than $9,999 voted
• 49 percent of those with incomes between $10,000 and $14,999 voted
• 53 percent of those with incomes between $15,000 and $24,999 voted
• 56 percent of those with incomes between $25,000 and $34,999 voted
• 62 percent of those with incomes between $35,000 and $49,999 voted
• 69 percent of those with incomes between $50,000 and $74,999 voted
• 76 percent of those with incomes over $75,000 voted35

Thus, most of the laws about working and nonworking poor people
are formulated by nonpoor people, debated by nonpoor people, and
mostly enacted due to lobbying that is not conducted by poor people.

Often these laws are formulated based on the common myths that are
described above and are not really in the interest of poor people, but are
part of some other political or religious or cultural agenda.

Any realistic discussion of poverty in the United States must look to
the facts about who lives in poverty. While numbers and statistics are
not everyone’s favorite topic of discussion and are as subject to spin
and manipulation as any other facts, they are important. The official
poverty numbers, as reported by the Census Bureau, change every year.
For the latest statistics, check the poverty link at the bureau’s web site at
<www.census.gov>. While the precise numbers change each year, there
are some general trends which do not change and are reflected in the
figures given above.
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The facts are important. If our common idea of poverty is flawed,
then our proposed solutions are also likely to be, and frequently have
been, flawed.

In a very real way our commitment as a nation regarding how we
address the problem of poverty comes out of our history. That history,
going back to the English poor laws, is a very big part of the unconscious
background that has shaped our current poverty-fighting policies. Let’s
take a brief look at what we can learn from our history of dealing with
poverty and poor people.

3 Our History Shapes Our Thinking

“Unless you start saving your money, you’re going to end up in
the poorhouse!” Ever heard someone say that? Where does that saying
come from?

My students generally do not know that the United States was dot-
ted with government and private poorhouses in the early part of the
twentieth century.1

Poorhouses were real, and the fear of landing in the poorhouse was
also real. That is where that warning comes from. The fear of ending
up in the poorhouse has been handed down orally from generation to
generation, even after the poorhouses disappeared. Yet poorhouses con-
tinue to shape our consciousness about poverty and behavior.

There are plenty of other examples of how our shared history and cul-
ture unconsciously shapes our outlook on poverty. To properly analyze
poverty and work, we have to consider that we have some preconceived
notions already imprinted on our thought process.

In the mid-1990s, some politicians declared that they had a new
idea—it was time to “get tough” on poor people, time to “force poor
people to work.” It was time for welfare reform.

It may come as a surprise that their efforts were nothing new, that,
in fact, our laws have been trying to “get tough” on the poor for more
than 650 years.

In 1349 England enacted the first law to get tough on poor peo-
ple. What the English did to their poor people is important because
the United States inherited many of our basic legal principles of how
we deal with poverty and poor people from the English. Our Ameri-
can colonies essentially adopted the English laws about poor people,
and those colonial poor laws became the basis for many of our state
laws.2

In the mid-1300s, the English government was becoming concerned
that there were too many poor people wandering around. Too many
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poor people who appeared to be able to work were choosing to beg.
Therefore, England made it illegal to give alms to beggars who were
able to work by enacting its first law to classify who among the poor
was worthy of help and who was not.

This is what the law of 1349 said:

Because that many valiant beggars, as long as they may live of begging, do
refuse to labour, giving themselves to idleness and vice, and sometimes to
theft and other abominations; none, upon the said pain of imprisonment
shall, under the colour of pity or alms, give any thing to such, which may
labour, or presume to favour them towards their desires, so that thereby
they may be compelled to labour for their necessary living.3

Translation? There are too many homeless beggars roaming around
who could work if we were only tougher on them. These folks are lazy
and probably petty criminals. They will only work if we force them. So,
we are now making it illegal to feed them or give them any more help,
and that way they will be forced to work. The law was sent to each of
the bishops, who were asked to order people in their communities to
obey it.4

Sound familiar? It should. It is familiar. This old English law, en-
acted more than 650 years ago, and some of the ones that the English
enacted later, sound quite a bit like the “welfare reforms” enacted by
the Congress in the 1990s.

Nearly two hundred years later, in the 1530s, England continued to
be concerned about the number of poor people, beggars, and vagrants.
English law was changed to allow only “the aged poor and the impo-
tent” (so severely disabled that they were unable to work) to beg for
alms or charity. Even then, the aged poor and the disabled were not
allowed to beg unless they were given official written permission, and
they were limited to certain locations. Everyone else under age sixty
who was poor but who could work was prohibited from begging and
was forced to work, even children. Those of whatever state or condition
who violated the law were whipped. Repeat offenders were subject to
having their ears cut off.5

Poor children? The local justice of the peace was given the responsi-
bility of taking poor children, ages five to fourteen, away from their fam-
ilies if the children were found begging and place them as apprentices.6

This was England’s welfare reform of the 1500s. The English thought
that helping the poor only encouraged dependence and actually in-
creased the number of poor people. On grounds quite similar to those
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raised by contemporary opponents of public assistance to the poor,
some even criticized religious monasteries for feeding the poor:

It is obvious . . . the monastic institutions . . . had the effect of increasing
tenfold the evil which they were designed to cure.7

Translation? Helping poor people only hurts poor people. What the
poor need is not the tender help of generosity, but tough love.

These English poor laws of 1349 to 1601 share several common
themes with U.S. welfare “reforms” of the mid-1990s.8

First, poor people can work and are choosing not to, so they must be
forced to work. Second, helping poor people actually hurts poor peo-
ple, so it is time to get tougher on them for their own sake. And third,
poor parents are likely bad parents, and we should take their kids away
from them.9

Is it a coincidence that these laws, hundreds of years apart, are so
similar? No. These old English laws became the primary basis for the
laws enacted in the American colonies when colonial legislatures de-
cided how to handle the problems of poverty on the continent. These
laws, and the assumptions they contain, became part of the unconscious
backdrop of how we view poverty. And they are such good scenery that
we often do not consciously understand how they set the tone for the
current actions that take place.

These old English laws are like the poorhouses. They are not actually
here anymore, but they continue to influence our thinking.

Many other important forces shaped colonial and early American
thought about poverty, including Puritanism, Calvinism, and our na-
tional sense of the frontier culture. All of these influences were, like the
English poor laws, pretty intolerant and skeptical of poor people.10

The “reforms” in welfare at the end of the twentieth century resulted
from decades of concerted conservative attacks on the principle that
government can or should assist poor and working people.11 These
campaigns increasingly relied on stigmatizing, shaming, and stereo-
typing poor people as immoral, undermotivated, urban, nonworking,
overpopulating, living in and creating a culture of poverty, and dark-
skinned. Think tanks and institutions tapped into the historical roots
of antagonism against poor people and the age-old proposition that
helping poor and working people only ended up harming them. Poor
people were analyzed and categorized by those who had no account-
ability to poor and working people.
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In these campaigns, life was simple. Government was bad. Business
was good. Rich people were righteous and productive. Poor people
were immoral failures. The market was free and self-regulating. Public
laws to regulate for the common good were unrealistic and counterpro-
ductive. The smaller and less intrusive the government, the better off
we all are.

The relentless efforts of conservatives to undercut public assistance
to the poor were matched by similar efforts to undercut government
regulation in other areas of the economy that were characterized as “an-
tibusiness.” Systematic dismantling and decreased funding of govern-
ment agencies was not just good for business interests, but was in the
common good.

Laws were changed accordingly. Not surprisingly, the changes re-
flected some old themes.

Anyone who has ever heard a talk radio discussion of welfare will be
familiar with what the 1834 English Poor Law Commission called “less
eligibility.” In the English welfare “reform” of the 1830s, “less eligibil-
ity” meant that in order for the poor relief system to work, the living
standards of the best-situated nonworking poor person must be worse
than the worst-situated working person. Translation: the best welfare
can never be better than the worst job, or else why would anyone take
the bad jobs?

As the twentieth century closed, nonworking poor people were the
most visible group to lose welfare. But less publicized cutbacks occurred
in many other areas as huge holes were systematically cut in the gov-
ernment safety net.

Working people lost just as much. The real value of the minimum
wage dramatically declined. The influence of organized workers in
unions declined. The gap between the rich and the rest increased.

In thinking about a public response, we must be constantly aware of
these historical themes that are often deeply embedded in our uncon-
scious views and stereotypes about poverty. These old themes and laws
are like the poorhouses our parents warned us about. The poorhouses
are not here anymore, but they continue to influence our thinking.

The challenge for those who want to engage in serious discussion
about these issues is to first acknowledge our ingrained presumptions
and then examine them to see what is actually true and what is not.

Part of that discussion has to include an examination of the official
definition of poverty.

4 Current Official Definition of Poverty

What is the official definition of poverty? How does the gov-
ernment decide who is poor? The news media report that the numbers
about poverty went up or down or how many people are poor, and yet
few of us know the official definition of poverty being used.

Before discussing the official definition of poverty and its problems,
I want to illustrate some of the problems with deciding who is poor by
sharing two exercises that I conduct with my students.

The first exercise shows the difficulty of trying to define what poverty
is because our definition of poverty carries with it our thinking of why
people are poor.

I ask the students to imagine that they are driving a car. As they ap-
proach an intersection, they see me as one of “those people” holding up
a hand-lettered sign. How, I ask, do they think the general public would
react to me when they see the sign?

The first sign I hold up says hungry, please help.
Reactions are mostly negative. There are many comments about al-

coholism, manipulation, and laziness. There are also a few positive re-
marks, many fewer than the negative ones, about the lack of jobs for the
unskilled, layoffs, and worry about hunger.

Everyone admits that a person holding up a sign and begging at an
intersection is likely to be poor, but they question why they are poor
and why they need to ask for help.

As the discussion goes on, I list the positive and negative reactions
on the blackboard. Then I hold up a sign that says will work for food
and ask for reactions.

Reactions remain mostly negative. There are acknowledgments that
a sign-holder who expresses his or her willingness to work generates
marginally more sympathy. But most don’t think that the person hold-
ing up the sign would be telling the truth.

Even if the person was believable, the students think he or she would
likely be a source of danger. Pick that person up, drive him or her to the
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place of work, and then supervise the person? Not likely. I continue to
list the positive and negative reactions.

Then, I hold up another sign: disabled need help.
Reaction begins to be more positive. If people are actually disabled

and cannot work, the students think, then they should be helped. There
is still skepticism—if people are really disabled the government proba-
bly helps them, so why should I?

Then I show more signs.
please help me feed my children.
disabled vietnam vet need help.
Reactions to these signs are, begrudgingly, turning more and more

positive as students list the attractiveness of the need presented by the
person. Almost reluctantly, they begin to look to structural societal rea-
sons for the poverty of the person holding the sign. Some have actually
seen people begging with their children there with them. Helping chil-
dren is valued, and students would probably help even though they are
very critical of the mother. Veterans have helped us, so we should help
them. But aren’t vets cared for pretty well already?

I show another sign: working full-time, need emergency help.
This gives the room pause. There is again disbelief that the person is

actually working. But if they could be sure that the person is working,
they would help. There is discussion of low-wage work and the unmet
needs of the working poor.

I hold up the final sign: justice requires you to share your wealth.
There is a second of silence while the students read the sign, then the

room bursts into laughter.
At the end of the exercise there are two lists on the board. The longer

is the negative one. It lists laziness, deception, drugs, alcohol, crime, lack
of self-control, and lying. The positive list, which is shorter, includes
unemployment, need to share, innocence of children, contributions of
veterans, and low wages.

In reality, the way we define poverty depends in part on the way we
view the poor and the way we view why people are poor. That is, we
have different reactions to the poor people we think are “worthy” of
help and those we think are not.

Also, the way we view poverty and its causes will shape our deci-
sions about whether we will help poor people and what help they need.
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If we think poverty is caused by laziness, drugs, alcohol, lack of self-
control, and lying, then we are likely to have a different response than
if we think people are poor because of unemployment, low wages, and
the need to raise children.

In my experience, our ways of addressing poverty are much more
likely to have originated from thoughts prompted by negative precon-
ceptions about poverty than positive preconceptions.

The second exercise is about money. Obviously, people in poverty do
not have enough money, but how much is that?

As one of my first assignments, I ask my students to write out a
monthly budget for a family of three—one adult and two kids. No lux-
uries, I tell them; just meet basic needs. Questions immediately start
to fly.

How does one define basic needs?
What’s a luxury?
How old are the kids?
Does the adult work?
Where do they live?
I decline to answer the questions, directing them to make those deci-

sions themselves. But, after a few minutes, I begin to compare answers
from different parts of the room.

How much did you budget for housing?
For utilities?
For food?
For transportation?
For health care?
For education?
For recreation?
For laundry?
For child care?
For newspapers, magazines, television, books?
There are disagreements, of course, premised on what each one

thinks the basics and the luxuries are.
Is air conditioning in New Orleans a basic or a luxury?
What does affordable basic housing cost?
Is public transportation available?
Are there relatives (for child care) nearby?
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Since the students come from all over the country, they educate each
other about differences in the cost of housing and utilities and trans-
portation between places such as urban New Orleans (where I teach),
urban and suburban New York, and rural Montana and New Mexico.

At the end it is clear that the students’ budgeted amounts vary widely,
often ranging from a high-end monthly budget that is twice that of the
lowest estimate.

This exercise illustrates the threshold problem for any serious discus-
sion of ending poverty, forcing us once again to ask the question, just
what is poverty?

Most people today don’t have a precise working definition of pov-
erty. As Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart said about obscenity, peo-
ple know it when they see it.1

We have an official definition of poverty. It has some serious prob-
lems and will likely be changed to reflect that many more people in
this country, especially working people, are poor than the official num-
bers indicate. How did the government come up with the current defi-
nition?

Our current official national definition of poverty originated in work
done in the early 1960s. But our national struggle to define who is poor
and who should be assisted by the government did not start in the 1960s.
It started right after the Revolutionary War of 1776.

In 1792 our government created our first social welfare legislation
when it decided to give life pensions to disabled and impoverished vet-
erans of the Revolutionary War.2 The government could not afford to
give pensions to every veteran of the war, so it limited them to those
who were disabled by war wounds and were in need.3

Right away there were problems determining who was actually dis-
abled and who was poor and worthy of public assistance and who
was not.

So, in 1793, Congress decided that it was necessary to reform the
newly created system because it was found “by experience inadequate
to prevent the admission of improper claims to invalid pensions, and
not to contain a sufficient facility for the allowance of such as may be
well founded.”4 In other words, Congress, for the first of many subse-
quent times, determined that some of those who should be receiving
government help were not receiving it, and some of those who should
not be receiving help were getting it. In response the government tight-
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ened up the process of determining who was disabled by requiring
additional medical certification of disability.5 Over the next century
and a half, the federal government continued to make adjustments and
amendments to the laws giving pensions to soldiers, then their widows
and children, and in these laws continually adjusted the meaning of
poverty and disability.6

Since then there have been numerous social welfare programs for the
poor enacted by the federal government and the states, but there wasn’t
a national definition of who was poor until the early 1960s.7

The current official poverty line was calculated by Social Security Ad-
ministration staff economist Mollie Orshansky in the mid-1960s.8 It is
actually very simple. Orshansky used an economy food budget calcu-
lated in the 1950s for minimum dietary needs as the basis for the defi-
nition. Orshansky took that minimum food budget and then multiplied
it by 3, on the assumption that food expenditures represented about a
third of the family budget.9

Setting the official poverty line has always been as much politics as
science. President Lyndon B. Johnson resisted setting the initial poverty
threshold too high because he wanted to show good numbers in his War
on Poverty.10

This measure was soon adopted by other federal agencies as the of-
ficial poverty threshold, and the Census Bureau started publishing an-
nual statistics on poverty in 1967.11

The result was the first rough estimate of who was poor and who was
not. If a family had income higher than that line, they were not officially
poor. If their income was lower than the line, they were counted among
the official poor. With minor modifications, these figures have been an-
nually recalculated by the Census Bureau in light of the Consumer Price
Index and continue to be the way we officially define poverty.

The current official calculation of poverty, then, compares the pre-
tax cash income of a person or family to see if it is above or below the
annually recalculated poverty threshold.

The poverty guidelines are recalculated early each year and released
by the federal government. They are available at several government
web sites.12

For 2002, the official definition of poverty in the government guide-
lines were:
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Family Size Income

1 $ 8,860
2 $11,940
3 $15,020
4 $18,100
5 $21,180

For each additional person, add $3,080.13

The official poverty line determines who has income low enough to
be classified as poor, but makes no effort to answer the question about
why each person is poor.

Most people know that the official poverty line is unrealistic. In a poll
conducted in 2000, 69 percent of respondents thought it would take a
family of four at least $35,000 to make ends meet.14 In 2001, when the
official poverty line for a family of four was $17,029, three out of five
Americans said that a family of four with an income of $20,000 a year
was poor. Two out of five said a four-person family with an income of
$25,000 a year was still poor.15 In other opinion polls, Americans seem to
agree that the line is too low and would draw the poverty line well over
$20,000. They insisted it takes that much, if not more, to “get along in
their community,” to “live decently,” or to avoid hardship.16 In another
2001 poll, more than 40 percent thought a family of four with an income
of $25,000, well above the $17,029 poverty line in 2001, was still poor.17

A 2002 poll of voters found that half believed a family of four needed
an income of at least $45,000 to make ends meet.18

There have been many studies showing that the Americans who were
polled were right—these official lines are far, far too low.

In 1996, when the official poverty line was set at $16,183 for a family
of four, the Economic Policy Institute calculated what it would cost that
family to live in Baltimore. The researchers found what most families of
four already know, that it actually took $34,732.28 to meet basic needs.
As a consequence, many basic needs such as health care, quality child
care, and decent housing were not fully met.19

In 1999, the Indiana Economic Development Council produced “ba-
sic needs” budgets for families in Indiana. The council concluded, for
example, that a single parent, working full-time, with one or two chil-
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dren needed $20,700 to stay out of poverty—not counting child care
costs.20

In 2001, when the official poverty line for a family of four was $17,650,
the Women’s Educational and Industrial Union in Boston calculated a
“self-sufficiency” standard to measure the real cost of living, including
securing adequate housing, child care, food, transportation, taxes, and
medical care. The union determined that it took $43,000—a full-time
wage of more than $20 an hour—for a family of four to make it in Boston,
more than twice the 2001 official poverty level.21

The old official poverty line is inadequate for the reality of American
life. We need a new measurement.

Surviving poverty is also not the same as achieving the American
dream. Not so long ago Americans were asked, “How much income
per year would you say you (and your family) need to fulfill all of your
dreams?” In 1987, the median response was $50,000; in 1996, $90,000.22

Another thing. Poverty is relative. American poor people are rich be-
yond the wildest dreams of the poor in impoverished countries, where
one billion people survive on about a dollar a day. Similarly, the Amer-
ican rich are always complaining about not having enough money for
their vast and varied enterprises. Just as there is no agreement on exactly
what poverty is, there is no agreement on what constitutes riches.

The relative nature of poverty has to be kept in mind, but we are not
usually content to conclude that our citizens who don’t have access to
what we call the basics are better off than the poor in other parts of the
world. Our citizens live side by side and are constantly inundated by
a culture that equates dignity with income, possessions, and the ability
to be self-supporting. While we can decry that economic pressure, we
cannot ignore it.

What are the changes coming in the official poverty line? That is not
yet settled. It looks as if the line will be raised to reflect that more people
are poor than are currently counted.

According to Professor Rebecca Blank, there is no scientific consen-
sus on how to set a new poverty line. “What there is here are a set of
judgment calls, now being made, about what is needed to lift people to
a socially acceptable standard of living.”23

The most persuasive critics say that the current official definition of
poverty is too low and thus substantially undercounts the real number
of poor people, particularly the working poor.24
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They first point out that the current system counts pretax income as
income and disregards the federal, state, and local taxes that the poor—
particularly the working poor—pay. If after-tax income was used as in-
come, many more working poor people would fall below the current
line, thus expanding the number of people in poverty.

Second, these critics point out that family expenditures on food no
longer constitute one-third of a family’s expenses. Rather, food accounts
for only about a fifth of family spending. They thus conclude that mul-
tiplying the cost of food by 5 rather than 3 would be more accurate.
This would raise the poverty line and expand the numbers of people
below it. In fact, some experts say that food only constitutes one-sixth
of the average family budget, thus the poverty line would be six times
the thrifty food plan instead of three and end up much, much higher.25

Third, the critics point out that when the poverty line was first set
in the 1960s, it was half of the median income for a family of four (a
standard widely used to define poverty in Europe today) but has drifted
downward to only about 40 percent of median family income, again
thus understating the number of people in poverty. That means that the
poverty line, which used to measure the poor, now measures only the
very poor.26

They also point out that the current method effectively assumes the
same standard of living as the late 1950s, despite the obvious wide-
spread changes. If adjustments were made to realistically correct these
deficiencies, the critics suggest, the poverty line would be raised by 50
percent, thus including millions more people, mainly many more of the
working poor, within the official definition of poverty.

John E. Schwarz, writing in Atlantic Monthly, offered a version of this
analysis of the inadequacy of the official poverty level:

Many of the expenses necessary for minimally decent living in most areas
of the country today were not part of the lives of many Americans in the
early 1950s. Even though food prices have risen since 1955 at practically
the same rate as general inflation, food today accounts for barely a sixth
of the average family budget, rather than a third. [If the current poverty
line was adjusted to reflect the actual cost of food as one-sixth rather than
one-third of the family budget], the poverty line in 1994 would have been
about $26,000, not $15,100.27

Schwarz also notes that if you just start with $4,576 (the inflation-adjust-
ed equivalent of the 1955 thrifty food budget) and add HUD’s suggested
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cost for a low-cost rental unit of $512 a month (which includes utili-
ties and local phone service), Social Security and federal and state in-
come taxes totaling $3,270, household expenses of $3,900, $2,000 for all
medical care and medicines, some money for an old car and/or public
transportation ($3,700), you come up with about $25,000 a year, with no
provision for entertainment, child care, emergencies, or savings.28

Further supporting the argument of those who say the official pov-
erty line is too low is the fact that several government social welfare
programs set a considerably higher level for determining poverty.

For example, the National School Lunch Program provides federal
funds for meals served by schools to children who come from low-
income families. The program provides free meals to those from fami-
lies with incomes below 130 percent of federal guidelines and reduced-
cost meals to children from families with incomes between 130 percent
and 185 percent of the official poverty guidelines.29 In the decade of the
1990s, between 10 million and 13 million children received free lunch
and another 1.5 million to 2.4 million received reduced-cost lunch.30

Likewise, the Legal Services Corporation offers free legal assistance
to people whose incomes are less than 125 to 150 percent of federal pov-
erty guidelines.31 The Earned Income Tax Credit was available to low-
income working taxpayers up to a phase-out income of $30,580 in 1999,
nearly twice the poverty line for some families.32

A different school of critics think the current official definition of pov-
erty actually overestimates the number of people in poverty. Their crit-
icisms are primarily based on the manner in which the current method
evaluates income of people and calculates inflation. The Census Bureau
counts all pretax income, including income from cash welfare programs
such as social security, disability income, and welfare but does not count
as income other noncash governmental benefits such as food stamps,
medical care, social services, education, job training, and housing ben-
efits. Because the Census Bureau does not calculate assets, people with
large savings or significant resources such as houses who may have tem-
porary low incomes in any given year are counted, erroneously, as poor.
These critics also urge that inflation should not be calculated by using
the Consumer Price Index, which includes increases or decreases in the
cost of buying a house, but on an alternative scale that incorporates ad-
justments in the cost of renting a house. They recommend an alternative
index for inflation and another definition of income—one that includes
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state and federal tax benefits, employer-provided benefits, food stamps,
housing, school lunches, and a fungible value for some government-
provided health care. With something like that, they conclude, the num-
ber of people in poverty would decrease substantially from current lev-
els, lifting millions of people over the poverty line. While there is merit
to the notion of counting food stamps as income, it would be very diffi-
cult to calculate many of the other benefits as income. Additionally, the
argument about where to set the poverty line is not really important to
the very, very poor who are on government assistance, for they will be
counted among the poor in any definition. It is how to count those who
are working but still poor that is the main source of contention.

A committee of the National Research Council (NRC) has proposed
some reforms in the current calculation of the official poverty line that
would incorporate some of the criticisms voiced by each school of crit-
ics.33 These include adjustments for actual costs of food, clothing, shel-
ter, and other needs as well as adjustments for geographical differences
in the cost of living and the counting of noncash government benefits
such as food stamps. The overall effect of their proposed changes would
be to increase the number of people defined as poor and include many
more of the working poor.34

Experts in the Department of Labor and the Census Bureau exper-
imentally applied the proposed newer standards and concluded that
the NRC proposals would identify millions more Americans as being
in poverty, and in the newer calculations “the poor are more likely to be
white, to be married, and to have a member of the family in the work
force.”35

Personally, I agree that most of the reforms suggested by the NRC are
helpful. However, my experience is that even with the council’s sugges-
tions for reform, the official poverty levels are way, way too low. The
NRC suggestions will make the current formula reflect more accurately
the official definition of poverty as it was conceived in the early 1960s.
But instead of reforming the old official poverty levels, it is time to re-
think and recreate an entirely new definition of poverty, one more in
accord with contemporary American reality and aspirations.

5 A New Definition of Poverty

By necessaries I understand not only the commodities which are indis-
pensably necessary for the support of life, but whatever the custom of the
country renders it indecent for creditable people, even of the lowest order,
to be without. —Adam Smith, Wealth of Nations

Any new definition of poverty in America must be a reflection
of our national commitment to justice, fairness, and the dignity of each
and every human being.

As Adam Smith noted in the Wealth of Nations in 1776, a country’s
definition of what the necessities of life are is also a test of our national
sense of decency.1 No doubt there are a few in our nation who think that
the avoidance of starvation is enough, and their definition of decency
and poverty reflect that.

I, on the other hand, believe that a majority of Americans takes se-
riously our national commitment, that all of us are created equal and
entitled to certain inalienable rights such as life, liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness.

I also believe that a majority of Americans is committed to justice,
fairness, and the inherent dignity of each and every human being.

Finally, I believe that the majority of America supports the idea that
each person should be entitled to the opportunity to be self-supporting
and self-sufficient. This means that everyone is entitled to the chance
for self-determination.

The lack of these rights in a country, as Adam Smith said, “renders
it indecent for creditable people, even those of the lowest order, to be
without.”

That is poverty.
I believe that most Americans want a nation where everyone has

a real opportunity to live lives of human dignity. Therefore, we need
to craft a new definition of poverty that incorporates this shared un-
derstanding, so that all people have the right and the opportunity to
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provide for themselves and their families. We need to focus not only
on economic deprivation, but also on what justice demands. What we
want for ourselves and our families is what we want for others: not a
free ride, not a handout, but the right to work ourselves out of poverty,
with a realistic chance to be self-sufficient.

A new definition of poverty is called for if we as a nation are going
to address poverty. A real understanding of poverty requires that, apart
from whatever formula the government uses at the time, we as a na-
tion recognize that all humans have a basic dignity and a set of rights
that should enable them to survive. As Patricia Ruggles said, “in the
final analysis setting the poverty level requires a judgment about so-
cial norms, and such a judgment cannot be made on statistical grounds
alone.”2 Poverty is not just numbers, it is the lack of opportunity.

A real understanding of poverty demands that, apart from any of-
ficial formulaic calculation, the definition includes people who do not
have the ability to provide for the basic needs of themselves and their
families.

