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Privatizing Social Security: ‘Me’ Over ‘We’

By BENJAMIN R. BARBER

ocial Security privati-

zation has been vigor-

ously challenged on

both economic and

technical grounds. It
has been said again and again
that privatization increases risk
for prospective retirees without
solving the long-term Social Se-
curity financing shortfall (if
there actually is one). It has been
argued that privatization is
merely a scheme to divert money
from the Social Security trust
fund for speculative stock mar-
ket investments. And it has been
noted that it creates new costs
(portfolio management, govern-
ment oversight) without being
able to guarantee workers future
retirement benefits.

Yet the most profound cost of
privatization has been wholly ig-
nored: the systemic cost to our
public way of life. By turning a
public social insurance and pen-
sion policy into a private bet in
which personal and private deci-
sions determine who does well
and who does badly, we do ir-
reparable harm to our demo-
cratic “common ground.” After
all, one of this nation’s greatest
public goods has been its prom-
ise to give every working family a
guarantee of suppeort at retire-
ment, or in case of disability or
death. This promise, offered to
all citizens, wipes away all the

distorting traces of class, race
and gender that often play out so
dismayingly in the private realm.
You cannot simply take justice
out of the public realm and put it
into the private realm without
fundamentally weakening the
democracy on which the very
possibility of justice depends.
Conservatives ought to rec-
ognize even more quickly than
liberals that privatization —
whether of education, housing or
Social Security — makes us less
of a public. It diminishes the re-
public — the res publica, or pub-
lic things that define our com-
monweal. It turns the common
“we” into a collection of private
“me’s.” It opts for market Dar-

winism, in which smart investors

prosper but others lose, rather
than social justice as its organiz-
ing principle. It demeans the
“us” by turning “us” into “it” —
the big, bad, faceless govern-
ment bureaucracy. And it privi-
leges the private and individual
by appealing to market liberty,
as if people could really be free
one by one or as consumers
alone.

Private market liberty is not
political liberty; it is only per-
sonal choice. It may generate pri