Poverty is something everyone can recognize. The official govern-
ment poverty line is inadequate and outdated. Our official determina-
tion of poverty needs to be revised to be more in line with contemporary
understandings and contemporary reality.

More than anything else, we need to recognize that poverty is, at its
heart, the inability of people to provide for themselves and their fami-
lies. As we grow to understand that the lack of self-sufficiency is the true
test of poverty, we will also understand that ending poverty means not
only providing income support and services to people, but providing
everyone with the opportunity to support themselves and their families
by giving them the right to a job that pays a living wage.

People who are working and yet are still too poor to adequately pro-
vide for their families present America with its greatest challenge. If
work doesn’t really provide a way out of poverty, how can we expect
people in the neediest groups to choose or accept work? If we cannot
make work pay, how can we expect to motivate realistic change?

The standard of living for the majority of Americans has moved up
while the standard for what we call poor has declined. That is out of
step with what most people think of as poverty—the inability to pro-
vide the basics for one’s family. The current official formulation is woe-
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fully inadequate because it does not reflect our national aspirations or
commitments.

I do not here propose a specific formula for a new definition of pov-
erty. Poverty is not just numbers. While numbers will be involved, they
must be numbers that reflect the basic realities of what it takes for people
to support not only themselves but also their families. While specifics
are important and will be as controversial as are all important ideas,
there is opportunity enough to set the specifics after a new common
national understanding of what it means to be poor emerges.

There are, however, several basic elements that must be incorporated
into any new understanding of poverty.

First, our understanding must be built on a foundation of justice and
fairness.

Second, we must as a nation be willing to take our national aspira-
tions and commitments seriously.

Third, we must look at a general understanding of what is necessary
in order for each of us to lead lives based on those principles.

Fourth, we must exhibit a willingness to be resourceful and accept
change in determining how these rights are to be implemented.

Finally, and most important, we must recognize that if we truly be-
lieve that all humans are entitled to human dignity, then each must be
given a realistic opportunity to be self-supporting in order to become
self-sufficient.

A right to self-determination and a right to the means to self-suffi-
ciency are consistent with our own national goals, with our declared
international goals, and with our religious beliefs based on natural law.

We can begin from the national goals that we all hold in common,
ones that shaped us from the beginning. Where better to start than with
our own Declaration of Independence, enacted by Congress on July 4,
1776:

We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal;
that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights;
that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.3

Internationally, there is a similar document that points to our com-
mon goals. It is the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopt-
ed by the General Assembly of the United Nations. Like the Declaration
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of Independence, it does not carry the force of law but carries a moral
and political force that can help us understand what the basic expecta-
tions are for each person.

Article 1 declares that

all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights.4

If we truly believe that all of us are born free and equal in dignity and
rights, then we must recognize there are consequences to that belief.

Article 22 begins the statement of economic, social, and cultural
rights:

Everyone, as a member of society . . . is entitled to realization, through
national effort and international co-operation and in accordance with the
organization and resources of each State, of the economic, social and cul-
tural rights indispensable for his dignity and the free development of his
personality.5

Article 23 specifically includes both a right to work, and a right to

just and favourable remuneration ensuring for himself and his family an
existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented, if necessary, by
other means of social protection.6

Religious beliefs also support these common goals. In 1963, Pope
John XXIII, in his encyclical “Peace on Earth,” confirmed that natural
law promises each person the means for proper development, including
a right to work and earn a living wage, and that

every man has the right to life, to bodily integrity, and to the means
which are necessary and suitable for the proper development of life. These
means are primarily food, clothing, shelter, rest, medical care, and finally
the necessary social services. . . .

When we turn to the economic sphere, it is clear that human beings
have the natural right to free initiative in the economic field and the right
to work. . . .

Furthermore—and this must be specially emphasized—there is the
worker’s right to a wage determined according to the criteria of justice.
This means, therefore, one sufficient, in proportion to the available re-
sources, to give the worker and his family a standard of living in keeping
with human dignity.7

I think a majority of Americans understand that people need, and
deserve, shelter and protection from extreme cold and heat.

I think a majority of Americans understand that people need, and
deserve, adequate nutrition and access to adequate medical care.
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I think that a majority of Americans understand that people need,
and deserve, healthy, safe child care and opportunities to achieve their
full educational potential.

I think a majority of people understand that people who want to
work should be given the opportunity to do so.

And I think a majority of people think that if people work full-time
they should be able to provide the basics for themselves and their fam-
ilies. Anything short of that is poverty.

A working person should be able to be independent, to raise a family,
and to be self-sufficient. If a working person is not self-sufficient, he or
she is really still poor.

Our current federal poverty guidelines are not at all accurately tied
to independence or self-sufficiency, so they should be raised by at least
100 percent, phased in over a number of years, to a level that reflects
reality.

Setting a poverty line should be about selecting an economic level
beneath which people should not have to live. It is a human dignity
issue. Setting a poverty line is not just a measuring stick to see how
many people are poor, but a way for society to determine its value of
itself and its people. No one should live below the poverty line unless
there is a scarcity of resources sufficient to go around to provide for basic
needs. Such a scarcity does not exist in the United States.

Try to calculate a family budget for the current official poverty thresh-
olds and you will quickly see that they are unrealistically low. My stu-
dents try to do that every year. Doesn’t work. No way can you cover
even the basics of food, shelter, utilities, clothing, medical care, and child
care at the levels that government has set for poverty.

For example, the 2002 U.S. Department of Health and Human Ser-
vices (HHS) poverty guidelines were set at $15,020 for a three-person
family. Can a mom and two kids make it on that? Pay for an apartment,
utilities, food, clothes, health care, child care, transportation to and from
work and school? No way. And what about paying for the rest of the
things that most in our country take for granted? Can this family buy a
newspaper or some books, have a phone, access the internet, visit rela-
tives, afford after-school and summer activities, go to the park, have a
savings account? Not a chance.

A 2002 national poll confirmed what most working families already
knew. Half of the voters surveyed believed that a family of four needs an
income of at least $45,000 a year to make ends meet. That is 150 percent
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higher than the current federal poverty level. Another quarter said at
least $35,000, about 100 percent higher.8

Our current definition of poverty does not meet the basics and does
not even attempt to include many parts of life that are important.

Many have tried to calculate actual budgets that families could live
on and have come up with budgets that are in excess of 100 percent
higher than the federal poverty thresholds.9

A much more realistic way to set the poverty level is to try to de-
termine how much money it takes for a person or family to become
self-sufficient. Self-determination is the truest test of whether a person
is poor or not.

Fortunately, these types of calculations have already been done. Two
efforts in particular have done the best job of figuring out how much it
actually costs working families to live.

The first group that estimates the actual costs of self-sufficiency for
working families is the Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Project. This
project is a joint effort of the Corporation for Enterprise Development,
the Ford Foundation, the Ms. Foundation for Women, the National Eco-
nomic Development and Law Center, Wider Opportunities for Women,
and Professor Diana Pearce of the University of Washington School of
Social Work.

The self-sufficiency standard figures out how much it actually costs
working families to make it each month in today’s economy. People who
work at low-wage jobs already know that they cannot make ends meet.
The self-sufficiency standards explain why. These standards are much
truer indicators of poverty than the official government guidelines.

A number of state nonprofit organizations have actually measured
how much income a working parent needs to meet basic needs in their
state. These calculations, conducted with the assistance of Professor
Pearce, take into account the actual costs of food, housing, utilities,
transportation, child care, and even taxes in many different regions of
the country for many different types of working families. The standard
assumes that employer-provided health care is provided and employ-
ees pay part of the costs. The calculations differ by geographic region
and by whether or not there are children and whether or not those chil-
dren are of school age (a very big issue, as all working parents know).
The self-sufficiency standard accounts for state and local sales taxes
as well as payroll taxes and figures in any credits available under the
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Earned Income Tax Credit or the Child Care Tax Credit. The standard
does not include any other private or public subsidies, such as food from
a church food bank, food stamps, Medicaid, public housing, or housing
shared with parents or others. It also does not include any money for
dining out, church contributions, or retirement savings.

I encourage each reader to look at the self-sufficiency budget for
your individual state. These budgets are a good reality check when
discussing poverty, work, and living wages. You can find these self-
sufficiency budgets on the web site of Wider Opportunities for Women
at <www.sixstrategies.org.states.cfm>. These budgets are mostly based
on local and federal government information about costs.10

It is interesting to compare the actual self-sufficiency budgets calcu-
lated for the states with the 2002 federal poverty guidelines for a family
of three with an annual income of just over $15,000.

For Arizona, the 2002 self-sufficiency budget—what it actually cost
to live month to month on a no-frills budget—for a working mom and
two children in Phoenix was about $40,000, 160 percent higher than the
current poverty levels. In Yuma, it took $31,500, a 100 percent increase.
In Tucson, it was about 125 percent higher, slightly more than $34,000.11

The 2000 California study of self-sufficiency had similar findings.
For a working parent and two kids in 2000, it took $27,893 to be self-
sufficient in Trinity County, $34,661 in Sacramento, and $40,870 in Los
Angeles. Compared with the 2000 poverty guidelines, these figures are
97 percent, 144 percent, and 188 percent higher, respectively.12

In Louisville, Kentucky, it took more than $36,000 for a working par-
ent and two kids to be self-sufficient in 2001, 146 percent higher than the
2001 federal poverty guidelines. In Bowling Green, a working parent
with two children needed just over $29,000, 98 percent higher.13

In New York in 2000, a working parent and two children needed
$28,968 in Plattsburgh, 104 percent higher than 2000 poverty guidelines.
The same family needed $32,472 in Buffalo, 129 percent higher than the
2000 guidelines, and $44,592 in Brooklyn, 215 percent higher.14

The Texas self-sufficiency study was conducted in 1996, and even
then it took $28,920 in Abilene for a working parent and two children to
make it. This is 122 percent higher than the 1996 federal poverty guide-
lines. It took $32,040 in Waco, $35,532 in Dallas, and $40,248 in Hous-
ton. These are higher than the 1996 federal poverty guidelines by 146
percent, 173 percent, and 210 percent, respectively.15
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Look at the web site <www.sixstrategies.org> for more detailed in-
formation about self-sufficiency studies of cities and states all across the
country.

Another respected research organization has arrived at similar con-
clusions about the inadequacy of the federal poverty line. The Economic
Policy Institute published a study in 2001 called “Hardships in Amer-
ica: The Real Story of Working Families.” The institute examined the
costs involved in creating family budgets that provided a safe, decent
standard of living for working families and estimated actual budgets for
working families in four hundred communities across the nation. These
budgets included the costs of quality child care, preventative health
care, and safe and affordable housing. The conclusion? Basic family
budgets were actually twice as high as the federal poverty line. This
study is available on the web site of the Economic Policy Institute at
<www.epinet.org>. The study presents the family budget estimates for
six types of working families in hundreds of cities across the nation, in
every one of the fifty states. Look at these for your community. They are
realistic.16

Given the information from the national polls of the American peo-
ple, the surveys of actual costs for working parents conducted in the
states for the Family Economic Self-Sufficiency Project by Professor
Pearce, and the research of the Economic Policy Institute, it is clear that
we need to raise the federal poverty threshold by a minimum of a full
100 percent, phased in over a period of years. This would set a more re-
alistic, yet still quite modest, level for food, clothing, shelter, child care,
medical care, and the other basics that are part of the life we expect.
Health care should be provided, and geographical adjustments should
be made.

This would mean, for example, that the 2002 official poverty line for a
family of three, which was $15,020, would rise by 100 percent to a much
more realistic $30,040.

There will be much criticism about raising the poverty guidelines
from the current official levels to a self-sufficiency level. Some will say
that it is politically unrealistic to readjust the federal guidelines.

But the process of adapting to reality has already started.
For example, in 1999 the Connecticut legislature started the process

of setting self-sufficiency standards for the state to assist working peo-
ple. The legislature now uses the standards to identify working people
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who are underemployed and those who are working but still earning
insufficient wages.17

This has started on the national level as well. In the U.S. Congress,
Rep. Lynn Woolsey (D-Cal.) introduced the “Self-Sufficiency Act” (HR
3667) (107th Cong., second session, introduced January 29, 2002) to cre-
ate self-sufficiency standards for each state and assess welfare reform
by those standards.

Raising the poverty guidelines will count many, many more people
as poor in our country than current figures estimate. But it is time to
face the fact that many, many more people are poor than current poverty
guidelines indicate.

The reality is that it takes a whole lot more money to survive on than
the federal poverty guidelines suggest. The official guidelines are out-
dated. They are unrealistic. They need to be changed to reflect the real
costs of living. Millions of working people already know they are not
making ends meet—they are working but are not self-sufficient. This
will not come as a big shock to them. Critics can complain, but this is
the real world. It is time that government estimates conformed to the
reality of the lives lived by the people.

I caution the reader that even raising the level by 100 percent would
not be the end of the poverty threshold discussion, because over time
our societal expectations for living would change. But it would be a
good immediate start. Changes in our understanding of what it takes
to be self-sufficient should trigger changes in our setting of the poverty
level. This is an issue that Congress would be required to decide upon,
and Congress could change it for geographical areas (as the National
Research Council suggests is possible) and as times change.



6 The Extent of Unemployment
and Underemployment

Our nation has a peculiar work ethic. It insists that people work for a
living, which is a valid expectation, but it does not insist that the private
and public sectors provide enough jobs at livable wages for everyone who
wants to work. —Jesse L. Jackson Jr., A More Perfect Union

There are people who sincerely believe that there is a decent
job in our country for every person who wants one. They are very, very
mistaken.

Millions of people in this country are not working at all, and millions
more are working part-time when they would like to be working full-
time. This lack of decent work occurs in good times and in bad. Whether
the economy is up or down, there are millions of people who are un-
employed, many apparently permanently. While millions of the poor
do work, other millions of the poor do not work. Of these, the largest
group is children. Others are too sick or too limited to work. Some have
given up trying to find work. Others work but not full-time. The reality
of unemployment and underemployment is that lack of work in good
times and in bad continues to be a problem in our country, especially
for minority and lower-skilled workers.

Start by considering that the unemployment figures usually reported
by the media estimate only about half the number of people who actu-
ally need jobs, as noted in Myth #3 (see Chapter 2).1 What is usually
termed as the “official” unemployment rate is, as one writer put it, a
“gravely misleading statistic.”2 If you count the people who are work-
ing part-time but would like to work full-time as well as those who
have stopped looking for work, a more realistic picture of the lack of
jobs emerges—a picture usually twice the size reported by the general
media.3
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For example, in May 2002, the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) re-
ported that the unemployment rate was 5.8 percent and that 8.4 mil-
lion people were unemployed. That in itself is a real reason to be con-
cerned—more than 8 million people out of work. But the real number
of people in May 2002 who needed work, also reported by the DOL but
not usually picked up by the media, was actually more than 17 million.

The official number of unemployed does not count millions of other
people who need work. At the same time as the DOL reported in May
2002 that 8.4 million were out of work, the department also reported
that there were an additional 3.8 million persons who were working
part-time but wanted to be working full-time, and another 5.4 million
people who were unemployed and wanted jobs but were classified as no
longer actively looking for work. Some were classified as “discouraged”
workers, people who wanted to work and were available to work but
could not find work and have given up looking. Others were unable to
seek work because of disability or home responsibilities. Thus, instead
of the 8.4 million figure reported, the actual number of people who are
either out of work or not working full-time and who would like to be is
around 17.6 million, well more than double the total usually reported.
Instead of an unemployment rate of 5.8 percent in May 2002, our nation
was really facing an unemployment and underemployment rate of more
than 12 percent.4

Unemployment is a constant and predictable part of our current eco-
nomic system. As Robert Solow, the 1987 winner of the Nobel Prize in
Economics, said, “There is absolutely no reason to believe our econ-
omy holds a substantial number of unfilled vacancies for unqualified
workers.”5

Further, no matter what the national unemployment rate is, unem-
ployment among minority workers is usually double that of white
workers.6 For example, unemployment among black adults has been
above 10 percent since the 1970s, about twice the rate of white unem-
ployment.7

Nationwide, new jobs have indeed been created, but much of this
growth in employment has occurred “in the suburbs, exurbs, and non-
metropolitan areas far removed from growing concentrations of poorly
educated urban minorities,”8 which is another way of saying that the
poor could not get to the jobs. Many poor people do not own cars. Of
course, they could use public transit, but public transportation often
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does not extend far into the suburbs. This is not likely to improve, since
the federal government has cut back mass transit funds by $57 billion
since 1980.9

During recent decades, cities that lost the largest numbers of blue-
collar jobs and other lower-skill jobs simultaneously added large num-
bers of poorly educated minorities to their working-age population.10

What we have in the inner cities is unemployment at rates 50 per-
cent higher than during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Urban un-
employment rates are as high as 40 to 60 percent for young black males
aged eighteen to twenty-four.11 In the 1990s, in several neighborhoods
in Chicago, the unemployment rate for adults over age sixteen was 66
percent!12 This is a rate half again higher than the overall rate of un-
employment during the Depression, which peaked at 24.9 percent in
1933.13

Glenn C. Loury, an economics professor and director of the Institute
on Race and Social Division at Boston University, stated that “unem-
ployment among black men ages 20 to 24 in April 1999 was 17.6%. The
rate for white men of the same age was 6.2%.” But Loury went beyond
statistics:

In good times and bad, unemployment among young black men is two
to three times as great as it is among whites. . . . The unfortunate reality
is that race-based barriers to job access are a seemingly permanent fea-
ture of the economy. . . . By all means, let’s celebrate the fruits of our eco-
nomic success. And let’s keep it going as long as we can. But we would do
well to remember that even a fast-rising tide won’t lift the sunken boats.
The only way to keep them afloat is to do the hard work of rebuilding
them.14

Both race and gender are sources of staggering inequities in jobs and
wages. Indeed, low-wage work and the lack of work are both deeply
embedded in our social problem addressing race and gender. The bot-
tom rungs of the economic ladder of work belong exclusively to no one
race or gender, but race and gender are certainly overrepresented. The
push for the right to a job at a living wage should help the nation as a
whole, but it will help those at the bottom of the economic ladder most
of all. The campaign for passage of a constitutional amendment can be
an opportunity for social justice action that should create organizational
opportunities that will demand linkages between workers and all social
justice advocates.
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Race in America is like the miner’s canary, according to Lani Guinier
and Gerald Torres. What does that mean? Miners carried canaries down
into their deep enclosed work sites. Because canaries have respiratory
systems more sensitive than ours, canaries would suffer the ill effects
from poisonous gas in the air and die long before humans. Thus, when
the canaries were in trouble, it was a sign that the mine workers were in
danger, even if they did not know it. So too with race. When the racially
marginalized are in trouble, it is not just their problem—it means that
big troubles loom for the rest of us as well.15

Examples of the racialized impact of unemployment and low wages
abound. Employment among young, less educated African-American
men lags significantly behind other young less educated white and His-
panic males, with only 52 percent of these young men employed today
compared to 62 percent twenty years ago.16

Gender and low-wage work also go hand in hand.
Nearly all women work at income-producing jobs. The DOL esti-

mates that ninety-nine out of every one hundred women in the United
States will work for pay at some point in their lives. Yet full-time work-
ing women still earn only about seventy-seven cents for every dollar
earned by men.17

Over a lifetime of work, this translates into several hundred thou-
sand dollars less income than the average working man. The Working
Women’s Department of the AFL-CIO estimates that college-educated
women lose $990,000 over their lifetimes due to wage dis-
crepancies. In addition, fewer than 40 percent of female employees
have employer-provided pensions, compared to 60 percent of male
employees.18

Black women, notes Professor Jacqueline Jones, continue to labor un-
der the double disadvantage of race and gender, consistently earning
less than men of all races and other women who are white.19

Professor Gwendolyn Mink has pointed out that

the failure to pay women a just wage saps a mother’s ability to secure
an income that will sustain her family and purchase surrogates for her
care when she is working outside the home. These injuries are especially
daunting for mothers of color, for inequality in the labor market is not
only gendered, it simultaneously is raced. African American women who
are employed full time earn only 64 cents to every dollar earned by white
men and only 84 cents to every dollar earned by white women. The wage
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gap for Latinas is even larger: they earn 55 cents to the white man’s dollar
and 72 cents to the white woman’s.20

As a result, many of the struggles for worker justice are often in fact
struggles for justice for women and people of color.21

Serious problems of unemployment remain for less-skilled workers
of all races. As Rebecca M. Blank, another economist who studies pov-
erty, says, “For the working poor, unemployment is as high and job
availability is as limited as it has always been . . . around 15 percent of
those who seek work remain unemployed.”22

The result of this problem? In 1998, there were 1.9 low-skill job seek-
ers for every available job, according to a survey of 125 cities performed
for the U.S. Conference of Mayors.23

But how can there be real unemployment when there are so many
jobs advertised in the newspapers? Two considerations should be kept
in mind when looking at the conventional wisdom that “there are plenty
of jobs out there, just look at the want ads.” Though there may always
be jobs advertised, how many people are looking for those jobs? Com-
parisons of the number of unemployed in an area and the number of
want ads usually shows that the unemployed outnumber the want ads
by several multiples. Also, how many jobs in the want ads want people
with a high school education or less and pay a wage sufficient to raise
a family?

As noted earlier, a study in Washington, D.C., explored precisely this
issue. It looked at the number of openings in the local paper and found
3,000 jobs advertised. At the same time, there were 36,400 people re-
ported unemployed and another 28,000 adults receiving welfare pay-
ments. Happily, there were more than enough people in Washington,
D.C., to fill the jobs. Sadly, most of the jobs required more education or
prior employment experience than those seeking jobs had. The study
concluded that the poor actually had a chance to get only 354 of the
3,000 advertised jobs.24

A better example of the reality of the job market was the city-spon-
sored job fair held in New York City at the height of the boom econ-
omy in late 1999, where forty companies agreed to accept résumés.
Approximately five thousand people showed up, some waiting more
than three hours in line to put in a résumé. The line included everyone
from welfare mothers to recent college graduates. Many said they had
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been job hunting for months. As one employment specialist said, “There
is a huge pool of people with entry-level skills and not enough jobs for
them.”25

Unemployment has been a consistent problem in our country for
more than a century. In fact, in only seven of the past one hundred years
has the United States achieved an annual unemployment rate of less
than 2 percent.26 Despite our history, some people continue to cling to
the notion that there is plenty of work if only the people without jobs
would get out and hustle to find work. This is so prevalent that one of
America’s premier historians of social welfare, Michael Katz, says, “The
availability of work for every able-bodied person who really wants a job
is one of the enduring myths of American history.”27

The fact is, as economist Lester Thurow noted, that

lack of jobs has been endemic in peacetime during the past fifty years of
American history. . . . We need to face the fact that our economy and our
institutions will not provide jobs for everyone who wants to work. They
have never done so, and as currently structured, they never will. When
it comes to unemployment, we are consistently the industrial economy
with the worst record.28

Why do we have such an employment problem?
As Solow notes, there are two extremes on the unemployment ques-

tion. The first extreme is total optimism; that is to say, there is no lack
of jobs, there is only lack of motivation. The other extreme is that jobs
are like chairs in the child’s game of musical chairs. There is always a
smaller number of chairs than there are children to sit in them; there-
fore, there will always be unemployment. Solow concludes that both
extremes are unrealistic. There is some elasticity in the labor market,
but there are never enough jobs for the unskilled. Additionally, in the
future there will be fewer jobs for the unskilled, thus pitting the un-
skilled against the low-skilled in a competition for low-paying jobs.
Thus, sadly, the primary burden of ending welfare for the unemployed
unskilled will be placed on the low-skilled working poor. They will be
faced with competition for their jobs from increased pools of workers
who must work for whatever they can earn.29

Some theorists think that millions of unemployed are good for the na-
tion. Why? Because unemployment keeps inflationary pressures down.
In fact, current economic policy of the Federal Reserve nearly dictates
that some percentage of the workforce must be unemployed in order to
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fight inflation.30 Some economists call it “natural unemployment” when
several percent of the workforce is out of work, a term condemned as a
“vicious euphemism” by other economists.31

Others suggest that the economy is responding to globalization and
to growth in information technology, a transition resulting in an increas-
ing number of workers who will be competing for a decreasing number
of jobs.32

Consider the following examples of what is occurring in the work-
force:

• In the 1990s, the steel industry made about the same amount of steel
as it did in 1980, but with less than half the workforce.33

• Persistent unemployment is so bad that one county in California has
taken to giving out flyers to local unemployed people advising them
that the county would pay them $1,600 to move out of state.34

• Over a period of ten years, the assets of Chase Manhattan have grown
by 38 percent, from $87.7 billion to $121.2 billion, while its workforce
shrank by 28 percent, from 44,450 employees to 33,500.35

• After the Korean War, 35 percent of the workforce was in manufactur-
ing; after the Vietnam War, 28 percent was in manufacturing. Today, 17
percent is in manufacturing.36

• General Motors employed 500,000 people at its peak in the 1970s. To-
day, it can make the same number of cars with 315,000 workers.37

• During the boom year of 1998, companies announced the elimination
of 600,000 jobs.38

Underemployment is similar to unemployment: underreported and
little understood.39

Underemployment challenges millions, even tens of millions, of
workers. The most conservative definition of the problem would count
only government reports of four million people who are working part-
time but who would like to be working full-time. A more realistic pic-
ture of the underemployed would count not only the four million peo-
ple who are working part-time but want to work full-time, but also
those tens of millions of people who are working full-time but are not
earning enough to make ends meet. Underemployment also describes
people who are working for wages that are less than they earned before.
Using any realistic definition, tens of millions of people are underem-
ployed.
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Historically, at least prior to World War II, irregular employment
or underemployment was the norm for most workers. As Professor
Jacqueline Jones has pointed out, whether it resulted from agricultural
seasons, natural disasters, economic downturns, or the lulls and spurts
of the construction industry, underemployment was chronic among
workers of all regions of the country.40

Official government figures are the best place to start to reveal the
extent of underemployment, even though they seriously underestimate
the number of underemployed people just as they do for the unem-
ployed. These numbers are inadequate because they only count the
number of people who are working part-time but would like to work
full-time and because they do not count those who are working full-time
but are not earning enough to be self-sufficient. As already discussed,
the DOL releases monthly figures on employment and unemployment.
Part of those figures, which are publicly released but are rarely ever
reported, give a hint about the numbers of underemployed people. The
DOL report for May 2002 found 8.4 million people unemployed, or 5.8
percent of the population. Further, in the same report you can find that
there were another 3.8 million people officially classified as working
part-time because that is all they could find or because that is all busi-
ness conditions allowed.41

Part-time work is now a permanent part of our economy. Economists
Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison indicate that as many as one in
six workers now reports working part-time, one-quarter of whom are
doing so involuntarily. Another 6 percent of workers work at two or
more jobs.42

Remember also that the U.S. Census Bureau reports that at least 75
percent of the poor people in this country, even under the current low
federal poverty guidelines, live in families where at least one person
worked at some point in the previous year.43

Full-time workers and their families know that the paychecks of
many full-time workers leave them underemployed, if the term “un-
deremployed” is used realistically. One state, Connecticut, uses the def-
inition for underemployment that counts all people, even full-time em-
ployees, who do not earn enough to support themselves. Connecticut
General Statute 31–111(10) defines the underemployed worker as a per-
son whose education and skill limit her or his capacity to earn 100 per-
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cent of the self-sufficiency standard. There are many tens of millions of
people across the nation who meet this definition; they are working but
not earning enough to be self-sufficient.44

When good jobs are eliminated, often low-wage jobs take their place.
For example, between 1979 and 1996, forty-three million jobs were lost
in the United States, but according to the DOL, in the same period of
time more than forty-three million jobs were created. Yet, while there
has been a net increase in the number of jobs, only 35 percent of laid-off
full-time workers end up in equal- or better-paying jobs.45

Complicating the unemployment and underemployment problem
are the numbers of people who have left welfare. As a nation, we used
to think that it was in our collective interest to offer poor mothers the
option of home-raising their children; thus, beginning with the New
Deal in the 1930s, the nation provided Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC). In the 1990s, Congress decided that poor mothers
staying home and raising their children was no longer in the national
interest, and AFDC was replaced by Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF). One of the most notable characteristics of TANF is
that it severely restricts the time that a poor and unemployed mother
can spend at home with her children. There is a five-year national cap;
some states have limits as low as two years.46

Apart from whether it makes sense to separate poor kids from their
mothers, there is the issue of jobs—jobs for the mothers who were on
welfare, and jobs for the people who were working at lower-skilled jobs
who are now facing an influx of new lower-skilled and unskilled work-
ers competing for those jobs.

Will pushing mothers off welfare lead to good jobs at good pay? Not
likely. What most mothers who have found work have discovered is that
welfare, nonworking poverty has been replaced with working poverty.

Professor Solow has reviewed several welfare-to-work programs and
found little short- or long-term success, leading him to conclude, “The
burden of proof is on anyone who thinks that welfare recipients forced
into the labor market will be very successful in the search for jobs.”47 A
December 1997 study estimated that the odds against a welfare recipient
finding a job that paid a living wage in the midwestern states of Illinois,
Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, and Wisconsin were ninety-seven
to one, against.48 Other research conducted in 2001 found that while the
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transition from welfare to work has improved self-esteem among some,
many have indeed effectively traded nonworking poverty for working
poverty.49

Many may debate the wisdom of depriving poor children of their
mothers in their earliest years, but if the nation demands that these
mothers work, is there no reason not to also advocate their right to a
job at a living wage?50

Our serious problems of unemployment and underemployment
have been a part of our history for the last one hundred years. The ex-
tent of the problem is about double what the media report, touching the
lives of ten million adults. The lack of a job is twice the problem in the
black community as in the white, and in all communities lack of work
impacts lower-skilled workers much more dramatically. Until now, we
as a nation have accepted this situation. At what cost?



7 The Cost of Unemployment
and Underemployment

What is the cost to us as a nation of unemployment and un-
deremployment?

First, there is a personal cost to the unemployed. Consider the re-
marks of Shelley Haynes, age thirty-nine, who worked for fifteen years
for a business before it closed two offices and laid off workers, includ-
ing her. Ms. Haynes, interviewed while unemployed and enrolled in a
training program, compared the shock of being laid off to the force of a
death in the family: “It’s like a woman who got married and had kids
and her husband passes away, and she has to go out into the working
world.”1

Recall, however, that some people are willing to accept the unem-
ployment of millions of people for what they perceive is a greater eco-
nomic good. Current economic policy of the Federal Reserve accepts
that some percentage of the workforce must be unemployed in order
to fight inflation.2 But these “percentages of unemployment” translate
into millions of real breathing people with children and spouses and
brothers and sisters, all people who are without work. Yet, several mil-
lion people out of work is called “natural unemployment” by some
economists.3

Wouldn’t it cost a lot to help these people find and keep jobs?
Yes, it would.
But what does the current economic system that accepts millions out

of work cost us now?
It comes down to what they said in the old oil filter commercial, “You

pay me now, or you pay me later.”
There is a direct cost that we are asking the unemployed to pay for

the maintenance of our current economic system. Is it right to ask the
least well-off to pay the cost of keeping the economic engine running
for the rest of us who are better off?
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Additionally, there is the cost paid by those of us who are employed.
Do we really think that the unemployed and underemployed are not

eating? Are their children not eating? Are they going without any med-
ical care? Do they not need heat in the winter? Are all of these people
on the street? They live somewhere; they are cared for by someone.

We as a society are now paying the price for our current system that
accepts millions in poverty. We pay through our public assistance pro-
grams, our voluntary and church-based assistance, the support we give
to family members, and the illegal economy that grows up in the ab-
sence of a legal one. We also pay a big price in the lack of work that
these folks could be contributing to our society.

Experts tell us that unemployment takes a toll on society in a variety
of ways. First, society must subsidize those out of work with income as-
sistance. Second, society forfeits the additional goods and services that
would be provided by those out of work. Third, society then pays for
unemployment because of the suffering, insecurity, family strife, and
crime that are caused by lack of work. Finally, unemployment makes
people question the health of the economic system.4

The Congressional Budget Office estimated that a 1 percent rise in un-
employment over a five-year period costs the U.S. Treasury more than
$400 billion.5

Our nation is likely now paying substantial crime-prevention costs
for high unemployment among those ages sixteen to twenty-four years
old. One recent study found that the decline in unemployment during
the mid-1990s may have explained 30 percent of the fall in crime rates.
The unemployment rate for those ages sixteen to twenty-four was 26
percent in 1999, compared to 4.2 percent overall. It is unrealistic to think
that our communities are not already paying a significant price for this
situation.6

And then there is the negative impact on society: unemployment has
a widespread negative effect far in excess of the damage done to the
individual who is out of work. There are the costs of programs for the
unemployed, the loss of the goods and services that could have been
produced by the nonworking, and the social costs of individual and
family suffering.7

For those who are not willing to continue to have the unemployed
and our communities pay the costs of unemployment, there is a way
we can proceed.
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To those who think they can tolerate millions of unemployed in the
name of fighting inflation, an ugly question remains. If involuntary un-
employment is bad for the family, bad for the neighborhood, bad for the
city, and bad for the state, how can it possibly be good for the nation?

It cannot. For as religious leaders attending the U.S. Catholic Confer-
ence in 1986 said, “The dignity of the human person, realized in commu-
nity with others, is the criterion against which all aspects of economic
life must be measured.”8

By the criteria of family, neighborhood, city, and state, involuntary
unemployment and underemployment is a serious problem we must
address. Not to do so says we value economic life over that of the human
dignity of people. We are better than that.

8 The Working Poor

The working poor remain America’s glaring contradiction. The concur-
rence of work and poverty is contrary to the American ethos that a will-
ingness to work leads to material advancement, and it negates the preva-
lent view that the cause of poverty among adults capable of work is
deviant behavior, particularly a lack of commitment to work.
—Levitan, Gallo, and Shapiro, Working but Poor

The usual first response to poverty has been to advise the poor
to work. But if the poor are already working, what’s the next response?
The next response is usually silence.

One of every four workers in the United States, around thirty mil-
lion workers, earns less than “poverty-level wages” or the hourly wage
necessary to sustain a family of four even at the official poverty thresh-
old.1 This percentage of workers earning “poverty-level wages” has re-
mained at around 25 percent since the 1970s.2

If you add the thirty million people who are making poverty-level
wages to the fifteen million to seventeen million unemployed and un-
deremployed, you can begin to see how the lack of work at a living wage
impacts our country.3

The relationship between work and poverty forms the core of our
national problem of poverty.4 And millions of people who work are di-
rectly impacted. There are at least four important reasons to care about
the working poor. First, more than half of the working poor live in fami-
lies with children. Second, the nine million or so working poor counted
by the government show only a fraction of the real working poor if a
more realistic definition of poverty is used. Third, there is a significant
likelihood that someone you know is already in or going to spend some
time in this category, including one out of every three people between
the ages of twenty-three and thirty-seven. And fourth, the working poor
are the fastest growing segment of our population.5

71
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As the Wall Street Journal reported in the mid-1990s, even before cut-
backs in the welfare program that put many more poor people to work,
more than half of the poor lived in households where someone was al-
ready working.6

Most of the poor in the United States live in working families. Mil-
lions of poor people work. The working poor are everywhere, yet many
of us don’t see them.

Most of the working poor labor in the same buildings as us and fre-
quently visit our neighborhoods, even our homes. They clean and main-
tain our offices, they pick up our trash, they serve us our meals, they
serve and clean up our stores and restaurants and hotels and malls,
they ring up our purchases and restock our shelves, they cut our grass,
they guard us, they answer our phone calls, they make our copies and
run our errands, they care for our children and our parents and elderly
relatives. They are everywhere. Some have cars; many take the bus.

Want a good idea of the lowest-paid working poor in your commu-
nity? Look at the people gathered at the downtown bus stop in the dark
in the morning and in the dark in the evening. Or watch as the restau-
rants and fast food places and shopping centers close for the night.

The end of welfare has put many people to work, but many still re-
main poor. The director of the Atlanta Community Food Bank reflects
on the end of welfare in that city: “There’s been a 50 percent drop in
welfare recipients, but we’ve seen a 30 percent increase in need at the
food bank.”7

Journalist and author Barbara Ehrenreich has done a remarkable job
of capturing what the lives of the working poor are like. Ehrenreich en-
tered the low-wage workforce to find out what former welfare mothers
would experience as welfare reform kicked in. In Nickel and Dimed in
America: On (Not) Getting By in America, Ehrenreich describes how she
got a job at a restaurant that paid her $2.43 an hour plus tips.8 (Believe
it or not, paying a waitress this way is perfectly legal.)9

Ehrenreich spent a lot of time working with the poor, waiting tables
and sharing breaks. What did she learn about how the working poor
live?

You might imagine, from a comfortable distance, that people who live,
year in and year out, on $6 to $10 an hour have discovered some survival
stratagems unknown to the middle class. But no. It’s not hard to get my co-
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workers to talk about their living situations, because housing, in almost
every case, is the principal source of disruption in their lives.10

These were the living situations of some of her co-workers:

• Gail is sharing a room in a downtown flophouse for which she and
her roommate pay $250 a week. But the roommate, a male friend, has
begun hitting on her, making her crazy. Still, she couldn’t handle the
rent without him.

• Claude is a Haitian cook who wants to get out of the two-room apart-
ment he shares with his girlfriend and two other people who aren’t
relatives. Other Haitian men on the wait staff seem to have equally
crowded living arrangements.

• Annette is a twenty-six-year-old woman, six months pregnant, who
lives with her mother, a postal worker. Her boyfriend has abandoned
her.

• Marianne and her boyfriend live in a one-bedroom trailer for which
they pay $170 a week.

• Tina and her husband are staying at the nearby Days Inn, where they
pay $60 nightly. But they can walk to work (and they don’t have a car).

• Joan lives in a van, parks it behind a shopping center every night, and
showers in Tina’s room.11

Ehrenreich concludes by recognizing how much those of us who are not
poor owe to those who make our lives possible:

The “working poor,” as they are approvingly termed, are in fact the major
philanthropists of our society. They neglect their own children so that the
children of others will be cared for; they live in substandard housing so
that other homes will be shiny and perfect; they endure privation so that
inflation will be low and stock prices high.12

The U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) estimated that 6.8 million peo-
ple were both regularly working and still poor in 1999, 4 percent of all
full-time workers and 10.5 percent of all part-time workers.13 Of these
workers, 5.4 million were working full-time and were still poor.14 The
DOL also reported that if all the people who worked at any time in the
year who still remained below the poverty level are included, the num-
ber would add up to 9.6 million people.15 Among families with at least
one person working, 3.8 million families, or 6.2 percent of all working
families, had incomes below the poverty level in 1999.16
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Most of the poor who can work do so. Consider that in 1998, there
were more than eleven million poor people between the ages of twenty-
five and fifty-four. One in four of these people were unable to work be-
cause of illness or disability, or were currently enrolled in school. Of
the rest, seven out of every ten of the able-bodied poor worked at least
part-time. One of every four worked full-time, year-round.17

This same profile of the working poor found that like poverty in gen-
eral, race and gender were important predictors of who was poor. While
the majority of the working poor are white, the rate of white work-
ers who were both working and poor was significantly lower than for
black and Hispanic workers. And working women were more likely to
be working and poor than working men.18 As columnist Molly Ivins
said:

In the mid-1960s, women were paid 69 cents for every dollar a man made.
After 30 years of struggle and hard work, we now make 74 cents for every
dollar a man makes. . . . At the rate of 5 cents every 30 years, we can expect
to achieve equal pay sometime in the 22nd century.19

Most of the working poor can afford housing or utilities or food or
child care or health care, but few can afford all.

Consider the following profiles, taken from recent news articles, of
working people and the problems they face trying to make ends meet.

Housing costs are a big problem. In fact, the federal government re-
ported in 2000 that no full-time minimum-wage worker could afford
the average market rent anywhere in the United States.20

• Laurie Berrios is a divorced mom with four kids. She earned $8 an
hour as a nurse’s aide outside of Chicago. In order to try to make ends
meet she would pull double shifts at the end of each month. Health
problems caused financial problems because she has no health insur-
ance. She lost her apartment and she and her kids moved into her sis-
ter’s one-bedroom apartment, where they slept on couches and chairs.
When this became too much for her sister, Laurie and her kids moved
into her 1988 Cutlass Sierra. When the police found out and threat-
ened to take her kids away, Laurie moved into a homeless shelter. She
continues to work at her job.21

• Kenneth Lindo, forty-four, works on Wall Street as a messenger. In
1999, Kenneth earned $5.50 an hour. He has been working at or near
minimum wage since he was eighteen. At night Kenneth sleeps in the
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30th Street Men’s Shelter in Manhattan because he cannot afford the
city’s rent.22

• Ricardo Ramirez works more than forty hours a week in San Jose, Cal-
ifornia, for minimum wage plus tips. He pays $180 a month to rent
space on the floor in a corner of an apartment already occupied by a
family of four. The family he is living with lets him store his things in
a closet.23

Some people cannot afford their utilities.

• Pat Williams, forty-six, lives in Shreveport, Louisiana, and works as an
aide caring for aged and disabled people at a nursing home. In April
2001 she was earning $5.55 an hour. In order to make ends meet, after
she gets home from work at the nursing home she goes to her second
job cleaning offices. In 2000, Ms. Williams earned $10,067; she lives in
public housing and gets free medical care for her high blood pressure.
Despite working two jobs, she cannot make ends meet. She owes al-
most $150 to the electric company, $55 to the phone company, $23 on
a student loan, and $40 for a burglar alarm. Today, when she came
home from work, there was a red ticket on her door—her gas was cut
off because she was $477 overdue.24

Others cannot afford safe child care.

• Veronica Mason, thirty-six, a former welfare mother, lives in Indi-
anapolis and works the 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. shift at White Castle earning
$6.60 an hour. She cannot afford a car and walks to work. She leaves
her three daughters, ages eight, six, and five, sleeping on a neighbor’s
couch. Veronica worries about her children because the neighbor she
leaves them with has boyfriend problems and is drinking a lot. She
tried to get government assistance to help with child care, but there
are seven thousand families on the waiting list for help in Indianapolis.
Sometimes when Veronica is called into work during the day, the chil-
dren ride the bus on their own, cook their own meals, and sometimes
have to stay home by themselves.25

Some workers cannot always afford to purchase food.

• Ann McGinness, forty, left welfare to work as a bookkeeper at a car
dealership. Her $290 a week in take-home pay makes her ineligible
for food stamps, but after paying rent, car payments, insurance, and
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utilities, there is often not enough left for food. As a result, Ann relies
on a food pantry at a local church to get her through the month. “I’m
tired of always having to say, ‘Please help me.’ ”26

• Pamela, forty-five, makes $7 an hour doing janitorial work in Water-
loo, Iowa, where she lives with her two children from her twenty-one-
year marriage. Pamela does the best she can to stretch her budget,
but no matter what she ends up visiting the Cedar Valley Food Bank
in Waterloo once or twice a month. The Waterloo food bank serves
more than thirty-five thousand underemployed individuals and fam-
ilies each year.27

Many have to work extra jobs.

• William Cotto works full-time as a security guard at $7 per hour, yet
has to work twenty hours a week extra as a janitor to support his wife
and four children. He has no health insurance and had to pay more
than $2,000 in dentist bills for removing a molar. “I barely have any
money in my pocket,” he says. “If I buy clothes for one kid one week,
then I have to wait for the next week to buy clothes for one of my
other kids.”28

• Gloria Pye is fifty-seven years old. She earns $7.19 an hour as a home
care attendant for a patient with Alzheimer’s. Because of high prescrip-
tion bills, she fell behind on her rent and now has to work fifty-five
hours a week to make extra payments on her apartment.29

Some are getting by only with help from family and friends:

• Linda K. Williams is forty-three and takes home about $15,700 annu-
ally. It is not enough to pay the expenses for her apartment, utilities,
groceries, clothing, bus fare to work and back, and to support her
teenage son. How does she make it? A boyfriend helps, but the biggest
help is from her four sisters, who regularly appear at her home with
food, detergent, and household supplies.30

• Julie Pinner is thirty-five and works as a receptionist and clerk, earns
$15,500 a year, and has two children. Since she cannot really afford to
live where it is safe, she is going to move into a house that her father, a
retired auto worker, owns. Her father helps her make it. “He picks me
up in the morning and drives me to work. If we don’t have anything
to eat, he’ll help. Maybe once a month he pays for the shopping, and
my aunt gives me a few dollars.”31
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We advise the poor to get a job and lift themselves out of poverty.
While millions have done that, they still remain poor. As Professor Re-
becca M. Blank has noted, “employment has become progressively less
effective at reducing poverty.”32 In 1998, the U.S. Conference of Mayors
identified low-paying jobs as the number one cause of hunger in urban
America.33

As most know, full-time minimum-wage work hasn’t been enough
to lift most families over the poverty line in years. Nor has pay close to
minimum wage. In 1999, when the minimum wage was $5.15 per hour,
it took an hourly wage of $8.19 to lift a family of four over even the
too-low official poverty line, a wage that 25 percent of all workers did
not earn.34

Any way you count them, there are millions of people who work and
yet remain poor.

Exactly how many working poor people are there? Estimates in the
1990s ranged from six million to double that number, depending on the
year.35 Using a more realistic definition of poverty—one that raises the
poverty line—will find millions more workers who should be recog-
nized as poor.36

A quick way to figure a conservative estimate of how many children
live in families of the working poor is to look at the National School
Lunch Program (NSLP).

The NSLP provides federal funds for meals served by schools to chil-
dren who come from low-income families. Children of families with in-
comes below 130 percent of federal guidelines get free meals; children
from families with incomes between 130 percent and 185 percent of the
poverty guidelines get reduced-cost meals.37

If you look carefully at how many kids are in this program, you can
see the extent of poverty in working families. Even if you assume that
many people will not ask for free or reduced lunch because of pride or
embarrassment, the numbers are still large.

For example, in 1999 an average of more than 13 million children
received free lunch and another 2.4 million received reduced-cost lunch
each school day.38 If you deduct the numbers of kids whose families
were on public assistance, you can figure out a conservative estimate
for the numbers of children who lived in working, but still poor,
families. During that year there were slightly more than 5 million kids
on welfare.39 There were also about 850,000 school-aged children
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with disabilities on the Supplemental Security Income program in
1999.40

That leaves more than nine million kids who lived in families poor
enough to receive free or reduced-cost school lunch but whose parents
were not receiving public assistance in 1999. That is nine million kids in
working poor families in addition to the five million to six million kids
who live in other poor families.

There are many forces that aggravate the financial health of the work-
ing poor, but at the center are three: low wages, part-time work, and
periods of unemployment.41

Though found in many occupations, a disproportionate number of
working poor are present in service work, low-skill blue-collar work,
and sales.42 Poverty among workers has also increased because more
families are headed by single parents, limiting the potential for two-
wage families. In 1998, 24 percent of families were headed by a single
parent, compared with 14 percent twenty-five years before. Three in five
married mothers with children under age six were in the workforce—
twice as large a share as in 1970.43 And, as we will see in later chapters,
minimum wage used to provide a whole lot more for workers than it
has in the last decade.44

The DOL consistently reports that there are millions of people work-
ing part-time who would like to be working full-time.45 And the number
of people actually out of work at any given time is close to twice what
the DOL reports.46 The lack of full-time work and full-time wages is a
prime reason for poverty among those who work.47

We continue to see companies growing without creating jobs. It used
to be the expectation that in good economic times, as a company grew,
it added workers. That’s no longer the case. We’ve already noted that in
the 1990s the steel industry made about the same amount of steel as it
did in 1980, but with less than half the workforce.48 General Motors em-
ployed 500,000 people at its peak in the 1970s; now it can make the same
number of cars with 315,000 workers.49 Such job loss is not confined to
the manufacturing industry.50

There is another important angle. Much of the job growth in the
growing economy of the 1990s did nothing to help raise the wages of
the working poor. For example, a December 1998 nationwide study es-
timated that 74 percent of the jobs with the most growth paid less than a
livable wage and 46 percent paid less than half a livable wage.51 In 1998,
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experts found that in Illinois 76 percent of the fastest growing jobs paid
less than a living wage for a family of four; in Missouri the percentage
was even higher.52

In 1998 in Los Angeles, where a full-time working parent with two
kids was eligible for welfare if he or she earned less than $8 per hour,
Alfredo Galindo cleaned floors at the UCLA Medical Center and sup-
ported four children on his salary of $6.73 an hour. He was not alone.
One in four adults who worked full-time in Los Angeles County, eight
hundred thousand people, earned less than $8 per hour. In 1998, the
county estimated that it took $7.82 per hour with health benefits to cre-
ate a living wage for a parent to support two kids, or $9.47 per hour
without health benefits.53

Across America, the working poor are penalized for low skills and
lack of education.54 Or is it more accurate to say that employers have
been successful in keeping the supply of labor high and wages low
because of decreased unionization, weakened social welfare support
systems, global relocation for cheaper labor, increased replacement of
workers by technology, and increased reliance on part-time no-benefits
work? Overall, inflation-adjusted wages have fallen among less-skilled
male workers. As a consequence, young men with a high school degree
can expect to earn less than their fathers earned twenty years earlier
because real wages have declined in both manufacturing and service
jobs.55 Throughout the last twenty years, wages have fallen among men,
younger workers, and the 75 percent of the workforce without a four-
year college degree.56 As Peter T. Colborne noted in 1995,

for all but professionals, executives, new college graduates, and the most
skilled blue-collar workers, many problems that workers faced only in
bad times have become fixtures in all times: some wages are still falling,
people must be ready to work 12-hour shifts and 6 day weeks, and no job
is for keeps.57

It is impossible to discuss why there is so much work that does not
pay living wages without also discussing the decline in the role of or-
ganized labor. Labor’s role in pushing for the right to employment
at living wages is absolutely vital. Yet many people are unaware of
both the history and current efforts of trade unionism in pushing for
workers’ rights, living wages, and decent jobs for all workers. The la-
bor movement has a long and rich history of fighting for the rights of
low-wage workers. Over the past century no group has invested more



80 Chapter 8

in organizing, legislating, and advocating for plentiful jobs and decent
wages. Today, unions are active in nearly every local living-wage coali-
tion, working side by side with community organizations and churches.
It is a fundamental truth of organizing that people struggling together
for justice are stronger than people struggling alone. The forces that
have kept wages low certainly work together. The labor movement is
the place where people struggle together for justice for workers.

Yet, in my own work with the Interfaith Committee for Worker Jus-
tice, usually comprised of religious and social justice people working to
support low-wage workers, I have found that many otherwise progres-
sive people are not all that knowledgeable or supportive of the union
movement. While there is often deep solidarity in regard to the plight
of low-wage workers, there is often too little solidarity with the efforts
of organized labor to address the issues that create low-wage workers.

My experience is not unique. Consider Nelson Lichtenstein, who
found that even within the coalition working on a living-wage cam-
paign at the University of Virginia, “ideas about trade unionism, work-
er’s rights and class were alien concepts, not only to many low wage
workers, but to some of our key activists.”58

The lack of information about the positive power and potential of or-
ganized labor in the social justice and antipoverty community and the
lack of coalition work between labor and other social justice groups is
a serious omission. That is not to deny that labor unions have created
some of their own problems. There are race and gender problems, mis-
leading campaigns, financial irregularities, and inadequate democracy
within the union movement. Despite these problems, which in my expe-
rience burden all collective actions for justice, a strong labor movement
is a necessity for good jobs and good wages. Labor, churches, commu-
nity, and civil rights groups all are less than perfect on justice issues.
But while their problems must be addressed, no one who is committed
to justice should use these problems as an excuse for inaction or lack of
coalition-building.59

Unions seem to have stopped the decline in overall membership
through more aggressive organizing tactics, addressing internal race
and gender problems, increasing national solidarity with local labor
fights, and movement toward more democratic governance. As unions
regain their voice, more will have to be done on all these fronts.60
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Organized labor is also confronted with increasing individualism in
our society. This is a pervasive and usually unconscious classical Amer-
ican tendency—I call it “internalized individualism,” others call it “in-
ternalized classism”—to think that each person’s position in society is a
result of her or his own positive achievements or negative behaviors. In
this thinking, a person’s economic position can and should be changed
by individuals alone, thus precluding a real critique of the economic sys-
tems that create and maintain injustice and also, and, just as important,
precluding collective organized action.61

As a result of these factors, and despite recent gains, the labor union
movement is less powerful than it has been in quite some time. Union
membership is down by nearly two-thirds since 1953, and today unions
in the United States represent a lower proportion of all workers than
any other industrialized nation in the world. In 1953, 32.5 percent of
all workers—35 percent of private workers and 12 percent of public
workers—were union members. In 2001, 13.5 percent of wage and
salary workers were union members, according to the DOL’s Bureau
of Labor Statistics. In 2001, approximately 16.3 million wage and salary
workers were union members.62

This is important because union workers earn better wages than
nonunion counterparts. In 2001, full-time wage and salary union mem-
bers had median weekly earnings of $718, compared with a median of
$575 for wage and salary workers who were not represented by unions.
Nearly four in ten government workers were union members in 2001,
compared with less than one in ten private wage and salary workers.
Protective service workers, a group that includes police officers and
firefighters, had the highest unionization rate among all occupations, at
38 percent.63

Union membership has been identified as a central factor in under-
standing why public service working women get better wages and ben-
efits than private sector working women.64

Why does the decline in the power of unions hurt other low-wage
workers? Simply because individual workers alone lack the financial,
organizational, legal, and political bargaining power to offset the con-
stant gains being made by individual and organized businesses. Unions
offered a political counterweight to the significant clout of business lob-
bies in the law-making arena. Union workers earned better wages than
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nonunion counterparts for a reason: they exerted the collective power
of workers.

In addition to learning about organized labor and coalition-building,
we need to improve our social consciousness about the importance of
unions and change the weakness of current labor laws in order to help
the labor movement efforts to regroup.

No one will openly advocate firing people on the basis of their race or
age or pregnancy or religion or gender—society would not approve. It
is clearly good policy not to penalize these workers. Yet there are many
lawyers in every town who will proudly help companies develop strate-
gies to isolate and terminate low-wage employees who are seeking to
bring a union to their workplace, and society openly tolerates such ac-
tion. Why does our society not view this type of discrimination as just
as outrageous? Why is it more acceptable to fire a person who seeks
to get employees together to bargain collectively for better wages and
better treatment with their bosses than to fire a person who becomes
pregnant? Is not social justice advanced by extending social protection
to workers who seek to improve their wages and workplace? We need
to help our social consciousness catch up in this area. All workers de-
serve to be treated with justice, especially if they are trying to improve
conditions for each other.

Our labor laws are also quite weak in their protection of workers who
are seeking to organize. They need to be changed. When working as
part of a religious support campaign for workers at Avondale shipyard
in New Orleans, I found out that the laws for organizing workers really
do not work. Workers who are fired because of their race or gender can
go to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) and if
they are not satisfied can then sue for reinstatement, back pay, and dam-
ages. While anyone who has tried to go through these laws knows they
are certainly not very responsive to remedying discrimination, they are
much, much stronger and quicker and provide more relief than the laws
protecting workers who seek to organize. Our labor laws need to be dra-
matically improved to give workers a real chance to be protected when
they seek to organize.

Academic research confirms the challenges for the working and poor.
Bluestone and Harrison found that declines in public investment,

particularly in education, combined with greater job insecurity, the de-
cline of the influence of organized labor, reduced government regula-
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tion of work, and the decline in the real value of the minimum wage all
cause structural unemployment and underemployment problems.65

William Julius Wilson identified the decrease in the number of quality
jobs in inner-city neighborhoods as a result of many factors: decline in
mass production, lower unionization rates, increased internationaliza-
tion of the U.S. economy, increasing movement of jobs to the suburbs,
government policy that reduced social services, and an overall decline
in employment and wages for low-skilled workers in general and men,
especially black men, in particular.66

Jacqueline Jones points out that low-wage work and poverty re-
sult from many causes. Some are the more recent results of movement
of industry to low-wage countries. Other causes are more longstand-
ing. Some regions of the country have always had higher percentages
of poor and low-wage workers: Appalachia, the South, and Native
American reservations in the Southwest, places with “roots deep in
the nation’s history of slavery, commercial development and territo-
rial conquest.” Other regions of poverty and low wages resulted from
migrations by southerners to northern cities and by growing immigrant
communities.67

In addition to increasing job uncertainty, structural employment
problems, and the declining role of organized labor, the country is faced
with widening gaps between those at the top, middle, and bottom of the
income scale. These gaps have grown significantly and are now wider
than any time in the postwar era.68

Readers should be familiar with the Walgreen’s example of the wage
contrast between the working poor and highly paid CEOs. In the same
year that the wages for a cashier at Walgreen’s were about $12,000 a
year, the CEO made $2.6 million. It would have taken the cashier 217
years of full-time work to make what the CEO made in one year. It took
the CEO thirteen hours to make what the cashier made in one year.69

While corporate CEOs will always make more than workers, the un-
fairness of the growing disparity between executive compensation and
the earnings of the working poor remains a troubling sign that there is
much work to do. For example, Business Week reported that in 1996 the
typical factory worker wage rose 3 percent while the average raise for
top executives was 54 percent.70

As the Economic Policy Institute has pointed out, this gap has grown
dramatically over the years. In 1965, the average CEO made 20 times
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what the average worker earned. In 1978, the average CEO made 28
times what the average worker earned. In 1989, the average CEO made
56 times what the average worker earned. And in 1999, the average CEO
made 107 times what the average worker earned. It took the average
CEO half a week to earn what an average worker earned in fifty-two
weeks.71 In 1997, the pay earned by the 49 million lowest-earning work-
ers equaled what the top 1 percent of workers earned; in 1999, it took
100 million of the lowest-earning workers to equal the top 1 percent.72

But if some people are doing wonderfully well, doesn’t that mean
that good times are coming for everyone else? This “a rising tide lifts all
boats” school of economics is the essential part of the platform of people
who defend extraordinarily high incomes for some.

Professor Blank tells an insightful story about her surprise that the
popular slogan was not accurate:

I was working as a senior staff economist for the Council of Economic
Advisors in the fall of 1989. One of our responsibilities was to produce
short memos for the White House when major economic statistics were
released summarizing the implications of these data. In October, the Cen-
sus Bureau released its annual report on income and poverty for 1988,
which happened to be a year of very strong economic growth and rising
average personal incomes. Oddly, however, the poverty rate fell by an
insignificant amount that year. I wrote up my summary and brought it
to my boss for approval. He read it through, handed it back to me and
said, “Add a paragraph explaining why poverty didn’t fall last year.” I
dutifully went back to my desk, sat down at my computer, stared at it a
while, and realized I had no explanation to offer.73

Professor Blank had run into the same problem later described by Pro-
fessor Loury: “We would do well to remember that even a fast-rising
tide won’t lift the sunken boats. The only way to keep them afloat is to
do the hard work of rebuilding them.”74

There is a disconnect between the overall economic health of the
country and improvements in the lives of the working poor. Most of
the working poor are left out of the boats in the good times and put out
of the boats in the bad. The rising tide certainly has lifted many boats,
but it does not lift all.

9 Low-Wage Work

The American ethos sets up the expectation that human dignity and the
ability to earn a decent living are intimately connected. It is not surprising,
as a result, that the dearth of jobs that provide a decent living (not simply
the absolute lack of jobs) would be deeply demoralizing in the eyes of
workers. —John E. Schwarz, Illusions of Opportunity

Millions of workers, one of every four in the United States,
earn “poverty-level wages” or less than it would take to lift a family of
four over the official poverty line. The minimum wage is certainly not
a living wage, and yet millions of people earn wages within a dollar or
two of minimum wage.

Minimum Wage Is Half a Living Wage

One of the key problems with low-wage work is the minimum wage,
which impacts, directly and indirectly, more than twenty million
workers.

Consider the following facts about the effect of a one-dollar increase
in the minimum wage as of 2001:

• Nearly 10.3 million workers (8.7 percent of the workforce) would re-
ceive an increase in their hourly wage if the minimum wage was raised
by one dollar an hour.

• Another 9.7 million people (8.2 percent of the workforce) earning up to
two dollars over the minimum wage would likely also get an increase

• Almost 1 million single mothers (967,000) with children under age
eighteen would benefit from a one-dollar minimum wage increase.

• More than 2 million married men and women with children would
benefit from a one-dollar increase in the minimum wage.

• Full-time workers would benefit. Close to half (48 percent) of workers
who would benefit from an increase in the minimum wage work full-
time, and another third (31 percent) work between twenty and thirty-
four hours a week.
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• Adults would benefit. Seventy-one percent of those workers who
would get a raise if the minimum wage was increased by one dollar
are age twenty or older.

• Women are the largest group of people who would benefit from a one-
dollar increase in the minimum wage. Almost 60 percent of the people
who would get a raise would be women.1

The minimum wage is several dollars an hour short of a living wage
and even several dollars short of matching its own value of thirty years
ago.2

At the time of the writing of this book, the federal minimum wage
was $5.15, an hourly wage put into effect September 1, 1997.3

According to a 2001 report of the Congressional Research Service,
the highest value of the minimum wage was reached in 1968. Had the
minimum wage been adjusted to allow it to retain its 1968 value, in 2001
it would be approximately $7.72 per hour.4

While today’s minimum wage is 30 percent lower in real value than
the minimum wage in 1968, the economy has become 50 percent more
productive in the same time period.5

The Wall Street Journal reported in 2001 that the minimum wage fell
below 45 percent of the average wage in only four of the years between
1950 and 1982. Since Ronald Reagan became president, the minimum
wage has never again reached 45 percent of the average wage and in
2001 stood at 36 percent of the average.6

The legislative problems with the federal minimum wage are that it
was too low to begin with, it is not indexed for inflation, it can only be
raised by an act of Congress, and it does not cover everyone.7 Because
the minimum wage, unlike Social Security, has never been indexed for
inflation, the federal minimum wage diminishes in value as soon as it
is enacted.8 Additionally, more than 13 million workers are still exempt
from minimum-wage protection under the Fair Labor Standards Act,
with an estimated 2.4 million of these actually earning less than the min-
imum wage.9

In my experience speaking about work and poverty to dozens of
audiences, no one thinks that a person can support herself or himself,
much less a family, on wages that pay at or near the federal minimum
wage. They are right. A 2002 poll of voters found that half believed a
family of four needed an income of at least $45,000 to make ends meet.10
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The Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which
calculates “fair market rents” for every region of the country, says peo-
ple should not spend more than 30 percent of their income on rent. Us-
ing that standard, no full-time minimum-wage worker can afford an
average rent in any county in the United States.11

For a single parent with two children, the official poverty guideline
for the year 2002 was a yearly income of $15,020.12 For a parent with
three kids, the yearly income was $18,100. Working full-time, a parent
with two kids would need to make at least $7.22 per hour and a parent
with three children would need to earn $8.70 per hour in order to at least
be lifted over the 2002 official poverty threshold.

If a more realistic poverty threshold was used, the poverty line for a
family of four in 2001 would have been doubled and the insufficiency
of the wages would be even more stark.

Low-Wage Work Is Also Not a Living Wage

In 1999, more than thirty million workers, more than one out of every
four people working, earned less than $8.19 per hour, the hourly wage
that it would take to lift a family of four over the poverty line.13 As
the reader knows, $7 to $8 an hour, while a great improvement over
minimum wage, is still not enough for a worker to raise a family. Such
workers still need government assistance to be able to survive, and gov-
ernment program eligibility guidelines reflect that.

People who earn wages insufficient to raise a family of four over the
poverty line are often defined as low-wage workers. Approximately 40
percent of women workers (about sixteen million women) are low-wage
earners.14

The health of millions of low-wage families is at risk because of insuf-
ficient earnings. People earning poverty-level wages cannot purchase
health insurance. Full-time workers with three kids can earn more than
$10 an hour and still be impoverished enough to remain eligible for food
stamps.15

The U.S. Conference of Mayors identified these low-paying jobs as
the number one cause of hunger in urban America.16

Our government recognizes that low wages are not enough to live on.
Workers with two children are eligible for a few dollars in credits from
the Earned Income Tax Credit even if they make over $14 an hour.17
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And it is not just government that recognizes that substantial wages
are necessary for survival. In the fall of 2000, the National Low Income
Housing Coalition discovered after a national survey of fair market
rentals that the average person who worked forty hours a week would
need to earn $12.47 an hour to rent a two-bedroom apartment.18

In 1999, the Chicago-based Women Employed Institute reported that
a mother with one baby in suburban Chicago would have to earn $12.78
an hour to afford rent, child care, food, transportation, health insurance,
and taxes. Yet most low-income jobs in the area pay less than $8 an
hour.19 The Massachusetts-based Women’s Educational and Industrial
Union calculated a “self-sufficiency” standard to measure the real cost
of living, including adequate housing, child care, food, transportation,
taxes, and medical care. It took $32,280 in 1997 for a single adult and a
preschool child to make it in Boston in 1997, a full-time wage of more
than $15 an hour.20

Yet, a lot of the job growth in the 1990s was in low-wage jobs—
restaurant work, security guard, day care work, home attendants for
the elderly—that pay less than $25,000 a year.21

Low-wage work sustains poverty and continues the cycle for mil-
lions of workers and their families. Nonworking people in poverty
have, as a result of welfare reform, traded in one form of poverty for
another. While it is likely better for self-esteem to work and be poor
rather than not work and be poor, many of these people are not actually
making ends meet.22

Like all motivation, efforts to move people from dependent poverty
to self-sufficiency can be done by providing both carrots and sticks.

The sticks we are all familiar with.
Our society criticizes and categorizes the poor, seeking to shame

them into action. Our society stigmatizes the poor by labeling them as
“underclass” or “project dwellers” or “poor white trash” and showers
them with contempt and pity. We pass laws for workfare and tough
love and removing dependency by compelling poor people to work.
We incarcerate overly aggressive beggars, and we outlaw panhandling.
We’re good with the sticks. But where are the carrots?

If we as a society are serious about helping people move from poverty
to self-sufficiency, then we need to look at how we are rewarding work.

More than a century ago, England established a public policy to cre-
ate economic distance between workers and those who were depen-
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dent on charity. They called their concept “less eligibility.”23 The prin-
ciple of less eligibility stood for the proposition that aid for the non-
working poor should never be given generously enough that it neared
the living standards of the lowest-paid worker. The government felt
that overly generous charity to nonworkers made workers consider not
working. This concept is familiar to all who listen to political rhetoric in
the United States. It has been at the core of welfare policy for some time.
Politicians and aspiring politicians know they can get automatic ap-
proval for the promise to take the able-bodied off welfare and put them
to work because those who are working deserve our respect. Elected of-
ficials have recognized that for some time there was little national sym-
pathy for the nonworking poor, and thus assistance to them could be
kept low or reduced.

This school of thought resulted in the welfare “reform” of the 1990s.
Welfare reform has moved many millions from the welfare rolls, but
many studies show it has not been nearly as successful in moving peo-
ple out of poverty.24

Holding the nonworking poor down has been one easy political way
to create some economic distance between the nonworking poor and
poor workers, but a strong public policy that rewards work would be
much, much better.



10 A Constitutional Amendment

Some men look at constitutions with sanctimonious reverence, and deem
them like the ark of the covenant, too sacred to be touched. They ascribe to
the men of the preceding age a wisdom more than human, and suppose
that what they did to be beyond amendment. . . . I am certainly not an
advocate for frequent and untried changes in laws and constitutions. . . .
But I know also, that laws and institutions must go hand in hand with the
progress of the human mind. . . . We might as well require a man to still
wear the coat which fitted him when a boy, as civilized society to remain
ever under the regimen of their barbarous ancestors.
—Thomas Jefferson, Letter to Samuel Kercheval, 1816

America values work. We value self-sufficiency. Because of
that, it is now time to make the right to a job at a living wage part of
our national promise to one another. It is time again to amend our Con-
stitution.

As a country our highest civic values are incorporated into our Con-
stitution. These are promises we make to each other. Many of our most
cherished constitutional promises to each other are promises that came
about as amendments to our original Constitution: freedom of speech,
outlawing slavery, the right of women to vote.

These rights were not always part of our constitutional promise to
each other. Freedom of speech was added as the First Amendment to
our Constitution in 1791, fifteen years after our country was formed.
The Thirteenth Amendment, guaranteeing people the right not to be
enslaved, was added in 1865. The right of women to vote was guaran-
teed by the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920.

While I have been discussing and writing about the idea of a consti-
tutional amendment for quite some time, others have also been pushing
for a universal right to employment at fair wages.1 While not all have
suggested amending the Constitution to incorporate a right to a job
at a living wage, all have advocated for a right to work and to earn
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wages sufficient to support a family. Adolph Reed Jr. and the Labor
Party have been arguing for a constitutional amendment for years.2

David Gil and Philip Harvey have each written in support of univer-
sal employment at decent wages.3 Rep. Jesse L. Jackson Jr. picked up on
the good work done by the National Jobs for All Coalition and authors
Gertrude Schaffner Goldberg and Sheila Collins and has continued the
push.4 The appeal of the idea is such that it seems to have arisen in
several places independently—further indication of the potential for
future widespread support.

By amending our Constitution to include the right to a job at a liv-
ing wage, we are making a solemn promise to one another—a promise
that those among us who want to work will always have the opportu-
nity to do so and that those who work full-time will earn enough to be
self-supporting. As a nation, polls consistently show that we already
support these principles. Incorporating them into our Constitution will
keep them high on our list of national priorities.

As constitutional rights, the right to a job at a living wage will be a
national promise that our legislative, executive, and judicial branches
will help us work toward. Our Constitution does not automatically
make any right happen, but it does lay the foundation for how our laws
should be working. For example, although our Constitution promises
all of us equal protection under law, few would consider that we as a na-
tion have achieved that. Yet, because the promise is in our Constitution,
we are pledged to continue to try to make it possible.

In my first class of every semester, I stretch my hands out wide and
tell my students that one hand represents the law and the other justice.
The distance between them represents the gap between what the law is
and what justice is. Our job, I remind them, is not to pretend that law
and justice are the same, but to narrow the gap. That is what our Con-
stitution tries to do—point us in the right direction to help us narrow
the gap.

Our Constitution is the foundation document that guides us as we
govern our nation. It embodies our fundamental promises to one an-
other and sets out the procedures by which we resolve our disputes.
There is a well-founded reluctance to amend the U.S. Constitution. Only
twenty-seven amendments have been enacted in more than two hun-
dred years. Some suggest that it is in this unchanging nature that the
Constitution draws its strength. It should only be amended for mat-
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ters of enduring principle. The right to a job that pays a living wage
is the kind of principle that should be integrated into our Constitution
because it guarantees our citizens a right to have the opportunity to
be self-supporting and self-sufficient. This right is consistent with our
national heritage and our national hopes.

Our Constitution provides the framework for our national guaran-
tees to each other. A constitutional amendment is the clearest and most
direct way to ensure that all people have a right to work and earn a liv-
ing wage. It provides an enforceable guarantee that job opportunities
and living wages will be among the guiding principles of our nation, as
well they ought to be.

The wisdom of this amendment is up to the people to decide. If the
American people think a constitutionally protected right to a job at a
living wage is not a core right for each of us, then it will not be enacted.
But if the people decide that changing times demand changes in our
Constitution, they will find support from some of the very people who
helped fashion the current Constitution.

Is the Constitution a sacred document never to be modified? Of
course not. As Thomas Paine cautioned, we should not boast of our
Constitution if there are still those who remain outside of its protections:

When it shall be said in any country in the world, my poor are happy;
neither ignorance nor distress is to be found among them; my jails are
empty of prisoners, my streets of beggars; the aged are not in want, the
taxes are not oppressive; . . . when these things can be said, then may that
country boast its constitution and its government.5

While it should not be lightly amended, even its framers recognized
that alterations in the Constitution were inevitable.

Alexander Hamilton noted that one of the fundamental principles
of republican government was “the right of the people to alter or abol-
ish the established constitution whenever they find it inconsistent with
their happiness.”6

Justice John Marshall, in an 1821 opinion of the Supreme Court, de-
clared: “The people made the constitution, and the people can unmake
it. It is the creature of their will, and lives only by their will.”7

Once the Constitution is amended to include a right to a job at a living
wage, all three branches of government will have this right as one of
their guiding priorities. Adopting this amendment will not guarantee
instant universal opportunity and instant eradication of all want among
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workers, because none of our other constitutional provisions were or are
yet perfectly realized. What adopting this amendment will do is make
the right to a job at a living wage part of the agenda for the executive,
legislative, and judicial branches in all spheres of the implementation of
their duties. Just as no branch of our national government should take
action to correct any kind of problem by suspending the protections of
the First Amendment, so too will the protection of the people’s right to
be self-supporting be one of the givens in all subsequent governmental
action.

Adding the guarantee of a right to a job at a living wage to the Con-
stitution will not instantly make that promise a reality. It will still take
a sustained commitment on the part of all branches of government and
the American people to provide these opportunities to all.

Our nation has experienced problems backing up and enforcing con-
stitutional amendments. We continuously have problems with our Con-
stitution as times change and the mood of the country changes with the
times. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, many seemed
very willing to trade away constitutional protection of speech and pri-
vacy for the hope of increased security and safety. Even though our
Constitution promises equal protection of the law, we know that racial
profiling and discrimination still occur.

Amending the Constitution will provide a solid foundation upon
which to build the home of a new American promise. But the founda-
tion is not the home. Once the foundation is created, plenty of work
remains in Congress and in the executive branch to build and maintain
the structures that will implement the right to a job at a living wage.
And even once built, the legislative and administrative structures that
carry out the right to a job at a living wage will have to be maintained.

There are powerful countervailing forces that will challenge the right
to a job at a living wage. Once this right is enacted as an amendment to
the Constitution, these forces can be expected to use their powers in ev-
ery branch of government to work against change. And even once leg-
islative and executive branches do create and fund enabling legislation,
the forces of opposition will not rest and will try to minimize, under-
mine, stigmatize, limit, and destroy the right to a job at a living wage.

So, as momentous a process as amending the Constitution is, the fight
for opportunity and economic justice will continue long after the right
to a job at a living wage becomes law.
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Some will oppose this constitutional amendment because they do not
value the principles it embodies enough to make them a continuing pri-
ority in the governance of our nation. That opposition is expected.

Others will suggest that we put the highest value on universal oppor-
tunity to be self-supporting by guaranteeing a job at a living wage to all,
but they will disagree with the method of amending the Constitution.
That opposition, too, is expected. But these people will be responsible
for offering an alternative method of placing a right to work at a living
wage as a continuing priority in the governance of our nation.

The preamble to the U.S. Constitution explicitly discusses the need
to “promote the general Welfare” as one of the reasons for establishing
the Constitution:

We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union,
establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common de-
fense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty for
ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for
the United States of America.

The Constitution itself provides the procedure for making amend-
ments. Article V points out that either Congress or the state legislatures
can initiate the process:

The Congress, whenever two thirds of both Houses shall deem it neces-
sary, shall propose Amendments to this Constitution, or, on the Applica-
tion of the Legislatures of two thirds of the several States, shall call a Con-
vention for proposing Amendments, which, in either Case, shall be valid
to all Intents and Purposes, as part of this Constitution, when ratified by
the Legislatures of three fourths of the several States, or by Conventions
in three fourths thereof, as one or the other Mode of Ratification may be
proposed by the Congress.8

Amending the Constitution is an arduous, time-consuming, and po-
litically challenging task. Senator Dale Bumpers pointed out in 1998 that
more constitutional amendments were offered in the prior 32 years, a
total of 5,449, than in the first 173 years of the country; none have been
approved by the Senate since 1975.9 Recent efforts to amend the Con-
stitution include campaigns to prohibit flag burning, to enact the equal
rights amendment, and, in the 1960s, to overturn the one-man, one-vote
decisions of the Supreme Court.10

It is not the purpose of this book to map out the details of a realistic
organizing strategy for how the passage of this amendment should be
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effected.11 Questions about the process of amending the Constitution
under Article V are already the subject of many extensive inquiries.12

The point is that our Constitution provides a method showing how
an amendment is to be enacted. If enough agree with the idea of this
amendment, strategies will certainly emerge.

Critics of amending the Constitution indicate a great unwillingness
to impose what they call social policy. They point to the Eighteenth
Amendment, which introduced Prohibition only to be repealed four-
teen years later by the Twenty-first Amendment, as an example of why
social amendments are unworkable.13 Others go so far as to suggest that
it is precisely the current legal system of largely unfettered economic
opportunity that is the basis for liberty and justice.14 They note that in
the West, constitutional and human rights have historically focused on
civil and political rights and not on economic or social rights.15

Yet, as others point out, the history of the Anglo-American legal sys-
tem includes episodes in which the law has successfully confronted eco-
nomic power in the name of justice. Slavery, after all, was an important
economic system. It was confronted and changed. We know that it can
be done.16

Looking to litigation to create a right to a job at a living wage without
a constitutional amendment guaranteeing it, despite the skill and cre-
ativity of those who may try, does not appear to be a realistic alternative.
While it might be argued that the Constitution already contains support
for the right to work for a living wage, no courts have yet said so.

Some have looked, so far unsuccessfully, to the Supreme Court to
establish a constitutional right to a job under the liberty interests of the
due process clause.17 Others have looked, so far also unsuccessfully, for
a constitutional right to subsistence or minimum income.18 And still oth-
ers have looked, with the same lack of success, for social rights such
as the right to a job under the heading of fundamental values.19 Some
suggest that the courts might offer remedies to tie American economic
justice issues into the United Nations Charter.20

Many have tried looking to Congress alone to reverse trends in un-
employment and low-wage employment by proposing admirable and
important statutory strategies.21

While all of these approaches have merit, they are all, to some extent,
already in place and making insufficient progress in combating the lack
of work at decent wages because of a lack of commitment by the en-
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abling bodies to go forward in a serious enough manner to succeed.22 By
making the opportunity to work at living wages a key part of our con-
stitutional framework, these efforts will always be a part of the nation’s
agenda, and there will a reason to hope that they will get the national
commitment they deserve.

Thus, if the right to work and to earn a living wage is to be placed
squarely in the center of our national priorities, amending the Consti-
tution is the best way to proceed. There is no comparable option for
giving weight to the right to an opportunity to work for a living wage.
Amending the Constitution is in order.

11 Support for a Right to a Job

It is in affording to the poor the means of labor, instead of a support in-
dependent of labor, that your Committee think a judicious change can be
made in the system of State Charity.
—Report on the Poor Laws of Massachusetts, 1831

The idea that everyone should have the right to a job to sup-
port themselves has been supported by Americans for decades. Pro-
viding opportunities to work has been a preferred governmental re-
sponse to poverty for hundreds of years. Even prior to the twentieth
century, state and local governments in this country created public job
programs for those who needed work. Three times during the twenti-
eth century a guaranteed right to employment was seriously considered
by the Congress of the United States. While none of these prior efforts
culminated in an enforceable right to work, each moved the country
closer to that goal and provided insight for those considering a con-
stitutional amendment. There has also been considerable religious and
popular support for the idea that those who want to work should have
the opportunity and that those who work should be able to earn a liv-
ing wage.

Popular Support

Popular opinion has continuously supported a right for every person
to work, even if government has to provide a job so that every person
who wants to work can do so.

In 1935, Fortune magazine surveyed the American people and asked
the following question: “Do you believe that the government should see
to it that every man who wants to work has a job?” The vast majority
of respondents—76.8 percent—answered yes. Fortune concluded that
“public opinion overwhelmingly favors assumption by the government
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of a function that was never seriously contemplated prior to the New
Deal. . . . [T]he country has definitely accepted the theory of state re-
sponsibility for an opportunity to earn a living.”1

Surveys between 1956 and 1976 showed continued public support
(56 percent to 70 percent) for the proposition that “the government in
Washington ought to see to it that everybody who wants to work can
find a job.”2 Two Gallup Polls, one in June 1968 and another in Jan-
uary 1969, show an overwhelming lack of support for a guaranteed
poverty-threshold income for those not working, while at the same
time showing overwhelming support for a guarantee of work at a living
wage.3

A New York Times/CBS poll in November 1987 found 71 percent sup-
ported the proposition that “the government in Washington should see
to it that everyone who wants a job has a job.”4 A comprehensive re-
view of public attitudes published in 1989 found more public support
for employment for the poor than for income-maintenance programs.5

A 1992 poll found that 71 percent of the people responding favored
replacing welfare with guaranteed public jobs.6 The Gallup Poll re-
ported that in 1994 between 54 percent and 60 percent of the people
surveyed favored providing a government-paid job to welfare recipi-
ents when there are not enough private sector jobs available.7

A 2001 poll showed that more than eight in ten Americans support
creating temporary government work programs for the unemployed in
needed areas such as school and road construction. This support cuts
across all party affiliations—82 percent of Republicans, 90 percent of
Democrats, and 83 percent of Independents.8

Clearly, the American people support the idea of government mak-
ing sure that every person who wants to work has the opportunity to
do so.

Government and Political Support

Government has been in the business of giving people the opportunity
to work for more than four hundred years.

In 1536, England authorized local governments to provide employ-
ment for the able-bodied poor, who, noted Parliament, “may be daily
kept in continual labor, whereby every one of them may get their own
sustenance and living with their own hands.”9
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The Elizabethan Poor Law of 1601, legislation that was very influen-
tial on subsequent English and American social welfare law, authorized
a number of work-generating activities for local governments to engage
in to address unemployment and poverty.10

In colonial America, those who were unemployed were regularly
put to work by local authorities. This public work was not always pro-
vided as only an “opportunity” but also, unfortunately, sometimes as a
method of coercion. But because it was provided, it did offer a means
of support for those who were capable of working but could not find
work.

For example, as early as 1636, the Massachusetts Bay Colony autho-
rized local magistrates to put unemployed persons to work.11 Many
other colonies did the same.12 The idea that work was the primary so-
lution to poverty was widespread.

The idea that government should provide work to people who need-
ed it was being seriously discussed as early as 1791, when Thomas Paine
published The Rights of Man. Paine proposed that government set up
institutions where anyone seeking work could find it, “so that every
person who shall come may find something which he or she can do.”
Room and board would be provided to these workers, no questions
asked. When the workers left, Paine argued, they should be allowed
to take with them a portion of the value of the work they performed.
Paine saw poverty as a structural economic problem that needed to be
addressed by not merely the charity of the well-intentioned and the
poor laws, but by fundamental changes in the economic system such as
guaranteed employment, subsidized education, pensions, and family
allowances.13

In the earliest years of the United States, state laws frequently re-
quired the unemployed poor to work for their support in private and
public settings. Those who could work were put to work.14

Publicly funded work projects have been used as a means of relief
for the unemployed since the 1800s.15 In the nineteenth century, author-
ities in cities such as Baltimore, New York, Newark, and Philadelphia
provided public jobs at a set minimum wage in response to widespread
unemployment.16 These local public works efforts continued into the
twentieth century. For example, in 1914–1915 more than fifty cities used
public works such as laying water mains, improving roads and parks,
and repairing public buildings for the relief of unemployment.17



Support for a Right to a Job 103

The idea of a right to work has long been discussed. In 1893, the
respected labor economist, Professor John R. Commons, advocated a
government-enforced right to work:

The rights to life and liberty are practically denied to labourers in our day,
by virtue of the denial of the right to employment. There is, therefore,
pressing upon us, the claim for recognition of this new and higher right,
belonging to man as a man, by virtue of the very dignity of the manhood
that is in him. . . . The right to work, for every man that is willing, is the
next great human right to be defined and enforced by law.18

Three times in the twentieth century the United States considered
passing laws giving work to every person who wanted it.19 The first
time, during the New Deal, President Roosevelt led the fight for de-
cent work at decent wages by exhortation and legislation. After World
War II, a comprehensive legislative guarantee of employment was con-
sidered by Congress. Thirty years later, in the mid-1970s, Congress
again wrestled with a way to ensure that everyone had the opportu-
nity to work. Each effort, while ultimately unsuccessful, underscored
the continuing concern for and importance of a right to work.

New Deal

The seeds of modern hopes for a right to a job that pays a living wage
were first planted in the New Deal. The federal government made great
effort to safeguard and create jobs for all Americans at a time when the
need was great and the opposition fierce. These actions went forward on
two fronts in the New Deal: the creation of public programs providing
jobs for the unemployed and a continuing push for the creation of a
right to a job for all Americans.

Little of the significance of the New Deal can be understood without
some knowledge of the Great Depression. In the spring of 1929, there
were 2.8 million unemployed men and women; by January 1930, there
were more than 4 million out of work; in September 1930, 5 million were
unemployed; 8 million had no jobs by spring 1931; and unemployment
continued to steadily increase until the peak of 13 to 15 million out of
work in the spring of 1933.20

What did people want? They wanted a job. Consider what the head of
the New York City relief effort said about those who sought help: “At
least 75 percent of the people who came to us wanted just one thing,
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and that was work; the last thing they wanted was a charity dole of any
kind.”21

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt responded to the widespread
unemployment in two ways: by creating specific programs that pro-
vided millions of public jobs, and by pushing for the federal govern-
ment to commit to providing work to all who needed it.

While the most well known of the public employment programs of
the New Deal is the Works Progress Administration (WPA), it was not
FDR’s first effort. The WPA actually arose out of two employment pro-
grams enacted in 1933, the Civil Works Administration (CWA) and the
Federal Emergency Relief Act (FERA).22 FERA was signed into law in
May 1933 and was a part of the largest public relief program in the
world. CWA was created by executive order of FDR in November 1933
to provide decent jobs at good wages to the four million unemployed
and underemployed.23 FERA, CWA, and other programs helped more
than twenty million people a year, with expenditures of more than $4
billion.24 CWA, more than any other New Deal effort, came closest to
providing the unemployed “real jobs for real wages.”25

In 1934, FDR shifted the government focus away from relief almost
exclusively to public employment. While forces opposed to social wel-
fare are fond of quoting the oft-repeated line from FDR’s 1935 State of
the Union Address that “the Federal Government must and shall quit
this business of relief,” they rarely go on to read the rest of the speech
in which he stressed that the federal government must provide jobs to
all the unemployed:

I am not willing that the vitality of our people be further sapped by the
giving of cash, of market baskets, of a few hours of weekly work cutting
grass, raking leaves or picking up papers in the public parks. We must
preserve not only the bodies of the unemployed from destitution but also
their self-respect, their self-reliance, and courage and determination. . . .
There are however an additional three and one-half million employable
people who are on relief. . . . The Federal government is the only govern-
mental agency with sufficient power and credit to meet this situation. We
have assumed this task and we shall not shrink from it in the future. It
is a duty dictated by every intelligent consideration of national policy to
ask you to make it possible for the United States to give employment to
all of these three and one-half million employable people now on relief,
pending their absorption in a rising tide of private employment.26

The Works Progress Administration (WPA) was set up in 1935. With-
in a year it was an enormous success, employing more than three million
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people. Over the next several years, it provided jobs to millions of the
unemployed, primarily those who were already on relief.27 WPA work-
ers did much to build and improve the nation’s streets, public parks,
schools, bridges, hospitals, and playgrounds.

Critics assailed the WPA as “make-work,” a criticism with some va-
lidity early on because of logistical problems with the start-up of such
a large, unprecedented program. Other criticisms of the WPA included:
objections to the cost of the program, which was higher than just provid-
ing people relief assistance; objections to WPA work cutting into private
business and construction opportunities; and objections from those con-
servative critics who saw uncorrectable flaws in any system of public
employment.28

While the WPA actually lasted until World War II, Congress cut its
budget nearly in half in 1937 and yet again in 1939 (when Congress
ordered all WPA employees who worked for the program more than
eighteen months to be terminated).29

In addition to the creation and administration of programs employ-
ing the unemployed, FDR and those who worked with the New Deal
significantly expanded the political discussion over whether people
should have a right to a job and a right to earn decent wages and how
such rights ought to be considered.

For example, FDR created the cabinet-level Committee on Economic
Security (CES) in 1934 to develop a comprehensive workable social se-
curity program.30 CES quickly outlined a two-pronged social welfare
policy to combat the economic misfortunes prevailing at the time: an
income-transfer approach for the needy who could not work, and an
employment assurance approach for those who could. Income assis-
tance for the needy was formulated into programs such as the Social
Security program and Aid to Families. The economic assurance part of
the equation was to provide work opportunities to make people self-
supporting. Unfortunately, only one of the legs was made operable, the
income assistance programs.31 In January 1935, the CES not only pro-
posed what later became the Social Security Act, but also issued a report
discussing the need for “employment assurance”:

Since most people must live by work, the first objective in a program of
economic security must be maximum employment. As the major con-
tribution of the Federal Government in providing a safeguard against
unemployment, we suggest employment assurance—the stimulation of
private employment and the provision of public employment for those
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able-bodied workers whom industry cannot employ at a given time.
Public-work programs are most necessary in times of severe depression,
but may be needed in normal times, as well, to help meet the problems
of stranded communities and overmanned and declining industries. To
avoid the evils of hastily planned emergency work, public employment
should be planned in advance and coordinated with the construction and
developmental policies of the Government and with the State and local
public works projects.

We regard work as preferable to other forms of relief where possi-
ble. While we favor unemployment compensation in cash, we believe
it should be provided for limited periods . . . without government subsi-
dies. Public funds should be devoted to providing work rather than . . .
relief.32

Despite the novelty of the idea that the government become the em-
ployer of last resort, a 1935 poll by Fortune magazine found overwhelm-
ing support for the principle that “government should see to it that any
man who wants to work has a job.”33 A 1939 Roper Poll found ma-
jority levels of support among the unemployed, blue-collar workers,
and lower-paid white-collar workers. Even among high-income white-
collar workers, 46 percent agreed that the government should guarantee
jobs to everyone.34

FDR continued to keep the idea of a government-guaranteed oppor-
tunity to work for fair wages before the public. In 1937, in an address to
the Congress, he said:

The time has arrived for us to take further action to extend the frontiers of
social progress. . . . Our Nation so richly endowed with natural resources
and with a capable and industrial population should be able to devise
ways and means of insuring to all our able-bodied working men and
women a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work.35

As war approached, FDR and his advisers recognized that the unem-
ployment of the mid-1930s, which was declining as a result of the war
production effort, might well be repeated after the war. So, in November
1940, FDR instructed the National Resources Planning Board (NRPB) to
formulate detailed plans for economic and social policies for the post-
war period.36

The NRPB stressed the importance of a strong national commitment
to full employment:

The development and adoption of techniques for bringing about and
maintaining reasonably full employment of men and machines is not only
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a major problem, but is today the Nation’s most pressing economic prob-
lem, relegating all other economic problems to a secondary position so
long as it remains unsolved.37

In its report “Security, Work and Relief Policies,” the NPRB proposed
a “New Bill of Rights,” which included:

1. The right to work, usefully and creatively through the productive
years.

2. The right to fair pay, adequate to command the necessities and amen-
ities of life in exchange for work, ideas, thrift, and other socially valu-
able service.38

In the body of the report the NRPB called for the assurance of economic
security as a right of every American citizen. For those in need of steady
work that the private economy could not provide, the federal govern-
ment should provide a job.39 This federal strategy for full employment
was spelled out in detail:

To guarantee the right to a job, activities in the provisions of physical fa-
cilities and services should be supplemented by:

(1) Formal acceptance by the Federal Government of responsibility for
insuring jobs at decent pay to all those able to work regardless of whether
or not they can pass a means test.

(2) The preparation of plans and programs, in addition to those rec-
ommended . . . for all kinds of socially useful work other than construc-
tion, arranged according to the variety of abilities and locations of persons
seeking employment.

(3) Expansion of the functions of the [U.S.] Employment Service,
strengthening its personnel to the end that it may operate as the key
mechanism in referring unemployed workers to jobs, whether public or
private.

(4) Establishment of a permanent “Works Administration” under an
appropriate Federal agency to administer the provision of jobs of socially
desirable work for the otherwise unemployed.40

While no specific legislative action was taken on this report, its sug-
gestions and the discussion it provoked helped pave the way for the
postwar Full Employment Bill.41

Meanwhile, FDR continued to proclaim the need to guarantee eco-
nomic opportunity and security for all people. In his State of the Union
Address delivered on January 6, 1941, FDR proclaimed:
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There is nothing mysterious about the foundations of a healthy and strong
democracy. The basic things expected by our people of their political and
economic systems are simple. They are:

• Equality of opportunity for youth and for others.

• Jobs for those who can work.

• Security for those who need it.

• The ending of special privilege for the few.

• The preservation of civil liberties for all.

• The enjoyment of the fruits of scientific progress in a wider and con-
stantly rising standard of living.42

Later in the same address, he pointed out the four freedoms he hoped
would come about in the United States and worldwide: freedom of
speech and expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and
freedom from fear.43

In his 1944 State of the Union address, FDR provided the fullest ex-
planation of the reasons for and substance of the economic bill of rights
he advocated for so forcefully:

It is our duty now to begin to lay the plans and determine the strategy
for the winning of a lasting peace and the establishment of an American
standard of living higher than ever before known. We cannot be content,
no matter how high that general standard of living may be, if some frac-
tion of our people—whether it be one-third or one-fifth or one-tenth—is
ill-fed, ill-clothed, ill-housed, and insecure.

This Republic had its beginning, and grew to its present strength, un-
der the protection of certain inalienable political rights—among them
the right of free speech, free press, free worship, trial by jury, freedom
from unreasonable searches and seizures. They were our rights to life
and liberty.

As our Nation has grown in size and stature, however—as our indus-
trial economy expanded—these political rights proved inadequate to as-
sure us equality in the pursuit of happiness.

We have come to a clear realization of the fact that true individual free-
dom cannot exist without economic security and independence. “Neces-
sitous men are not freemen.” People who are hungry and out of a job are
the stuff of which dictatorships are made.44

To establish economic security for Americans, FDR proposed a “sec-
ond Bill of Rights” under which a new basis of security and prosperity
could be established for all—regardless of station, race, or creed. This
second Bill of Rights included:



Support for a Right to a Job 109

The right to a useful and remunerative job in the industries or shops or
farms or mines of the nation;

The right to earn enough to provide adequate food and clothing and
recreation.45

The New Deal still provides a high watermark for those who look
to transform the economic and political system enough to make it more
responsive to the needs of the workers and the poor. Through the efforts
of President Roosevelt and Congress, America advanced. The federal
government became employer of last resort, and millions of people and
their families survived massive unemployment.

Although these New Deal public employment projects themselves
did not become permanent, they helped millions of people in challeng-
ing times. Never since have the New Deal efforts to provide the unem-
ployed with public jobs been matched. But the idea that the national
government has responsibility for fighting unemployment and, if nec-
essary, becoming employer of last resort, which had not been seriously
considered prior to the New Deal, was now a permanent part of the
American political discussion.

During this time, economic independence secured by the right to a
decent job at decent pay became more than just a slogan; it became part
of the American dream. There was now also hope that the right to a job
could become a part of a second Bill of Rights.

Employment Act of 1946

The next major push came when Congress passed the Employment Act
of 1946, which was originally intended to guarantee full employment.
As introduced, the bill contained a proclamation that all Americans had
the right to a useful and remunerative job. As passed, it contained less
than the right to a job but still stands as an important milestone in the
social economic history of the United States.

The bill arose out of continuing worries about unemployment. The
vast unemployment problem of the Great Depression in the 1930s was
finally solved only by the onset of World War II and prompted serious
questions in the 1940s about why unemployment was not as solvable in
peacetime as it seemed to be in wartime.46

Full employment was now the promise of both the Democratic and
Republican parties.47 The Democrats in their 1944 National Convention
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adopted a platform that guaranteed full employment.48 Republican
presidential nominee Thomas Dewey was even more explicit than the
Democrats:

If at any time there are not sufficient jobs in private enterprise to go
around, the government can and must create job opportunities, because
there must be jobs for all in this country of ours. . . . [I]f there is one thing
we are all agreed upon, it is that in the coming peacetime years we in
this country must have jobs and opportunity for all. That is everybody’s
business. Therefore it is the business of government.49

In late 1944 a coalition of people in and outside of government began
drafting a Full Employment Bill. The original draft of the bill opened
with a call for a specific right to full employment:

The Congress hereby declares that all Americans able to work and willing
to work have the right to a useful and remunerative job in the industries,
or shops, or offices, or farms, or mines of the nation.50

The Full Employment Act, as introduced in 1945, contained Section
2(b) of the bill, which stated:

All Americans able to work and seeking work have the right to useful, re-
munerative, regular, and full-time employment, and it is the policy of the
United States to assure the existence at all times of sufficient employment
opportunities to enable all Americans who have finished their schooling
and do not have full-time housekeeping responsibilities freely to exercise
this right.51

The bill’s sponsor, Senator James E. Murray of Montana, speaking on
the Senate floor, said about the bill:

Our American system owes no man a living, but it does owe every man
an opportunity to make a living. That is the proper interpretation of the
“right to work.”52

The bill called for the president to propose an annual National Pro-
duction and Employment Budget that would estimate the number of
jobs needed during the coming year and also propose a plan to bring
the economy up to full employment levels.53 While the bill did not guar-
antee a job to everyone who wanted one, its goal, according to Senator
Murray, was to assure that there were enough jobs for everyone.54 Sup-
port for the Murray bill came from groups such as the American Fed-
eration of Labor (AFL), the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO),
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the American Veterans Committee, the Young Women’s Christian Asso-
ciation, the National Council of Jewish Women, the National Catholic
Welfare Conference, the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), the National Lawyers Guild, the Union for
Democratic Action, and the National Farmers Union.55

There was considerable opposition to the bill. A coalition of con-
servative Democrats and Republicans who feared increasing power in
the executive branch warned “of a vast state bureaucracy that would
compel everyone to work and determine what jobs they could have.”56

Employers feared that a high-employment economy would raise labor
costs and make it difficult to find workers for menial jobs such as sea-
sonal farmwork.57 Reflecting these fears, the opposition was led by the
National Association of Manufacturers, the Chamber of Commerce, and
the American Farm Bureau Federation.58 The opposition was based on
arguments that full employment cannot be guaranteed in a free society,
full employment would kill private initiative, full employment would
lead to runaway inflation, and government spending would undermine
business confidence.59

By the time the bill was enacted into law as the Employment Act of
1946, the short, direct promise of full employment was gone. In its place
was the following sentence:

The Congress hereby declares that it is the continuing policy and respon-
sibility of the Federal Government to use all practicable means consis-
tent with its needs and obligations and other essential considerations of
national policy with the assistance and cooperation of industry, agricul-
ture, labor, and State and local governments, to coordinate and utilize all
its plans, functions, and resources for the purpose of creating and main-
taining, in a manner calculated to foster and promote free competitive
enterprise and the general welfare, conditions under which there will
be afforded useful employment, for those able, willing, and seeking to
work, and to promote maximum employment, production, and purchas-
ing power.60

The bill made only minimal concrete progress toward the right to a
decent job at a decent day’s pay. The law endorsed “high” rather than
“full” employment and backed off from the promise of institutionalized
planning. What survived was a commitment to the goal of “maximum
employment.”61 While the Employment Act of 1946 did not go as far as
its supporters hoped, it too was a milestone in American economic and
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political history because it was the first explicit national commitment to
promote maximum employment.62

Ironically, at the same time that the United States backed away from
a guarantee of work to its own citizens, General Douglas MacArthur
guided the adoption of the Constitution of Japan of November 3, 1946,
which contains, in Chapter III, Article 27, the following right: “All peo-
ple shall have the right and the obligation to work.”63

Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment
and Balanced Growth Act of 1978

Interest in full employment was revived in the 1970s by a broad coalition
of civil rights, women’s, religious, labor, and senior citizens’ organiza-
tions that pushed for full employment to replace the policy of maintain-
ing unemployment at politically tolerable levels.64 What ultimately be-
came the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment and Balanced Growth
Act was conceived of as a follow-up to the 1946 Employment Act.65

The Humphrey-Hawkins Act, while ultimately falling short of the
right to employment at a living wage, represented another step forward
in the national search for such a right.

From 1946 to the mid-1970s, federal legislation to combat unemploy-
ment focused on job training programs and some limited programs of
public employment. The training and public employment programs
that were enacted, such as the 1962 Manpower Development Training
Act, the 1973 Comprehensive Employment and Training Act, and the
1982 Job Training Partnership Act, unfortunately evidenced little sub-
stantial impact on employment.66 Interestingly, during this period some
prominent Republicans such as President Richard Nixon and conser-
vative economist Milton Friedman supported a right to a guaranteed
income instead of supporting the right to a job.67

Part of what drove interest in full employment in the 1970s was grow-
ing unemployment. Unemployment, which had held at an average an-
nual rate of 4.7 percent from 1962 to 1973, had risen to 5.2 percent in
June 1974, 6.6 percent in November 1974, and 8.2 percent in January
1975, with unemployment among black youths up to 41.1 percent.68

The Humphrey-Hawkins Act, as introduced in June of 1974 by its co-
author Rep. Augustus Hawkins, described the goal of full employment
not as the number-driven goal of prior legislation, but as an enforceable
right to work at fair pay:
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An authentic full employment policy rejects the narrow, statistical idea of
full employment measured in terms of some tolerable level of unemploy-
ment—the percentage game—and adopts the more human and socially
meaningful concept of personal rights to an opportunity for useful em-
ployment at fair rates of compensation.69

The right to useful employment at fair wages was a core guarantee of
the bill as introduced. The bill proposed “to establish a national policy
and nationwide machinery for guaranteeing to all adult Americans able
and willing to work the availability of equal opportunities for useful
and rewarding employment.”70 The key provision of the Humphrey-
Hawkins bill was Section 2(b):

The Congress declares and establishes the right of all Americans able,
willing, and seeking work to opportunities for useful paid employment
at fair rates of compensation.71

As introduced, the federal government would once again become the
employer of last resort.72

Opponents of the bill stressed the same arguments used against the
1946 Employment Act, including: the negative inflationary impact that
they thought full employment, or any reduction of unemployment to
minimal levels, would have on the economy;73 the cost of the bill, saying
it would cost $30 to $60 billion annually.74

The bill, after extensive changes by its sponsors to meet the objections
of opponents, passed in 1978.75

Again, instead of a right, Congress enacted a goal:

The Congress . . . declares and establishes as a national goal the fulfill-
ment of the right to full opportunities for useful paid employment at
fair rates of compensation of all individuals able, willing, and seeking to
work.76

When passed as the Humphrey-Hawkins Full Employment and Bal-
anced Growth Act of 1978, it had a five-year target of 3 percent unem-
ployment for individuals over age twenty and 4 percent for individu-
als over age sixteen, but, unfortunately, no real binding provisions to
achieve the goals.77

How was the country to achieve this goal?

The purpose of this title is to require the President to initiate, as the Presi-
dent deems appropriate, with recommendations to the Congress where
necessary, supplementary programs and policies to the extent that the
President finds such action necessary to help achieve these goals.78
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Gone was the right to employment; gone too was the government as
employer of last resort. Like its predecessors, this law resulted in a great
goal statement with too little real authority and no systemic change cre-
ated to achieve those goals.79

The Humphrey-Hawkins Act was the most recent legislative attempt
to look seriously at the right to employment at decent wages, and, while
its ultimate result was disappointing, its passage represents another
step forward in the search for an enforceable right to work at a living
wage.80

The twentieth century’s search for the right to work, for a living
wage, and for full employment—by FDR in the New Deal and by Con-
gress in the mid-1940s and mid-1970s—is now recognized as a vital part
of the American political dynamic, one that will continue to clamor for
action as long as Americans value work and opportunity. As social his-
torian Theda Skocpol says:

Choosing to work for national employment assurance appears likely to
remain a potentially popular political choice, although it remains to be
seen if any political leadership will soon be forthcoming to devise both
the policies and suitably universalistic political alliances needed to work
for this goal. Nevertheless, even if little happens soon, the goal of full
employment assurance itself—so clearly articulated in 1935 by members
of the CES—seems unlikely to fade away. For employment assurance ac-
cords with longstanding American values, and it would address the dis-
tresses of many groups and regions in our presently unsettled national
economy. Sooner or later, therefore, a politics of employment assurance—
rather than one of welfare—will surely reappear on the American political
scene.81

Religious Support
The community that should arbitrarily shut a man up in prison would not
violate his rights more fundamentally than the community or the propri-
etors who should shut him out from the opportunity of getting a liveli-
hood from the bounty of the earth. In both cases the man demands and
has a right to a common gift of God. His moral claim is as valid to the one
good as to the other, and it is as valid to both as the claim of his fellows.
—John A. Ryan, Economic Justice

There are those who think that economic forces are beyond human and
any other power. The belief in the sanctity of market forces has become
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their universal belief system. For them, any discussion of economic jus-
tice is a waste of time. While to these people it might be a form of blas-
phemy to suggest that the market can indeed be wrong or unethical in
its consequences and effects, some religions and churches still believe
that the economy is made for people, rather than the other way around.

Churches do not agree that the market is guided for good by an un-
seen hand, nor do they believe that the markets are beyond human con-
trol for the common good. For example, consider the 1999 statement of
Pope Paul II and his criticisms of the global economy:

The rapid advance towards the globalization of economic and financial
systems also illustrates the urgent need to establish who is responsible for
guaranteeing the global common good and the exercise of economic and
social rights. The free market by itself cannot do this, because in fact there
are many human needs which have no place in the market. “Even prior to
the logic of a fair exchange of goods and the forms of justice appropriate
to it, there exists something which is due to man because he is man, by
reason of his lofty dignity.”82

While everyone must acknowledge that our churches are as deeply
flawed as our other institutions, they do have a history of looking at
issues from perspectives other than just what is currently fashionable.83

What do churches think of the need to create an economic system that
prioritizes work with dignity for all?

Work has always assumed an important place in Hebrew and Chris-
tian scriptures. The Bible has many calls for justice for workers.84

Classical texts on charity and justice underscore the importance of
giving people in need the opportunity to become self-supporting. For
example, more than eight hundred years ago the great Rabbi Moses
Maimonides said it was the highest and most meritorious of the eight
forms of charity

to anticipate charity by preventing poverty; namely, to assist the reduced
fellow-man, either by considerable gift, or a sum of money, or by teaching
him a trade, or by putting him in the way of business, so that he may
earn an honest livelihood, and not be forced to the dreadful alternative of
holding out his hand for charity—This is the highest step and the summit
of charity’s golden ladder.85

The Catholic Church has repeatedly stressed the importance of giv-
ing every person the right to work and to earn a living wage. For ex-
ample, in 1961, Pope John XXIII called for government and economic
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systems to ensure that all people had the opportunity to work in order
to provide for themselves and their families, and he declared unjust the
economic orders that did not provide this opportunity:

This implies that whatever be the economic system, it allow and facilitate
for every individual the opportunity to engage in productive activity. . . .

Consequently, if the organization and structure of economic life be such
that the human dignity of workers is compromised, or their sense of re-
sponsibility is weakened, or their freedom of action is removed, then we
judge such an economic order to be unjust, even though it produces vast
amounts of goods, whose distribution conforms to the norms of justice
and equity.86

Martin Luther King Jr. asked for a “contemporary social and eco-
nomic Bill of Rights” that included “full employment.”87

The United Church of Christ has had an ongoing discussion about a
proposal for an Economic Bill of Rights to be adopted as an amendment
to the U.S. Constitution. Their suggested wording is: “The right of peo-
ple to access to employment, food, shelter, and health care should not
be abridged.”88

The 1990 Oxford Declaration of members of conservative and evan-
gelical churches recognized that

Since work is central to God’s purpose for humanity, people everywhere
have both the obligation and the right to work. . . . The right to earn a
living would be a positive or sustenance right. Such a right implies the
obligation of the community to provide employment opportunities.89

On January 1, 1999, Pope John Paul II issued a decree entitled “Re-
spect for Human Rights: The Secret of True Peace.” In it he reaffirmed
the importance of the right to work:

Another fundamental right, upon which depends the attainment of a de-
cent level of living, is the right to work. Otherwise how can people obtain
food, clothing, a home, health care and the many other necessities of life?
The lack of work, however, is a serious problem today: countless people
in many parts of the world find themselves caught up in the devastating
reality of unemployment. It is urgently necessary on the part of everyone,
and particularly on the part of those who exercise political or economic
power, that everything possible be done to resolve this critical situation.90

Clearly, there is a solid foundation of popular, political, historical,
and religious support upon which to build a right to work.



12 Support for a Right to Living Wages

No business which depends for its existence on paying less than living
wages to its workers has any right to continue in this country. By living
wages I mean more than a bare subsistence level—I mean the wages of
decent living.
—Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Address to Congress, May 24, 1937

There is widespread popular, political, and religious support
for the principle that those who work should not still be poor. Living
wages are those sufficient to allow a worker and his or her family to be
self-supporting.

Advocacy for living wages is not a new concept but rather one that
has been discussed for well more than a century.1 There is growing en-
ergy in the living-wage movement because of a series of local victories
that resulted in the enactment of a number of living-wage ordinances.
More than fifty jurisdictions have enacted living-wage ordinances, and
another seventy-five are engaged in ongoing living-wage campaigns.2

On the federal level, the government has repeatedly discussed the im-
portance of living wages but has not yet made that principle a reality. In
the absence of federal leadership, local coalitions of labor and commu-
nity groups have worked with their local governments across the nation
to enact living-wage ordinances. And religious groups have long sup-
ported such a right. Each of these efforts has moved us closer as a nation
to the goal of living wages for all.3

Calculating a Living Wage

A living wage is a wage that enables a worker to earn enough to lift
the worker and his or her family out of poverty. A living wage allows a
worker to become self-supporting and self-reliant. But how much must
a worker earn in order to be able to lift a family out of poverty and
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become self-sufficient? The calculation of a living wage depends in large
part on how one calculates what poverty is and how much it costs to
become self-supporting.

The discussion must start from the point that a living wage is a whole
lot more than the minimum wage.

Full-time minimum-wage work has not been enough to lift most fam-
ilies over the poverty line in well more than a decade. In fact, in 2002, a
full-time minimum-wage worker would not have earned enough
money to lift a family of four over the official poverty line that was
set back in 1984, or a family of three over the line set in 1990.4

I propose that a living wage for a single person in 2002 dollars is
actually $8.50 an hour if health insurance is provided and $10.50 an hour
if it is not.

According to a 2001 report of the Congressional Research Service,
if the minimum wage had been adjusted to allow it to retain its 1968
value, in 2001 it would have been about $7.72 per hour.5 Instead, the
2001 federal minimum wage was $5.15, an hourly wage put into effect
September 1, 1997.6

If the value of the 1968 minimum wage of $1.60 an hour had kept up
with inflation, by 2002 it would have been more than $8 an hour. A bill to
raise the minimum wage to $8.15 an hour was introduced into the U.S.
House of Representatives in 2001 by seventeen members of Congress.
The bill, titled “Minimum Wage Restoration Act, HR 2812,” specifically
acknowledged that the minimum wage had lost 37 percent of its pur-
chasing power since 1968 and attempted to raise it to $8.15 an hour by
January 1, 2003, and index it to the cost of living. Raising the minimum
wage to $8.50 would just be giving back to low-wage workers much of
what they would and should have had all along if their wages had kept
pace with inflation.7

One economist pointed out in 2001 that not only was the minimum
wage 30 percent lower in real value than the minimum wage in 1968,
the economy had become 50 percent more productive in the same time
period.8

If minimum wage is not the starting point for calculating a living
wage, what is?

The lowest possible living wage is calculated by seeing how much
a person needs to earn in order to be above the federal poverty guide-
lines.9 As discussed in earlier chapters, there are significant problems
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with the official poverty guidelines because they seriously underesti-
mate what people need to not be poor, but they remain the barest min-
imum upon which living wages have been examined.10

As I have pointed out, if you look at the example of a single parent
with two children, the official poverty guideline for the year 2002 was
a yearly income of $15,020.11 For a parent with three kids, the yearly in-
come was $18,100. Working full-time, a parent with two children would
need to make $7.22 per hour and a parent with three children would
need to make $8.70 per hour to at least be lifted over the 2002 official
poverty threshold.

Living wages have been pegged directly to the poverty guidelines
by several cities that have enacted living-wage ordinances, and this re-
mains the starting point for local legislation.12 However, the problem
with this approach is that in reality $7 to $8 an hour, while a great im-
provement over minimum wage, is still not enough for a worker to raise
a family. Therefore, other ways to calculate the living wage must be
looked at as well.

One way that some cities calculate living wages is to see what the
federal government defines as needy in other programs for the poor. Be-
cause the official poverty threshold is so low, advocates for the working
poor often look to the food stamp guidelines for a more realistic income
to determine what kind of living wage is necessary to lift a family out
of poverty.

Food stamp guidelines are set at 130 percent of the official poverty
thresholds, so a parent with two kids would need $9.38 an hour and a
parent with three kids would need over $11 an hour to lift their families
to 130 percent of the 2002 poverty line.13

St. Louis voters used food stamp eligibility guidelines in 2000 when
they set their city’s living-wage ordinance at 130 percent of the federal
poverty guideline for a family of three, $8.67 an hour with benefits and
$9.92 without.14

Another example of the government recognition that wages much
higher than minimum wage are necessary to raise a family is the Earned
Income Tax Credit program in which workers with two children remain
eligible for some assistance even if they make as much as $14 an hour.15

Private groups also recognize that it takes substantial wages for peo-
ple to be self-supporting. Recall that the Women’s Educational and In-
dustrial Union calculated a “self-sufficiency” standard to measure the
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real cost of living, including adequate housing, child care, food, trans-
portation, taxes, and medical care; in 2001 the union calculated that it
took $43,000—a full-time wage of more than $20 an hour—for a family
of four to make it in Boston.16 Similarly, the Economic Policy Institute
calculated what it would cost a family of four to live in Baltimore in
1996. Researchers found that it actually took $34,732.28 to meet basic
needs, a full-time wage of more than $16 an hour.17 That is why some
groups, such as the Labor Party, called for a living wage of at least $10
per hour in the late 1990s.18

In Chapter 13, I propose calculating a federal minimum living wage
by connecting the living wage to a higher and more realistic poverty
guideline, with adjustments for health insurance and dependents, and
indexing the living wage to rise with inflation.

There are many different ways to calculate a living wage. But real-
ity suggests that wages far higher than minimum wages are needed in
order to allow families to become self-supporting and self-sufficient.

Popular Support

The living-wage movement is buoyed by broad public support, and has
been since the 1930s.19

An April 2000 survey found that 94 percent of the one thousand
adults questioned agreed with the statement that “as a country, we
should make sure that people who work full-time should be able to
earn enough to keep their families out of poverty.”20

More than half of those polled in June 2001 favored raising the min-
imum wage by $1.50 an hour over three years.21 A 2002 poll showed
77 percent of voters favored increasing the minimum wage from $5.15
to $8 an hour. An even higher percentage, 79 percent, favor raising the
minimum wage to keep up with inflation.22

This support is reflected in a number of recent electoral and legisla-
tive victories for living-wage campaigns. Most notable was the nation’s
highest living-wage ordinance enacted by the Santa Cruz City Council
in October 2000; the law mandates that city employees and employees
of city contractors be paid at least $11 an hour if they receive health
benefits, $12 an hour if they receive no benefits.23

Voters in Detroit in November of 1998 passed a living wage ordinance
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by a four to one margin with support from 80 percent of the voters. The
ordinance required contractors doing business with the city to pay their
workers a minimum of $7.70 an hour if they provide health insurance
and $9.63 an hour if no health insurance is provided. A spokesperson
for the Detroit Chamber of Commerce said after the vote, “We knew
there was no way we could stop it.”24

In the fall of 1998, voters in Washington State, by a two to one margin,
raised their state minimum wage to $5.70 an hour in 1999, to $6.50 an
hour in 2000, and they voted to raise it in future years to keep pace with
inflation.25

In June 2000, the Alexandria Virginia City Council unanimously pass-
ed a living-wage ordinance that requires city contractors to pay $9.84
per hour and provide health insurance to employees on city contracts.26

In August 2000, by more than three to one, voters in St. Louis ap-
proved a living-wage ordinance setting hourly rates at $8.67 an hour
for workers with health benefits, $9.92 for those without.27

Political and Government Support
on the Federal Level

Governments have been regulating wages for quite some time. A brief
look at prior wage legislation will place current efforts for living wages
in an appropriate historical context.

More than six centuries ago, governmental edict set maximum wages
for the working poor. In the very first English statutes where govern-
ment addressed the situation of poor people, the Statutes of Laborers of
1349–1350, the laws empowered local justices of the peace to set maxi-
mum wages in order to protect employers.28

The first living wage in England was created when Parliament au-
thorized local justices of the peace to regulate wages. From 1795 to 1834,
the justices of the peace in Speenhamland, Berkshire, set the wages of
workers to the price of bread and the number of people in a worker’s
family; whenever the price of wheat rose, wages rose, and if wages did
not rise, local authorities supplemented the wage.29

Modern minimum-wage regulations were first developed in New
Zealand and Australia around the turn of the century; the British Par-
liament followed in 1909.30 The first efforts to provide living wages for
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workers began with a focus on requiring employers to pay at least a
minimum wage to workers, usually women workers. In many ways
the history of minimum-wage legislation was the history of the rights
of women workers who were the lowest paid and had the least legal
protection of all of the working poor. At the beginning, the push for a
living wage and the push for a minimum wage were related. Those ad-
vocating for minimum-wage laws often used the idea of the provision
of a living wage as a goal of work.

While minimum-wage legislation did not come to the United States
until actions by state legislatures early in the twentieth century, the de-
mand for more than subsistence wages started in earnest after the Civil
War. The use of the term “living wage” in these debates dates from
the 1870s.31

The campaign for a living wage, as opposed to a minimum wage,
started with the labor movement both in the United States and in En-
gland in the late 1800s.32 Outside of the labor movement, religious re-
formers were the first group to call for a living wage, starting with Pope
Leo XIII’s 1891 papal encyclical to the Catholic bishops of the world en-
titled “On the Condition of Labor,” which recognized the right of every
worker to receive wages sufficient to provide for a family.33

By the early 1900s, living wages and minimum-wage protections for
women and children were beginning to enjoy political support.

The first state minimum-wage law in the United States was enacted
in 1912 by Massachusetts and patterned on the British Trade Boards
Act of 1909. This law, which covered only minors and women, was not
compulsory, and the authorities could only recommended minimum-
wage rates that would provide a living wage.34 Several of these state
minimum-wage laws also specifically tried to set their state minimum
wage to the “necessary cost of living.”35

In his 1920 January address to Congress, President Woodrow Wil-
son proclaimed that workers needed wages sufficient to live in com-
fort, unhampered by fear of poverty and want in old age.36 By 1938,
when the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), which created the current
federal minimum wage, was passed, many states had some form of a
minimum-wage law.37

Ideas about federal fair-wage legislation were drawn from the same
well as the rest of the New Deal but were held up for years because
of a 1923 decision by the U.S. Supreme Court that declared minimum-
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wage laws unconstitutional.38 The 1923 decision was reaffirmed in 1936,
and minimum-wage legislation appeared doomed.39 When the Court
reversed itself in 1937, federal efforts leapt forward.40

With a green light from the Supreme Court, President Franklin Roo-
sevelt pushed for passage of the FLSA. As the epigraph at the beginning
of this chapter shows, FDR was unrelenting in his view that employers
who did not pay adequate wages had no business being in business.41

He aggressively challenged the business leaders who opposed the law,
asking that no one

let any calamity-howling executive with an income of $1000 a day, who
has been turning his employees over to the government relief rolls in or-
der to preserve his company’s undistributed reserves, tell you (using his
stockholders’ money to pay the postage of his personal opinions) that a
wage of $11 a week is going to have a disastrous effect on all American in-
dustry. Fortunately for business as a whole, and therefore for the nation,
that type of executive is a rarity with whom most business executives
heartily disagree.42

With significant political modifications made necessary to ensure its
passage, the Fair Labor Standards Act was signed into law by FDR in
1938. The new law imposed a federal minimum wage of twenty-five
cents per hour, which would be raised to forty cents an hour by 1945,
on some employees working in interstate commerce.43

The FLSA was a significant milestone in progress toward the goal
of establishing an enforceable minimum wage, but, as a result of the
legislative compromises required for its enactment, it had major defi-
ciencies.44

The first major deficiency of the FLSA was that it did not provide
a living wage or even a “fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work” as had
originally been intended. After the compromises made in order for the
bill to be passed, the FLSA mandated an hourly wage of 25 cents, sig-
nificantly less than the 34½ cents set by the D.C. Minimum Wage Board
twenty years before.45 The FLSA wage of 25 cents an hour was still a
poverty wage in a time when the average hourly wage in the unionized
automobile industry in 1937 was 88 cents an hour.46

Another major deficiency was that the FLSA excluded millions of
workers from its protection, many of whom needed that protection the
most. The FLSA was politically crafted in such a way to leave many
workers out of its coverage, particularly women and southern African-
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American workers, by excluding from the statute’s definition of cov-
ered employees occupations such as agricultural workers and domestic
workers.47

Thus, even after the historic enactment of the FLSA, a right to a liv-
ing wage remained still much more of a hope than a reality for large
numbers of workers.

But the push for living wages continued, as can be seen in subse-
quent actions by FDR and his administration. In December of 1941, the
National Resources Planning Board (NRPB), an agency in the Execu-
tive Office of the President mandated to consider problems of postwar
adjustment, issued several reports, including one titled “Security, Work
and Relief Policies.”48 In that report, the NPRB proposed a “New Bill of
Rights,” which included both a “right to work, usefully and creatively
through the productive years” and a “right to fair pay, adequate to com-
mand the necessities and amenities of life in exchange for work, ideas,
thrift, and other socially valuable service.”49

Keeping the ideal of a living wage alive, in 1944 FDR proposed a “sec-
ond Bill of Rights” under which a new basis of security and prosperity
could be established for all—regardless of station, race, or creed. This
second Bill of Rights included rights “to a useful and remunerative job
in the industries or shops or farms or mines of the nation” and “to earn
enough to provide adequate food and clothing and recreation.”50

However, little progress on the enactment of living wages has oc-
curred on the federal level. In fact, the primary challenge for living-
and minimum-wage supporters since 1938 has been to raise the min-
imum wage in the FLSA in order to keep up with the losses inflicted
by inflation and to expand the coverage of the law to more low-wage
workers.51

Despite the ups and downs in the real value of the minimum wage,
Congress has repeatedly pledged itself to the goal of a living wage for
all workers. For example, in 1989 Congress pointed out that

the purpose of the [FLSA] was and is to establish a floor below which
wages would not fall, a floor which is adequate to support life and a mea-
sure of human dignity. It is a laudable legislative effort to ensure a just
wage in return for a day’s work.52

The federal minimum wage has lost its connection to its goal of be-
ing a living wage. However, there is another way that the federal gov-
ernment has tried to give some assistance to help make the wages of
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low-wage workers stretch in the direction of living wages—tax credit
subsidies for low-wage workers under the Earned Income Tax Credit
(EITC).

The EITC does not directly raise wages for low-wage workers but
instead supplements their earnings by giving an extra tax refund. The
EITC was added to the tax code during the administration of President
Gerald Ford.53 The credit was increased in 1986, 1990, and 1993 with
support from both political parties. The EITC provides assistance in the
form of refundable tax credits for low-income, tax-paying workers. It
provides a refundable credit for a specified percentage of wages up to
a maximum dollar amount. Because it is classified as refundable tax
credit, if the amount of the credit exceeds the taxpayer’s liability, the
taxpayer receives the credit as a cash grant. The EITC is only available
to families of people who work.54

The EITC is a popular antipoverty strategy because it effectively in-
creases incomes for the working poor without adding burdens to em-
ployers. Some commentators consider the EITC the single most effective
response this country has made to the impoverishment of low-wage and
less-skilled workers.55

For fiscal year 2001, Congress estimated that the EITC would provide
$30 billion to the working poor and that approximately eighteen million
low-income workers would receive the credit, up from six million when
the program started in 1975.56

In 2001 the EITC worked like this. A worker who made minimum
wage and was supporting two or more children at home could qualify
for a maximum tax credit of $3,888.57 The effect is to raise the income
of a minimum-wage worker from $5.15 an hour by $1.86 an hour, to
income consistent with an hourly wage of $7.01. Once the parents begin
making incomes totaling over $12,460, or about $6 an hour for a full-
time worker, the credit begins to be reduced.58

There is a big problem with the EITC in that the money is not avail-
able to low-wage workers except once a year at tax refund time. While
there has been an advance EITC payment plan technically in effect since
1979 that allows eligible taxpayers to receive the EITC in their paychecks
rather than waiting to claim the refund when they file their tax returns,
it is rarely used.59

There are other much smaller tax credits also available to workers.
The Dependent Care Tax Credit is a nonrefundable credit that allows
some workers to deduct child or incapacitated spouse care costs up to
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$4,800 if there are two qualifying dependents. The problem with this law
at the moment is that it actually provides little relief to low-income fam-
ilies. Internal Revenue Service data indicate that only about 10 percent
of this credit goes to families with incomes less than $20,000 per year
and nearly half goes to families with incomes over $50,000 annually.60

While most of the efforts of the living-wage movement have been
dedicated to the enactment of living wages on the local level, there is re-
cent legislative effort on the federal level. In May 2000, Rep. Luis Gutier-
rez (D-Ill.), along with eighty-three House co-sponsors, introduced the
Federal Living Wage Responsibility Act, legislation to require federal
contractors to pay workers on federal contracts at least $8.20 an hour.61

The 2000 legislation specifically keyed hourly wages for employees of
federal contracts over $10,000 to an amount sufficient to earn enough to
meet the federal poverty threshold for a family of four, which in 2000
was $8.20 an hour. A November 2000 report released by the Economic
Policy Institute indicated that more than 162,000 federal contract work-
ers, one in every ten federal contract workers, earn less than a living
wage of $8.20 an hour, the amount necessary to lift a family of four above
the poverty line.62 Despite the lack of substantive action so far, this is an
area to watch, as it could provide substantial momentum toward living
wages if such legislation is enacted.

On the federal level, earnings of workers have not kept up with the
goal of providing a living wage. Minimum wages are just that. The EITC
does provide help. And it is heartening to see the federal government
talk about a living wage for federal contract workers. As we will see
in Chapter 13, substantially raising the minimum wage, indexing it to
keep up with inflation, expanding the EITC, and providing refundable
dependent child and child care credits are all steps that the government
can take to provide living wages to workers.

Local Living-Wage Laws

The real progress in achieving living wages has been on the local gov-
ernment level. As noted earlier, more than fifty jurisdictions have en-
acted living-wage ordinances, and there are at least another seventy-five
active campaigns for ordinances.63

These living-wage ordinances, while still small in impact, more than
any other action show our nation’s real progress toward living wages.
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Living-wage ordinances typically work by requiring that private con-
tractors who do business with the government pay their workers a wage
that is substantially higher than the minimum wage.

The first sign of progress in the current living-wage movement came
in the mid-1990s in Baltimore and emerged from action taken by a coali-
tion of churches and labor organizations.64

Fifty churches joined together and approached the American Fed-
eration of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) to join
with them to create an organization of labor union members, low-wage
service workers, and church members. The churches were seeing an
increase in the use by workers of soup kitchens and pantries, and the
churches concluded that minimum-wage jobs with no benefits were
not helping people escape poverty. AFSCME members were concerned
about the privatization of government jobs in areas such as janitorial
and food services that replaced better-paying public jobs with low-
wage private jobs. The AFSCME concluded that private companies
were paying low wages to now-privatized workers in order to win low-
bid government contracts. Low-wage workers were often turning to
food stamps, publicly financed health care, and private assistance from
churches to make up the difference.

This was the municipal subsidization of poverty, concluded coalition
members. In response, the coalition created a campaign for a law that
would require businesses contracting with the city to pay their workers
at least a living wage. Churches and labor contributed people and funds
to educate the public about the problem of low wages and to lobby for
the living-wage bill. After much hard work, the city enacted the local
living-wage law, which went into effect in July 1996.

The Baltimore law required city contractors to pay wages sufficient
to lift a family of four over the poverty level. This was $6.10 an hour
in 1996, rising in annual increments to $7.70 an hour in 1999. The law
was estimated to apply to between two thousand and three thousand
government contract workers.65

The success of the Baltimore coalition inspired the development of
other living-wage coalitions around the country, mostly made up of lo-
cal labor, community, and religious organizations.

Labor organizations have been pushing living-wage ordinances in
order to show their commitment to low-wage workers. They have work-
ed to prevent privatization efforts from replacing decent-paying city
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jobs with low-paying private jobs. In these campaigns, labor has rein-
vigorated its efforts to work in coalitions with religious and community
groups.66

Community groups have organized around living-wage campaigns
because of a combination of energies from national and local groups and
a continuing national resource support effort by the organizations of
the AFL-CIO, the Association of Community Organizations for Reform
Now (ACORN), and the New Party.67

The fifty local living-wage ordinances vary dramatically. While most
of these ordinances apply to businesses in the jurisdictions that have
public contracts with local government, the jurisdictions define a va-
riety of hourly rates as living wages and apply and operate in quite
different ways as well.

The variations in what constitutes a living wage are substantial,
stretching from a low of $6.50 an hour plus benefits ($13,520 a year)
in Duluth, Minnesota, to a high of $11 an hour plus benefits ($22,800) in
Santa Cruz, California.

Living-wage laws also apply to different categories of public con-
tractors. The Baltimore living-wage law applies to businesses with local
public contracts over $5,000,68 while Miami-Dade requires living wages
by all employers on contracts over $100,000.69

Many cities do not restrict their living-wage mandate only to busi-
nesses that are parties to local public contracts, but also apply the living-
wage requirements to other businesses that receive governmental bene-
fits. For example, the Los Angeles Living Wage Ordinance requires that
living wages be paid by several types of businesses: firms with service
contracts over $25,000, recipients of bond financing and other subsi-
dies worth at least $1,000,000 a year, and city lessees and licensees with
$200,000 or more in annual revenues and eight or more employees.70

The St. Louis law requires that living wages be paid by all city contrac-
tors and all companies that receive city tax breaks, grant money, or other
forms of public aid.71 Parts of the St. Louis law, including the extension
of the law to companies that did not directly contract with the city, were
set aside by a trial court in July of 2001, so this area of the living-wage
laws will have to be carefully watched as the appeals and amendments
unfold.72 In May 2001, Santa Monica enacted a living-wage law that will
require beginning in July 2002 an hourly wage of at least $10.50 for all
businesses in coastal areas of the community.73



Support for a Right to Living Wages 129

Local living-wage laws are not without their critics.74 One drawback
to evaluating current local living-wage ordinances is that so far they
apply to relatively few workers, usually less than 1 percent of a city’s
total workers, or, as of 2001, as few as seventy-five thousand workers
nationwide.75

Opponents of living wages argue that these ordinances could poten-
tially increase the local poverty rate and cost too much. For example,
a survey of more than three hundred economists conducted in 2000
for the Employment Policies Institute, a nonprofit research organiza-
tion generally opposed to both raising the minimum wage and enact-
ing living-wage ordinances, found that nearly eight in ten of the labor
economists surveyed thought living-wage ordinances would result in
employers hiring higher-skilled workers. More than 70 percent of re-
spondents said the laws could potentially reduce the number of entry-
level jobs and thus increase the local poverty rate.76 The opposition also
suggests that living-wage ordinances increase the cost of governmen-
tal contracts. Pasadena, California, estimated that its living-wage ordi-
nance cost about $200,000 for the year 2000; Cambridge, Massachusetts,
estimated its cost at $300,000; Madison, Wisconsin, estimated its cost at
$47,000.77

Supporters of living wages disagree and say that there has been no
reported adverse impact to cities or businesses.78

Ever since government became involved in wage laws, the economic
impact of such laws has been the subject of debate. In mid-2001, Alan
Greenspan, chairman of the Federal Reserve, told Congress that he
would abolish even the minimum wage if he could because it is “artifi-
cial government intervention” that hurts jobs.79 It is no different for liv-
ing wages. Clearly, the economic impact of any law varies significantly
depending on the wage rate and the scope of coverage.80 Supporters
point to data suggesting that the actual financial impact of local living-
wage laws on covered businesses is very small, less than 1 percent of
the overall spending of these concerns.81 Opponents disagree, arguing
that living wages put too big a burden on business and actually harm
the cause of the working poor by making entry-level employment less
available.82 These economic issues will continue to be debated as long as
there are opportunities to do so. Every single time the minimum wage
has been raised, people have argued that the increase would wreck the
economy and increase the numbers of people in poverty.83 Our nation
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has been able to reconcile its social policies with the economy in the
past, and it can do so again if it is a priority to do so.

One tactic used by opponents of local living wages is to persuade
state legislatures to prohibit local governments from enacting living-
wage ordinances, thus launching what I call the “maximum minimums
movement.”84 For example, in February 2001 the Utah state legislature
passed a law prohibiting local governments from setting a minimum
wage higher than the state minimum wage of $5.15 an hour. The main
supporter argued that the maximum-minimum wage bill was “one of
the most family-friendly pieces of legislation we have passed this ses-
sion.” He argued that the ban on higher municipal minimum wages
will make it easier “for young people and people who have just entered
this country” to find entry-level work. “We should not allow munici-
palities to arbitrarily set a wage that denies entry to those trying to get
a foothold” in the job market.85 The Louisiana legislature banned local
living-wage laws that raised wages higher than the state minimum just
as New Orleans was facing a living-wage ballot initiative.86 As of 2001,
in addition to Utah and Louisiana, Arizona, Colorado, Missouri, and
Oregon have each passed legislation at the state level to limit the enact-
ment of local living-wage ordinances.87

The opportunity to evaluate fifty different local living-wage ordi-
nances will give all concerned a chance to see which elements in the
various approaches work the best. As these local communities collect
information from the impact of these relatively new laws, the various
hourly rates and the varying thresholds of coverage should provide a
wealth of legal and economic experience for the living-wage movement
and its opponents to analyze. The variations are a tribute to the willing-
ness of local jurisdictions to allow the law to develop in a way that has
not yet appeared possible on the federal or state level.

Religious Support
Masters, give unto your servants that which is just and equal; knowing
that ye also have a Master in heaven. —Colossians 4:1

Religious advocacy for just wages and living wages has been articulated
by religious groups for more than a hundred years. Religious groups
have gone on record to support the right of all workers to earn living
wages, beginning with the Catholic Church in 1891. Protestant churches
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have gone on record to support living wages since 1908. In 1911, the
Milwaukee Federation of Churches joined with local community or-
ganizations such as the Consumer’s League to push for the first min-
imum wages for women and children. In 1919, the Federal Council of
Churches of Christ in America proclaimed, “The living wage should
be the first charge upon industry, before dividends are considered.”
Other supporters include the Episcopal Church, the Jewish Council for
Public Affairs, the Unitarian Universalist Association, and the United
Methodist Church.88

Indeed, outside of the labor movement, religious reformers were the
first group to call for a living wage, starting with Pope Leo XIII’s 1891
papal encyclical to the Catholic bishops of the world entitled “On the
Condition of Labor,” which recognized the right of every worker to re-
ceive wages sufficient to provide for a family.89 Since then, the Catholic
Church has repeatedly spoken out for the rights of workers to living
wages to support their families. For example, in 1931, Pope Pius XI reaf-
firmed the principle of the need for a living wage, saying, “In the first
place, the worker must be paid a wage sufficient to support him and
his family.”90 The U.S. Catholic Bishops spelled out the need for a living
wage and exactly how comprehensive a living wage actually is in their
1940 statement:

The first claim of labor, which takes priority over any claim of the owners
to profits, respects the right to a living wage. By the term living wage we
understand a wage sufficient not merely for the decent support of the
workingman himself but also of his family. A wage so low that it must be
supplemented by the wage of wife and mother or by the children of the
family before it can provide adequate food, clothing, and shelter together
with essential spiritual and cultural needs cannot be regarded as a living
wage. Furthermore, a living wage means sufficient income to meet not
merely the present necessities of life but those of unemployment, sickness,
death, and old age as well.91

The pope and Catholic bishops have reaffirmed this support for a living
wage in statements in 1961, 1963, 1981, 1986, 1991, and 1992.92

Opposition to Local Living-Wage Campaigns

Not everyone supports living wages. In my experience, people oppose
living-wage ordinances for four main reasons: (1) they dislike any gov-
ernment interference in business, (2) they fear job losses in the commu-
nity, (3) they fear inflation resulting from businesses raising their prices
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to compensate for higher wage, and (4) they fear that raising wages
will reduce the incentives for people to become better educated and im-
prove themselves. Some of these reasons for opposing living wages can
be addressed, but some cannot. Opposition based on economics can be
contested. Opposition based on job loss can be challenged. Opposition
based on an irrational faith in the unseen hand of the market economy
is beyond rational discussion.

Many opponents of living wages proclaim that they dislike any gov-
ernment interference in business at all. For many there is an almost re-
ligious belief that the “unseen hand” of the market will work to every-
one’s benefit, that “pursuit of individual self-interest will work to the
benefit of the community,” and that “what is good for business is good
for the nation, and ultimately the world.” This view can be illustrated
by the words of Paul O’Neill, secretary of the treasury in 2002, who
characterized the expansion and implosion of Enron, with all its con-
sequent tragedies for workers, investors, and state economies, as “the
genius of capitalism. . . . People get to make good decisions or bad de-
cisions, and they get to pay the consequences or to enjoy the fruits of
their decisions. That’s the way the system works.”93 Usually, these folks
often are opposed to any minimum wages at all, be they the inadequate
federal minimum wage or any increases in it. They suggest that “the
free market” alone ought to be allowed to set wages. For example, the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce takes the position that market forces alone
should set wage scales: “Instead of allowing market forces to determine
pay, living wages put the interests of employees above all other consid-
erations.”94

Opponents such as the Chamber of Commerce truly believe that hav-
ing government give a hand to assist working people is wrong. Yet, in
my experience, every single one of these business opponents belongs to
lobbies and organizations that work furiously year-round in the federal
and every state legislature for special government assistance such as
tax breaks, improved transportation systems, zoning exemptions, and
increased protections from legal responsibility for their errors. Yet they
still somehow still think that government helping workers is wrong and
antimarket. How they reconcile their relentless quest for special govern-
ment assistance for businesses yet proclaim themselves as against any
government role in commerce is hard to figure. While they oppose all
minimum wages, they also fear that giving in on wage issues will lead
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to further government regulation in areas such as unionization, the en-
vironment, and zoning. For these folks, the concept of a “free” market
is such a deeply held and almost faith-based belief that there is little
chance to have a rational debate about living wages.

Opposition based on fear of job losses in the community is often
fanned by the same people who oppose all minimum wages. “I feel ev-
ery minimum wage, even at the federal level, costs jobs,” said a restau-
rant owner in New Orleans who opposes local efforts to enact a liv-
ing wage.95 (If people are constitutionally guaranteed a job at a living
wage, this argument would be voided, but it is included as part of the
overview of the arguments over local living-wage ordinances.) But for
those who are open to discussion and are serious about examining the
potential job loss from living wages, there is some useful information
available. There obviously is some cost to some business when mini-
mum wages are raised. There are businesses that do not pay any worker
minimum wages, so the direct effect on their labor costs are nil. For busi-
nesses that do employ low-wage workers, economists such as Professor
Robert Pollin point out that increased labor costs due to living wages are
minimal and can easily be digested by business or passed on to the gen-
eral public in the form of very, very small price increases. Pollin points
out several ways that raises in wages can be responded to by individual
businesses: take less profit (an unlikely response); lay off workers (also
unlikely, for presumably the business needs the workers to operate);
raise prices a little (very likely); and try to get more productivity as a
result of the raises (also very likely).96 Higher wages also tend to help
employers retain workers and cut down the costs to businesses associ-
ated with employee turnover. Businesses that pay extremely low wages
are also often locale-specific and are not likely to relocate. As a result,
job losses, when they occur at all, are very small. Even economists who
have been skeptical of living-wage ordinances, such as Professor David
Neumark, have come around to conclude that even if slight job losses
result from living-wage ordinances, the overall effect on the commu-
nity is good because of the decrease in poverty among working families.
Neumark, an economics professor at Michigan State University, was for
years a vocal critic of living-wage laws. After studying the economic im-
pact of living-wage laws across the country, Neumark issued a 149-page
report in 2002 for the nonpartisan Public Policy Institute of California
that concluded, “Living wages actually reduce poverty. If someone’s
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getting up on a soapbox saying these are a disaster, they may believe it,
but there’s really no evidence.”97

Despite this, some critics argue that raises in minimum wages are
“job killers.” Since the federal minimum wage was enacted in 1938 at
twenty-five cents an hour, every single time it has been raised critics
have prophesied that the increases would destroy jobs. The minimum
wage has been raised eighteen times since its inception, and the jobless
rate has been unaffected. In May of 2002, two economists at the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute, Jared Bernstein and Jeff Chapman, concluded
that

there is little evidence for any negative effect on employment from past
increases in the minimum wage, regardless of the business cycle. By ana-
lyzing changes in the employment status of affected workers before and
after minimum wage increases, economists have rigorously searched for,
but generally failed to find, these negative employment effects. The esti-
mates from the empirical literature show that the impact on employment
is either statistically insignificant or slightly negative, a finding widely
accepted by economists. And even in cases where there is evidence of job
losses, the number of workers negatively affected are tiny compared to
the number who get an hourly pay raise.98

Other opponents of living-wage ordinances fear that the increased
labor costs will cause businesses to raise their prices, thus leading to
general inflation. What this argument misses is the very, very small in-
creased cost associated with modest raises in the minimum wages of
low-wage workers. Pollin and Luce have done the most empirical eco-
nomic research on the impact of living-wage laws and conclude: “In
fact, the wage and benefit increases for most firms due to the living wage
requirements will be less than 1 percent of these firms’ total spending to
produce goods and services.” Take the example of fast food. New Or-
leans voted to raise its minimum wage by a dollar for all employees in
the city. Some feared that raising the minimum wage by a dollar would
just translate into every hamburger costing a dollar more, thus negating
the good effect of the raise for minimum-wage workers and harming
everyone else because of raised prices. But a careful look at this exam-
ple will show why a one-dollar increase in the minimum wage would
result in the cost of a hamburger going up one or two cents rather than
one dollar. First of all, even in a labor-intensive business such as fast
food, not all the costs involved are from low-wage workers. Other big
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costs are rent, insurance, advertising, and the cost of the hamburger and
buns and potatoes and so on. The cost of the workers is only a part of
the overall picture. Thus, as economic experts such as Professor Pollin
have shown, a one-dollar increase in the minimum wage would trans-
late only into an average 1 to 2 percent rise in the cost of doing business
for high-labor employers. Is it worth it for everyone in the community
to pay one or two cents more per burger in order to help give those
workers up to one dollar more an hour to become more self-sufficient?
Many think so. Concerns about inflation can be addressed.99

A final fear about living wages is that increases reduce the incen-
tives for people to become better educated and improve themselves.
Education is a vitally important part of the overall way our workforce
can improve. Do higher minimum wages deter people from going back
to school at night to get a degree? I know of no evidence whatsoever
that shows that people who get higher than minimum wages go back
to school less frequently than others. In my experience, the quest for
educational improvement cuts across all economic levels. I know many
teachers, police officers, engineers, and even doctors who go back to
school. Their wages do not deter them from doing so. In fact, the oppo-
site may well be true. It seems reasonable that with a living wage, which
would enable workers to support themselves and their families without
having to work a second job, there would be more time for continuing
education. There is evidence that this is the case. For example, a 2002
Time magazine article on the effect of living-wage ordinances profiled
Jerome Gibbons, who, because his pay at the Los Angeles airport was
raised from $5.75 to $9.54, was able to drop his second job and now
studies at a local college to become a counselor for substance abusers.100

Most of these economic considerations will be debated forever be-
tween the people who want to keep wages low and those who want
to make wages liveable. But, I again remind the reader that it is dis-
honest and unfair to evaluate only the impact of raising the minimum
wage to a living wage and to ignore the tragic daily negative impact of
the current system, which condemns millions of people to work that is
insufficient to allow them to be self-supporting. Any fair analysis must
balance the problems of the current situation with anticipated problems
of the solution.

Remember also that the community has a vital stake in this discus-
sion. Low-wage workers still need medical care even if their employer
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does not provide it or does not pay them enough to afford it. They still
need to eat, and they still need a whole lot of help—help that has to
come from the community. The U.S. Supreme Court considered this in
1937 when it approved the legality of minimum-wage laws:

The exploitation of a class of workers who are in an unequal position with
respect to bargaining power and are thus relatively defenseless against
the denial of a living wage is not only detrimental to their health and well-
being but casts a direct burden for their support upon the community. . . .
The community is not bound to provide what is in effect a subsidy for
unconscionable employers. The community may direct its law-making
power to correct the abuse which springs from their selfish disregard of
the public interest.101

There is substantial support—popular, religious, and political—for a
constitutional amendment that guarantees a living wage for every per-
son who is willing to work.



13 How Might a Constitutional
Amendment Work?

To provide employment for the poor, and support for the indigent, is
among the primary, and, at the same time, not least difficult cares of the
public authority.
—James Madison, Letter to Rev. F. C. Shaeffer, January 8, 1820

In a church cafeteria where I had just led a brief discussion
about establishing a right to a job at a living wage, an older woman
came up to me and said, “I like what you say about amending our Con-
stitution. I think everyone should have a chance to work. And I think
that everyone who works should be paid enough money to live on. My
question to you is, ‘How on earth are we going to do that?’ ” There are
several ways that we as a nation can respond to that question.

This book is intended to initiate discussion on the importance of two
intertwined principles that are the core of the proposed constitutional
amendment: the right of every person who wants a job to have one,
and the right of every person who works to earn a living wage. I do not
attempt to provide an economic treatise or an offering of all the specific
programs or laws that the country might use to fulfill the promise of the
constitutional amendment. Others can do that.

This book is an effort to hold up two principles deeply embedded
in American thought, to show that we are not currently living up to
our principles and that there are ways we can live up to these princi-
ples. What I propose here is a process for our nation to strengthen our
commitment to end poverty as we know it by allowing every working
person the opportunity to support themselves and their families.

The Constitution enshrines the highest goals of this nation. This na-
tion has always valued working to earn enough to secure a dignified liv-
ing. A constitutional amendment guaranteeing every person the right to
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work and to earn a living wage simply yet forcefully elevates accepted
American principles to protected rights.

It is very important to reaffirm that these two principles must be kept
together, for the right to a job without a right to a living wage is just as
weak as the right to a living wage without a job. Both rights must remain
intact and linked together.

So how might such a constitutional amendment work?
Fortunately for us, our nation has amended its Constitution on other

occasions and this amendment would follow the same process. The ex-
act meaning of these rights would be decided by the same combination
of constitutional bodies that decide the exact meaning and implementa-
tion of our other constitutional rights: Congress, the executive branch,
and the judiciary. Implementation of this amendment would operate
in the same way as other constitutional obligations, with considerable
care, deference, and judgment.

The initial steps of implementation would be the responsibility of
the legislative bodies. Congress would be expected to draft and pass
appropriate laws consistent with the Constitution. As anyone familiar
with the legislative process knows, it is a process that produces unpre-
dictable outcomes. Those with interests in the amendment would be
expected to propose ways to make it come alive that would benefit their
particular perspective. Some business interests would likely try to get
tax relief for their part in providing employment, while others will no
doubt try to frustrate and delay implementation and still others will
come up with innovative ideas not yet considered. Employees, labor
unions, and social welfare organizations will certainly try to influence
the legislation in accordance with their own agendas as well. Proposals
will be made for public employment, subsidized private employment,
higher minimum-wage floors, and tax credits. As in all legislation, com-
promise will result.

The executive branch would then be called upon to develop the de-
tails of administrating the laws and to give oversight of how the new
laws are operating. Administration of the laws would likely be by the
departments of Commerce, Labor, and the Treasury.

The judiciary would carry out its traditional role of evaluating actions
in purpose and practice to ensure they are consistent with the Consti-
tution. Even though judicial interpretation and enforcement of a consti-
tutional right to work for a living wage would be unprecedented, legal
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scholars point out that enforcing social rights requires the same degree
of judicial action as enforcing civil rights.1

As a part of the U.S. Constitution, the right to a job at a living wage
would be a legally enforceable right for all citizens. What exactly that
means would depend on what Congress does, how the laws are imple-
mented, and whether the courts consider the laws constitutional.

Then, most likely, as with all the rest of our constitutional rights, this
entire process would start over again as experience demonstrates what
works and what does not. Congress, the executive branch, and the judi-
ciary would have this constitutional right on their continuing agenda in
the same way as other laws. How we as a nation reconcile our constitu-
tional principles with changing realities occurs every day. For example,
Congress, the president, and the judiciary are now grappling with how
the First Amendment applies to the internet. Obviously, when our na-
tion enacted the First Amendment, the internet was not contemplated.
But we will work out a constitutionally acceptable approach. For the
right of every person to a job at a living wage, there would be evolving
realities as well: What is most cost effective and what is least. What is
most politically palatable and what is less so.

As noted throughout this book, many wise people have already given
consideration to a right to a job at a living wage.

Rep. Jesse L. Jackson Jr. has advocated amending the U.S. Constitu-
tion to provide a right to a job at a living wage based largely on the
excellent analytical work of Gertrude Schaffner Goldberg and Sheila D.
Collins and on the agenda of the National Jobs for All Coalition.2 The
Labor Party has been advocating for a constitutional amendment for a
right to employment at a living wage of $10 an hour for years.3

Professor Charles Black makes some telling observations in the con-
text of his arguments for a constitutional justice of livelihood based on
the present Constitution:

I rather guess that my self-chosen task, for the rest of my years as a consti-
tutionalist, is going to be arguing, in all weathers, the case for the propo-
sition that a constitutional justice of livelihood should be recognized, and
should be felt by the president and by Congress as laying upon them seri-
ous constitutional duty. In the early phases of this work, I find I am most
often asked the question, “How much?” or “Where will you draw the
line?” I think it well to try to suggest, at the beginning, that the establish-
ment of a duty is one thing, while the specification of prudent quantities
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and means is another—though it must be remembered as well that the
decently eligible range of means and measures is one thing when you
are under no duty at all to act, and quite another when you are under a
serious duty to act effectively.4

Once we amend the Constitution, we are under a serious duty to act.

Ways Congress Might Act

For Congress, the possible ways of enacting laws in support of this right
to a job at a living wage are limitless.

As several professors have noted, this is more about the will than the
way:

Many technical tools are already available to attain full employment and,
with a will to do so, others can be discovered. When U.S. elites wanted
to send a human being to the moon or to develop high-tech weapons . . .
major research efforts were made; when medical scientists lack a cure for
an epidemic disease, research funds are provided. But when faced with
unemployment, some economists, governments and the corporate inter-
ests that they often reflect proclaim it cannot be cured or does not exist or
it is “natural.”5

A constitutional right will give us the will to explore the many technical
tools that we can use to achieve full employment.

There are dozens of resources on ideas about how our nation can in-
crease employment and wages for the millions of people who are work-
ing but still poor.6 These ideas range from public job creation to private
job subsidies and involve all combinations of raises in the minimum
wage, refundable tax credits for the working poor, tax credits for hiring
people by private businesses, and wage subsidies for private employers.
Full employment at good wages is entirely possible. It is not primarily
an economic issue but a political one.7

These are thoughtful and creative ideas. But the critical need in Amer-
ica right now is not just for ideas, which many talented people have
provided, but for the will and the mechanism to implement these ideas.
This constitutional amendment will offer a way for our nation to firmly
demonstrate its commitment to the principle that every person who
wants to work can, and every person who works full-time will earn
enough to be self-supporting.
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This section will not attempt to survey the entire field of job creation
and wage enhancements. That is much more than an entire book by
itself. I will, however, briefly point out a few of the many, many good
ideas that are already in circulation to demonstrate that there are ways
that Congress can act in order to meet the guarantee of an opportunity
for every person to work and earn a living wage.

Expanding Employment

Many have given serious thought to how our nation can create more
jobs for the millions who need them. Their proposals are the stepping-
off point in any discussion of how this right can be implemented. The
bottom line remains that every single person who wants to work must
have the opportunity. How we provide that opportunity is up to us as
a nation to decide, but it can be done.

The right to a job can be implemented by expanding tax subsidies for
private employers, granting funds to states to set up private-public part-
nerships, creating flexible public employment programs, or any combi-
nation of the above plus other ways that have undoubtedly not been
considered yet.

Congress could introduce new tax incentives to private employers
and employees that would support work creation and retention poli-
cies. For those who are not employed by the private economy, a state or
local public or WPA-type employment corps could help clean and teach
and police our nation’s communities.

Here is a sampling of some of the ideas already proposed:

• Employment subsidies for private enterprise is the proposal of Ed-
mund Phelps of Columbia University. He suggests that we reward pri-
vate businesses that hire low-wage workers by providing them contin-
uing tax credits for as many workers as they can employ. Hiring would
be increased because of tax incentives, and wages would be raised by
wage subsidies that the government would give to employers to help
them pay for the workers.8

• Lester Thurow of MIT suggests that the federal government create
permanent open-ended job programs to guarantee jobs for everyone
who wants to work because private enterprise alone is incapable of
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it. These must be permanent programs at good wages. They could in-
clude both permanent and temporary jobs for people who are unable
to find work. No one who wanted to work would be denied the op-
portunity.9

• Katherine Newman of the Kennedy School of Government at Har-
vard has outlined several ways to create job opportunities for those
not working. There are small programs already in place that provide
private entities with subsidies and tax credits to hire workers; these
programs should be expanded. Transportation should be subsidized
to match inner-city jobless people with suburban employers who may
be seeking workers. School-to-work programs, including summer job
programs, should allow students to gain realistic work training and
apprenticeship experiences. Leaders should bring together local em-
ployers in a consortium to explore recruitment, hiring, and advance-
ment opportunities for workers.10

• Rebecca Blank of the University of Michigan is generally not a fan of
most programs to increase job possibilities for lower-skilled workers.
However, she supports targeted job creation in circumstances of high
unemployment, jobs lost through expansion of international trade, and
the integration of new workers, such as mothers who were on welfare,
into the market. In these circumstances she supports public-sector em-
ployment, either directly for public institutions or in private nonprofit
settings, and wage subsidies for private employers.11

• Broadly targeted wage subsidies for employers of less-skilled workers,
in combination with job development, including assistance in train-
ing and job search, show promise in studies conducted by Harvard’s
Lawrence F. Katz.12

• Timothy Bartik of the W. E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research
suggests a revival of the New Jobs Tax Credit, which was in effect
in 1977 and 1978. This credit provided subsidies for public and pri-
vate employers who expand employment. Bartik suggests creation of
a program of employment of the unemployed by small businesses and
small private nonprofits that would provide both direct employment
and opportunities to upgrade work skills in order to transition into
higher-wage work. He points out the successes of focused training pro-
grams, aggressive job placements, employment subsidies, and tempo-
rary community service work in nonprofit organizations.13

• Charles Cerami proposes a Human Employment Tax Credit.14 This
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would give companies a financial incentive to hire and retain work-
ers. Right now, the stock market usually rewards companies that shed
jobs; this credit would do the opposite.15 Prior tax policies such as
the Investment Credit have given benefits to companies that invest
in machinery (which often resulted in reducing the number of em-
ployees), so why not provide credit for investing in people, our most
precious commodity? Some will argue that investing in people rather
than machinery slows down productivity, but others dispute that ar-
gument.16

• An Employment-Centered Social Policy is proposed by Robert Have-
man of the University of Wisconsin. He suggests incentives to make
hiring low-skilled workers more profitable for private businesses than
it is now. For any business, he advocates a tax credit subsidy, mod-
eled on the New Jobs Tax Credit of the 1970s, of 50 percent of the first
$10,000 in wages for the first fifty new workers hired over the employ-
ment level of the previous year.17

• According to economist L. Randall Wray of the University of Denver,
it is economically possible for the government to create an economic
safety net by becoming the employer of last resort and offering every
single person who wants to work a job paying above minimum wage.
Thus, instead of using unemployment to fight inflation, the govern-
ment will be forced to use its tools of spending, taxes, and interest
rates.18

• Nancy Rose at California State University suggests that the time is
right for a revival of voluntary government work programs such as the
ones that blossomed in the New Deal. These could create programs in
education, recreation, support for the arts, and construction of trans-
portation and low-cost housing. Special effort must be made to recog-
nize the value of work performed by women and men who care for
children or older dependent family members. Professor Rose reviews
the history of employment programs and suggests that any effort must
incorporate three elements in order to be successful. First, employment
programs must be universally available in order to avoid stigmatiz-
ing any one group, such as welfare recipients. Second, the programs
must occur on the federal level because federal programs have histor-
ically been more progressive than individual state efforts. Third, the
program must be funded by the federal government rather than indi-
vidual employers so that all share in the cost.19
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Look around and see all the human needs that public- or public-
private employment programs could fill. What school could not use
more teachers, teacher’s aides, maintenance people, and hall monitors?
What about care after preschool for very young children and after-
school programs for older children? What public buildings, play-
grounds, parks, and roads could not be better staffed and maintained?
How many elderly and disabled could use assistance? How many law
enforcement agencies could use extra people to assist in the office and
in the field? What about work boarding up or fixing up abandoned
houses? Removing lead paint? What libraries are fully staffed and open-
ed all the time? The need is clearly there all across the nation.

When Baltimore operated a public employment program in the
1970s, the city placed the jobless in a variety of work projects: moni-
toring school truancy and attendance, weatherization and lead paint
abatement, library staffing, home health care, beautification projects,
nonprofit theater support, tourism promotion, and minor repairs and
maintenance in local public housing.20

Public-private work partnership programs are key. One example of a
successful public-private partnership is shown in the work of the Annie
E. Casey Foundation, which has spent several years creating the suc-
cessful Jobs Initiative program in six cities. Jobs Initiative finds private
employers who are able to provide family-supporting wages and ca-
reer opportunities and links those employers with low-income residents
who want jobs. This program found that employers are already con-
cerned about high turnover and labor shortages in skilled entry-level
workers and are willing to work as part of a concerted effort involving
government agencies, community organizations, low-income residents,
and public officials in order to design, implement, and sustain effective
employment programs.21

A short-lived experimental jobs and wages program called Project
Hope in Milwaukee continues to generate good information about how
we might proceed. Project Hope, a joint effort of government, private
foundations, and nonprofit organizations to lift workers and their fam-
ilies over the poverty line, offered adults who worked at least thirty
hours a week significant work incentives such as health insurance, wage
subsidies, and child care subsidies. If people could not find a job on their
own, the program provided them community service jobs and helped
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them to find more permanent employment. Participants were chosen
at random. They were required to prove at least thirty hours of work
a week and hand in paycheck stubs documenting their work efforts.
The results of the program, which was offered to more than six hun-
dred workers, are still being analyzed. So far at least, the results are
mixed.22 People enrolled in the program worked more and earned more
than people not enrolled in the program, but less than a third worked
enough to pull themselves out of poverty. There were definite positive
developments for boys whose parents were enrolled in the program.
These boys showed better academic performance, stronger study skills,
and better behavior than boys not in the program. On the negative side,
program staff had difficulty getting participants to understand and fol-
low program rules, and many dropped out. Though the program ended,
participants are still being followed to evaluate its long-term effects.
So far, it appears that this short-term program of jobs at decent wages
was not an instant exit from poverty for each of the poor people cho-
sen at random—not a surprise to those who are familiar with the in-
dividual poor person. Poor people are not a group of identical people
with the same lives, families, resources, skills, problems, and potential
as each other. Poor people are as different from each other as we are
from our neighbors and co-workers and friends. The chronic lifelong
problems associated with a lack of good jobs and good wages will not be
solved overnight. Years of living in the current system have apparently
stamped some people as so defeated that they had trouble immediately
responding to the opportunities offered.23 Many more of these types of
programs and critical evaluations of them are needed in order to calcu-
late how to best implement a guarantee of a job at a living wage.

Project Quest in San Antonio has been much more successful than
Project Hope and may offer some lessons in how the opportunity for
good jobs can be better provided. According to respected poverty ana-
lyst Mary Jo Bane, Project Quest is “considered by many experts in the
field to be one of the best models around.”24 Project Quest was started
in 1993 by local community organizations and now operates in partner-
ship with government and business to develop good jobs for the com-
munity. The program works directly with businesses to identify real job
needs and then makes a two-year commitment to people enrolling in the
program to train them and place them in the jobs. While not all people
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who enrolled in the program have successfully made the transition to
living-wage jobs, more than half have. Project Quest continues in op-
eration and has developed the ability to attract new partnerships with
the business community. For example, in 2000 Project Quest partnered
with Boeing Aerospace to identify and train twenty people on welfare
or in low-wage jobs for positions as aircraft structural mechanics paying
$9.50 to $10.50 an hour.25

There are already several relatively small federal programs that pro-
vide some financing for public job creation for welfare recipients as a re-
sult of welfare reform, including Temporary Assistance to Needy Fami-
lies, Welfare to Work Funds, the Workforce Investment Act, and several
smaller programs.26 There are programs to help poor people get and re-
tain good jobs. Results show that even for the hardest-working families
who are receiving considerable program assistance, reaching the goal of
a family-sustaining wage is much more difficult and takes longer than
previously thought.27 Each of these programs has been subjected to con-
tinual evaluation, and there are many ideas about how these and similar
programs can be refined and expanded.28

For example, the state of Washington has experimented with a num-
ber of job creation programs. One private organization, Community
Jobs, has enrolled more than five thousand people in small classes and
workshops to develop skills in job preparation, job seeking, and job re-
tention. Well over half of those enrolled had moved into nonsubsidized
jobs within one year of starting the program.29 Other Washington job
creation programs include even recently released prisoners.30

There are numerous other examples across the nation of local job
creation initiatives involving governments, businesses, and unions. In-
dianapolis targeted 750 families on welfare for on-the-job training by
the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees
(AFSCME). Wichita funds a partnership with Cessna Aircraft and the
International Association of Machinists union to hire former welfare re-
cipients to work in sheet-metal assembly and blueprint reading. Hen-
nepin County, Minnesota, developed a small pilot project with union
and business cooperation to create a six-month training program for
low-skilled welfare recipients.31

Private-sector jobs should be created with government assistance, ac-
cording to John E. Schwarz of the University of Arizona. Tax credits for
new-job creation, wage subsidies, and other incentives can assist in this
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effort. If private-sector efforts fail, then public work programs should
be instituted.32

We must create a system where anyone who wants to work can work
and live on what they earn. There have to be living-wage jobs available
for every person who wants to work. If the private sector can provide
them, with or without government assistance, great. Private employ-
ment should be the most important part of this effort. However, if the
private sector cannot provide enough jobs for people who want to work,
then it is the responsibility of the public sector to provide living-wage
jobs in a system of state and local public employment projects.

The private sector provides most of the jobs, and government policies
have to support expansion of private-sector employment. Tax deduc-
tions and tax credits can provide incentives to the private sector for job
creation and retention. There is a long history of these programs on a
modest scale. This needs to be expanded. Congress might also consider
repealing existing incentives that reward firms for taking jobs out of the
country.

Where the private sector does not provide enough living-wage jobs,
then it is the responsibility of the public sector to step in and provide
those jobs. There are many models of how this can be done. The most po-
litically feasible would be for the federal government to provide block
grants to states, with federal oversight, so that each state could create
and operate its own living-wage employment programs. The federal
government could, however, contract directly with counties or urban
areas for job creation programs. This would allow many creative ap-
proaches to develop. If the state or local government does not do a good
job, then the federal government should step in and run the programs
itself or with private contractors. Every community has many needs for
jobs that they cannot fill because they do not have the money—aides in
public schools, assistants to law enforcement, helpers with public parks
and recreation, sitters and readers in hospitals and nursing homes. The
possibilities are endless.

The public employment project would act as a clearinghouse for jobs.
If people want to work and cannot find a private job, then they would go
to their local public employment project and secure a job paying $8.50
an hour, the new federal minimum living wage. If they have depen-
dents, then their wages would be supplemented in the same way as
those working in the private sector.
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An infinite number of questions are possible about how this right
could be implemented, but the answers to those questions will depend
on which of the paths Congress chooses to use. There will be significant
financial costs involved in giving everyone the right to a job at a liv-
ing wage—but there are significant financial costs being borne by our
communities right now by not giving people opportunities to work at
jobs that pay living wages. There will be administrative challenges deal-
ing with problem workers—but we have serious community problems
arising out of widespread unemployment and underemployment in our
present system right now.

The public has already indicated its support. A 2001 poll showed
that more than eight in ten Americans support creating temporary gov-
ernment work programs for the unemployed in needed areas such as
school and road construction. This support cuts across all party affilia-
tions—82 percent of Republicans, 90 percent of Democrats, and 83 per-
cent of independents.33

In all of this the right to work must remain a right of opportunity.
“Every person shall have the right to work” simply means that there
must be an opportunity for work for those who seek it. No one would
be forced to work, and the voluntarily unemployed would not have to
work.

Of course, not all the unemployed are able to work. The Census Bu-
reau reports that between seven million and nine million people are
in poverty because of a disability.34 The poverty rate for adults with
disabilities is three times that of the rest of the population.35 Some of
the nonworking poor are unable to work, and for them Social Security
Disability and Supplemental Security Income should provide a living
income. Surveys, however, show that most of the disabled would work
if given the opportunity.36 They should, if they can, be given the oppor-
tunity to work and become self-sufficient.

These examples show that a right to a job for every person is possible.
It will be up to Congress to decide how best to proceed to make it a
reality.

Creating a Living Wage

As in job creation, there are limitless combinations of ways in which the
wages of low-wage workers could be raised to a living wage.
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People who work would be entitled under this amendment to receive
a living wage for their work. A living wage means compensation suffi-
cient for workers to meet the needs and demands of everyday life, lived
in a manner consistent with human dignity.

The bottom line is that those who work full-time should earn enough
to support themselves and their families. The precise amount of money
that constitutes a living wage will vary over time and with national
standards and expectations, but it is intended to cover the commonly
accepted living expenses for workers and their dependents. Since it is a
living wage, and because it is expected that many workers will be sup-
porting families, the lives of those dependent on the worker must also
be included.

The facts show that every person must earn at least the equivalent of
double the current minimum wage. Congress can achieve this by rais-
ing and indexing the minimum wage, increasing tax credits, providing
wage subsidies, or any combination of these and other measures. Wages
themselves could be supplemented by tax credits for low-wage workers
and expanded for larger families. Most important is to allow working
people to become self-supporting. How exactly we do that is up to us.

The key is to scrap the current federal minimum wage and substitute
an annually adjusted federal minimum living wage. The new federal
minimum living wage would allow people to live at levels consistent
with the new federal poverty levels required for self-sufficiency. This is
not a wage that is just enough for people to avoid starvation and evic-
tion. A living wage must allow a person and her or his family to live
a life of simple dignity. People who work full-time should not have to
be dependent on the charity of others or government in order to live
fully independent lives. They should not have to be forced into debt
through credit cards or other means of borrowing in order to survive.
The living wage should be keyed to the revised poverty threshold so
that a working person can earn enough to be self-sufficient.

Given a new poverty threshold that is 100 percent higher than the
current one, the 2002 living wage for a single person would have to be
at least $8.50 an hour for employers who provide health insurance for
their workers. For jobs where health care is not provided, the practice
among cities around the country when calculating living wages is to
insist on an additional $2 an hour to allow the worker to purchase her
or his own health insurance. Thus, the federal minimum living wage
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should be $8.50 an hour for workers who are provided health insurance
and $10.50 an hour for workers without health insurance.

If the 1968 minimum wage of $1.60 an hour had only kept up with
inflation, by 2002 it would have been more than $8 an hour. In fact, a bill
to raise the minimum wage to $8.15 an hour was introduced into the U.S.
House of Representatives in 2001 by seventeen members of Congress.
The bill, titled “Minimum Wage Restoration Act, HR 2812,” specifically
acknowledged that the minimum wage had lost 37 percent of its pur-
chasing power since 1968 and attempted to raise it to $8.15 an hour by
January 1, 2003, and index it to the cost of living. So, in a sense, raising
the minimum wage to $8.50 will be just giving back to low-wage work-
ers much of what they would and should have had all along if the wage
had kept pace with inflation.37

But the $8.50 an hour minimum wage would only apply to single
workers who have no family or kids. This would have to be an annually
adjusted absolute floor for any worker. More will be required for work-
ers whose employers do not provide health insurance, as discussed ear-
lier, as well as for workers with families.

Assuming there is employer-provided health insurance, for the two-
person household with one working adult and one child, the living
wage would have to be $11.48 an hour in 2002 dollars. An hourly rate of
$14.44 would be necessary to give a living wage to the sole worker with
two children in a three-person household, and so on. These calculations
would also be annually adjusted to keep up with changes in the cost of
living.

My proposal is to supplement the federal minimum living wage of
$8.50 an hour with additional money in each paycheck for workers who
need the money to support a family. If there are two minimum-wage
workers in the family but no kids, then no wage supplement is neces-
sary. If there is one minimum-wage worker and one high-wage worker,
then there is no need for a supplement. But if there is one working parent
and two children, then $8.50 an hour is not going to make ends meet, so
the paycheck of the parent has to be supplemented up to an equivalent
of $14.44 an hour.

This paycheck supplement can operate much like the current Earned
Income Tax Credit (EITC), but it must be included in each and every
paycheck so that working families can be self-supporting.

As a policy matter, we also should guarantee that two-parent families
have the option to have one parent stay at home with children under



How Might a Constitutional Amendment Work? 151

age six and should give them the option of the federal minimum living
wage for the size of their family.

The goal of providing living wages is that workers would no longer
have to apply for supplemental assistance to help stretch their wages.
For example, food stamps, housing assistance, and other public assis-
tance should not be necessary for workers who are paid living wages.

The public already has indicated support for a much higher floor for
wages. A 2002 poll showed that 77 percent of voters favored increas-
ing the minimum wage from $5.15 to $8 an hour. An even higher per-
centage, 79 percent, favor raising the minimum wage to keep up with
inflation.38

The fact that more than fifty local governments are already experi-
menting with living-wage laws offers a tremendous wealth of informa-
tion to be sifted, analyzed, and argued about to see how living wages
can best be implemented.

One option is to raise the minimum wage directly to a realistic level
over a period of years and then index it to allow it to keep up with
inflation. Raising the minimum wage to living-wage levels must key
the minimum wage to a more realistic poverty line.

Another option is to raise the tax benefits for low-wage workers be-
yond current assistance levels provided by the EITC and other tax cred-
its. Ways to improve the EITC include modifications to allow low-wage
workers to get their credits on a regular basis instead of just at tax time.
Recall that while there has been an advance EITC payment plan techni-
cally in effect since 1979, it is rarely used.39

The Dependent Care Tax Credit, currently a nonrefundable credit
that primarily helps middle- and upper-income workers, if expanded
and made refundable could also provide some assistance to low-wage
workers.40 By a two to one margin, voters polled in 2001 favored mak-
ing this credit refundable for low-income families.41 The 2001 tax law
made some changes—including expansion of the child tax credit and
changing the EITC to include expansion for married families—to assist
low-income working families. But, according to Robert Greenstein of
the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, because the overall bill is
so costly, until its future plans are modified it will sharply reduce the
potential for other social welfare programs.42

Probably some combination of raising wages and granting tax credits
would be called for, or perhaps what would work best is some other
more innovative method not yet in widespread use.
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Part of the political calculation that Congress will consider depends
in part on where the cost of raising wages is imposed. Raising the min-
imum wage to living-wage levels would impose the cost of this so-
cial policy directly on the employers who benefit from the workers. In-
creasing tax credits or other indirect supplements to low-wage workers
would spread out the cost of this social policy to all taxpayers.

Here are some of the current proposals for raising low wages to more
decent levels and making work pay:

• John E. Schwarz of the University of Arizona notes that the stall in
compensation levels for workers in the United States since 1973 has
coincided with the decline in the power of labor unions and their abil-
ity to press wages upwards. Therefore, his ideas for better wages start
with the need to bring more balance to the laws that allow workers to
organize to press for their own interests. To this he adds increases in
the minimum wage, expansion of the EITC, and provisions for health
and child care.43

• The EITC could continue to be a part of the effort to lift low-wage
workers to living-wage levels if the program was changed in three
ways, according to economists Robert Cherry and Max B. Sawicky.44

First, increase the coverage within the program to allow more low-
wage workers to receive more benefit. Second, modify the program’s
marriage penalty. And third, simplify the filing process. Cherry and
Sawicky propose a Universal Unified Child Credit for working fam-
ilies that would expand and combine the EITC and other tax credits
into one mechanism.45

• Robert Pollin and Stephanie Luce of the University of Massachusetts
have written extensively on the need to lift minimum wages to the
level of living wages.46

• Increases in the minimum wage coupled with expansion of the EITC,
along with strengthening the opportunities for workers to bargain
collectively, would assist the working poor tremendously, suggests
Katherine Newman. When unions are strong they can create union-
management partnerships for better wages, increase advancement,
and reduce turnover. Newman also recognizes that child care and
health care, if not universally provided, have to be incorporated into
the definition of a decent wage.47

• Isabel Sawhill and Adam Thomas of the Brookings Institution suggest
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a modest three-part work support program that combines increasing
the minimum wage by one dollar, strengthening the EITC, and increas-
ing the child care credits, which they think could assist more than 20
million families in the bottom third of incomes and lift 4.6 million peo-
ple out of poverty.48

• To achieve living wages, Rebecca Blank of the University of Michigan
recognizes the importance of expanding the EITC, raising the mini-
mum wage, and providing wage subsidies for employers, but she also
points out the need for increased attention to child care subsidies and
health care insurance. Both child care and health care make substantial
demands on the ability to work and the wages earned, and they have
nearly universal application. They can be and need to be a part of any
solution.49

• Harvard’s Theda Skocpol also stresses the importance of access to uni-
versal health care and child care in combination with repeatedly rais-
ing the minimum wage and fortifying the EITC in order to make work
pay and allow families to escape poverty. These can be achieved by
tax credits or subsidies directly to workers and their families and to
institutions that care for them.50

• The Employment-Centered Social Policy proposed by Robert Have-
man of the University of Wisconsin includes a wage subsidy for work-
ers, something along the lines of an expanded EITC, that would bring
their incomes up to the equivalent of a living wage.51

• Professors Barry Bluestone and Bennett Harrison suggest raising and
indexing the minimum wage, increasing the value of the EITC, and
strengthening labor laws to allow employees to exert more equal pres-
sure on wages.52

• Raising the minimum wage, assisting part-time employees with pro-
portional and portable benefits and more realistic wages, and subsi-
dizing community-based employment are some of the suggestions
offered by Stephen Herzenberg, John Alic, and Howard Wial. Can
these steps and others increase employment and raise wages without
causing unsolvable problems? These authors state, “Without trivializ-
ing the technical and political challenges of avoiding unemployment
while raising wages, we believe the existing situations in Europe and
the United States hardly span all possible ways of organizing a post-
industrial economy.”53
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These examples show that the right to a living wage is possible. It
will be up to Congress to decide how best to proceed to make this idea
a reality.

Cost

What about cost? No doubt, there will be substantial cost involved in
implementing a constitutional, just right to a job at a living wage. But
please never forget that we are already paying a significant cost to main-
tain our current unjust system.

When we consider the cost of guaranteeing every person a job, we
must first compare that cost to the cost of not giving people jobs. That
will help us understand the real costs involved. Each 1 percent of unem-
ployment costs the federal budget between $70 billion and $100 billion
each year.54

Also understand that there are resources out there—they will just
have to be redistributed a little.

The rich have definitely been getting quite richer. From 1983 to 1998,
the richest 20 percent of Americans received 91 percent of the total
growth in wealth, most of that (53 percent) going to the top 1 percent,
according to Professor Edward N. Wolff, an economist at New York
University. From 1983 to 1998, the richest 1 percent accumulated 53 per-
cent of the total gain in wealth; the next 19 percent received another 39
percent.55

Even the most modest estimates show that executive pay has risen to
heights unseen even in among late-eighteenth-century robber barons.
The 1965 ratio of CEO pay to average worker was 20 to 1, in 1978 it was
28 to 1, in 1989 it was 60 to 1, and by 1999 it was 106 to 1. Some say the
disparity is much higher, as much as 500 to 1 in 2001.56

According to an April 2002 report of Citizens for Tax Justice, just clos-
ing corporate tax loopholes and assistance to corporations could save
$170 billion each year!57

Estimates on costs vary depending on the details and breadth of the
programs proposed.

• Philip Harvey calculated that in 1997 our nation could have given ev-
ery unemployed person a job paying $8.50 an hour, and it would have
cost a little more than a 12 percent increase in Social Security tax rates.58
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• Isabel Sawhill and Adam Thomas of the Brookings Institution sug-
gest that a dollar carefully spent on work-support programs such as
an increase of $1 in the minimum wage, strengthening the EITC, and
increased child care credits would cost about $25.8 billion annually
but for each dollar spent would generate more than a dollar in in-
come.59

• John E. Schwarz of the University of Arizona calculates that a compre-
hensive public-private sector program resulting in good-paying jobs
for all who need them, health insurance, child care, retraining of low-
skilled workers, and a comprehensive skills-training program for high
school students would ultimately cost about $180 billion annually. This
is, as he points out, a substantial investment in America, but as a part
of personal income it comes to about four cents out of every dollar.60

• Edmund Phelps of Columbia University estimates that his suggested
low-wage employment subsidy would cost $125 billion a year, offset
by some savings in public assistance programs.61

• Timothy Bartik of the W. E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research
estimates that the cost of creating and maintaining a program for 5.5
million new jobs at $8 an hour would average around $42 billion a
year.62

While these new rights undoubtedly have financial implications,
some suggest that the cost of raising wages may in fact be offset by
improvements in the nation’s productivity because of reduced turnover
in low-wage industries.63

There will also be savings by giving everyone who wants it the op-
portunity to become self-supporting. Who pays for the living costs of
low-wage workers and the unemployed now? If low-wage workers or
the unemployed need food and rental assistance and medical treatment,
who pays for that now? Or do they go without? The cost of low-wage
workers and the unemployed is already being paid for by family mem-
bers, friends, churches, and all levels of government.64 The Congres-
sional Budget Office estimated that a 1 percent rise in unemployment
over a five-year period costs the U.S. Treasury more than $400 billion.65

Additionally, our nation is likely now paying substantial costs in
crime prevention because of high unemployment among those ages
sixteen to twenty-four. One recent study found that the decline in unem-
ployment during the mid-1990s may have explained 30 percent of the
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fall in crime rates. The unemployment rate among those ages sixteen to
twenty-four was 26 percent in 1999, compared to 4.2 percent overall.66

While employment and decent wages will never by themselves deter
people from engaging in criminal activity, our nation obviously pays
a huge price for crime, and investing in improved work opportunities
will certainly help.67

Protests against a constitutional right to employment and a living
wage will certainly arise from those who are benefiting the most from
our current economic system. This amendment, they will argue, violates
the natural rules of the economic system and is too inflationary.

There is no “natural” economic system. Our economic system has
been and still is constantly manipulated to the advantage of certain seg-
ments of society. As any tax lawyer, legislator, or businessperson will
admit, our government is already deeply involved in assisting middle-
and upper-income wage earners because of policies in our current eco-
nomic system. For example, the home mortgage deduction costs the
federal government some $100 billion a year. The bigger the home, the
larger the deduction. But who argues that this huge tax expenditure vi-
olates the natural laws of economics? It is a social decision that we as
a nation have made to support certain values, often to benefit the very
well off. This is not to suggest that we give up the home mortgage de-
duction, but that we use the same type of creative government policy to
allow every person in our country who wants to work the opportunity
to earn a living wage.68

• Professor James K. Galbraith of the University of Texas assures us that
our nation can have full employment and still keep inflation under
control by redirecting our national monetary policy.69 He also argues
that we can significantly raise the minimum wage, by more than $2
an hour over a few years, without inflation or loss of employment.70

As he notes, the 1996 raises in the minimum wage were vehemently
criticized as both inflationary and as job destroyers, yet “the rise in the
federal minimum wage in 1996 proved to be one of the great economic
nonevents of all time.”71

• L. Randall Wray of the University of Denver agrees. It is economically
possible for the government to create an economic safety net by becom-
ing the employer of last resort and offering every single person who
wants to work a job paying above minimum wage. Instead of using
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unemployment to fight inflation, the government will be forced to use
its other tools of spending, taxes, and the interest rate.72

• Lester Thurow of MIT says that we can guarantee a public job at decent
wages to every person who needs one. Such a guarantee would reflect
our determination to make the United States a society that truly values
the work ethic. This would involve an economic restructuring of our
economy with attendant cost.

What would such a program cost? Payments for labor, materials, and
capital might be high, but with all economic projects, the costs would
depend on the difference between the value of the output produced and
the payments made to factors of production. If care is shown in project
selection, there is no reason the projects could not generate substantial
net benefits. If you are employing idle economic resources (workers
without jobs), their real economic costs (opportunity costs) would be
substantially less than the monetary costs.73

Supporters of these changes should note that when the British Par-
liament tried to establish fair wages, business interests were severely
critical and accused Parliament of interfering in commerce. Parliament
was unpersuaded by the criticisms that businesses might close if they
had to pay a decent wage. A 1908 committee of Parliament studying
low-wage employment concluded:

It is doubtful whether there is any more important condition of individual
and general well-being than the possibility of obtaining an income suffi-
cient to enable those who earn it to secure, at any rate, the necessaries of
life. If a trade will not yield such an income to average industrious work-
ers engaged in it, it is a parasite industry, and it is contrary to the general
well-being that it should continue.74

Traditional thought will analyze the implications of a right to a job
by merely superimposing the right to work on the current situation and
focusing on all the difficulties it can cause.

Some will say, as President Warren G. Harding said in 1921:

There has been vast unemployment before and there will be again. There
will be depression and inflation just as surely as the tides ebb and flow. I
would have little enthusiasm for any proposed remedy which seeks either
palliation or tonic from the Public Treasury.75

But, our own individual well-being and the well-being of our nation
are tied up with the poor who live and work in our midst who now earn
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poverty-level wages. If our well-being is at stake, then we will face the
problem and figure out financially responsible ways to take the steps
that are in our own best interest.

Amending the Constitution enshrines our common commitment to
the principles that every person who wants to work should have that
chance and that every person who works should be able to be self-
supporting. By virtue of this amendment, these principles that are so
widely held will move to the top of our national agenda and remain
there as we as a nation move forward.

These are principles we agree with. This is the opportunity to align
our national commitments with our principles. Amending the Consti-
tution is a big step, but it is not unprecedented and the ways that it will
work are familiar to all branches of government. There is no reason not
to begin.

These are but a few of the answers to some of the practical problems
of guaranteeing a right to a job at a living wage to each citizen. This is
possible if there is the political will. The key is the national commitment
to employment at living wages. A constitutional amendment would re-
frame the debate from whether we can do it to how to do it. Any method
chosen by Congress will be less than perfect—it will contain mistakes
and will have to be modified, like all other human actions.76 Will such
an amendment cause problems? Absolutely. All efforts toward progress
cause problems.77

In light of this nation’s history, however, movement toward economic
justice is possible. In light of this nation’s history, it is time to take an-
other step to advance the possibility that the American dream of self-
sufficiency is indeed possible for every person willing to work.
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The time has arrived for us to take further action to extend the frontiers of
social progress. . . . Our Nation so richly endowed with natural resources
and with a capable and industrial population should be able to devise
ways and means of insuring to all our able-bodied working men and
women a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work.
—Franklin D. Roosevelt, Address to Congress, May 24, 1937

Most people realize that our current system does not work
very well for poor people, especially poor working people. We recog-
nize that millions of people are working but are still poor. We want ev-
eryone to have the opportunity to work. And we want everyone who
works to earn enough to support themselves and their families. But
while most of us would like these things to happen, we do not know
how to make them happen.

We know there are some problems for those trying to find work, but
most people do not know there are approximately fifteen million people
who are either out of work altogether or working part-time but would
like to be working full-time. We know there are working poor people,
but most people do not know there are thirty million people who are
working but earning poverty-level wages. We know that the working
poor have kids, and we are concerned about them and their families.
There is a solution for these more than forty million people—a solution
that will benefit all of the nation.

A constitutional amendment that guarantees every person the right
to a job at a living wage can help our nation end poverty as we know it.
Keep in mind that our Constitution is a living, changing promise to each
other. It has been amended in the past, and it can be amended again.

Giving a job that pays a living wage to everyone who wants to work
is a tall order, even if a majority of the people want to do it.

No one should underestimate the amount of work involved. Chang-
ing our current system to guarantee a job at a living wage to everyone
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who wants one will be a major undertaking. There are economic costs
involved, and there will be lots of problems: administrative problems,
political problems, and economic problems.

No one should underestimate the amount of conflict involved. Many
powerful and influential people and institutions are quite comfortable
with current economic arrangements because they benefit from them.
Others are fearful of any significant change. Questioning the fairness
and justice of the present system will prompt powerful counter-
response, as it does in all campaigns for change.

Some will say it is unrealistic to expect social change in today’s po-
litical and moral climate.

To those who say it is unrealistic to expect significant social change,
I say, remember our history. If we take a quick look around, we may
be discouraged. But if we take a longer look around, we can see that
progress has been made. As Martin Luther King Jr. often said, quoting
the abolitionist preacher, Theo Parker: “The arc of the moral universe is
long, but it bends towards justice.”1

Look what was achieved in the twentieth century. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, young children labored in our nation’s factories;
today child labor is mostly prohibited. At the beginning of the twen-
tieth century, our workers got paid whatever amount their employers
would give them; today we have a minimum wage. At the beginning of
the twentieth century, workers permanently injured on their jobs were
fired, and they and their families were left to fend for themselves; today
we have workers’ compensation. At the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, our parents and grandparents received no pensions or health care
and had to rely on younger family members and charities to live; today
we have Social Security and Medicare. At the beginning of the century,
laws freely discriminated against the disabled, women, minorities, and
people’s religious beliefs; now our laws prohibit much of that.

Some will say that government should not be involved—government
is not the problem, and government is not the solution. But, as historian
Stephen Ambrose said, “The government was surely a solution in the
Depression and in World War II and on the civil rights front and on
providing a decent life for old folks in this country.”2

All ideas for progress start out being dismissed as unrealistic, but if
the arc of history does indeed bend toward justice, then we are indeed
bending toward the right to a job at a living wage. We have made a
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national commitment to end welfare and push people to work. The next
step is to guarantee people the right to a job at a living wage.

A guarantee of a right to work and earn a living wage will not end all
poverty nor eliminate the need for all social and educational programs.
There will still be people too disabled to work. New investment in ed-
ucation is very necessary to help people develop skills that will keep
them out of the at-risk category of low-skilled workers.

But the fact that this amendment will not end all poverty does not
mean it will not end poverty as we know it. It will end poverty as we
know it. And the fact that there is still much to do in education and
assistance for those unable to work does not mean we should not take
the steps necessary to provide real work opportunities at living wages
for those who can work.

Some people will say this idea will cost too much or violates the laws
of economics. That is exactly what some people said when the end of
slavery was called for. That is what people said when Social Security
was first discussed. That is what people said when the child labor laws,
minimum wage, unemployment insurance, Medicare, and protection
for people with disabilities were first proposed. These ideas were called
unrealistic, idealistic, impractical, and impossible. But, after thinking
about it, Americans decided that getting government involved to help
out was the right thing to do. And after some years of thought and de-
bate, Congress made these ideas into law.

Progressive developments in law and government policy prove what
President Woodrow Wilson observed: “Government is not a machine,
but a living thing. It is accountable to Darwin, not Newton.”3

So, what can one person do about ending poverty for the working
poor?

First, think. We must allow ourselves to think. The most powerful act
any of us can engage in is to allow ourselves to think in new ways. Is
a guarantee of a job at a living wage consistent with our vision of what
America should be about? Think about it.

Second, we must each learn more about ending poverty by giving ev-
eryone the opportunity to work their way out of it. Most people really
do not realize the extent of poverty in this country, especially among
those who work. We need to face up to that poverty and explore inno-
vative ways to end it. Finances are also important. This book presented
the thinking of respected economists who indicate that our economic
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system can accept the idea of full employment and living wages with-
out wrecking our economic lives. But others will certainly dispute this.
Because of my experiences as a lawyer, I know there are always other
“experts” who, for a fee or for free, will dispute any opinion of any an-
other expert. We must be willing to listen and learn.

Third, we must be prepared to engage in a thoughtful national debate
about this idea. Certainly any change such as the one I have proposed
will be provocative. Some will say it is long overdue. Others will say
it is impossible and will wreck our nation and our economy. If history
is any indicator, I expect that over time the public will slowly come to
a majority consensus about the wisdom or folly of this idea. If we are
serious about allowing people to work their way out of poverty, then
this constitutional amendment makes sense. Others will think this is
crazy. Working it out will take patience. Many people fear any change,
however good or bad it may appear. Their fear will prompt them to
try to scare others away from even considering this idea. Others are
heavily invested in maintaining the current system where there is no
right to a job or a living wage. They, too, will try to derail any real dis-
cussion. There will be dissension even among those who support the
idea. Some will want to implement it immediately, others will want to
proceed much more slowly. Thoughtful debate takes time, openness to
considering new and different ideas, and a commitment to listening.
That is a challenge for all of us.

Fourth, we must be prepared to take action. If, after engaging in
thoughtful consideration and debate, the idea rings true, then the steps
to make it happen must begin. The process of amending the Consti-
tution is time-consuming, but for good reason. State and federal rep-
resentatives must be convinced that amending the Constitution is in
our national interest. Amending the Constitution is not a step they take
lightly, nor should they. But it is a step that should be taken and will be
taken once there is enough citizen support.

Once the right to a job at a living wage becomes a part of our national
promise to one another, we will labor together to live up to our prom-
ise. Since we are all human beings, and our government is made up of
people like us, our progress will take time and we will make mistakes.
Success will not be instantaneous or immediate. But as we make the
opportunity for a job at a living wage a reality, we can again take pride
in our country’s willingness to try to fulfill the promise of the American
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dream. The ability of people to support themselves and provide for their
families will strengthen our local communities and our nation.

The time has arrived. We can, if we are willing, devise ways of en-
suring that all our people have the opportunity to earn a fair day’s pay
for a fair day’s work.

With a constitutional amendment guaranteeing a job earning a living
wage to each person who is willing to work, we will end poverty as
we know it for millions upon millions of American men, women, and
children.
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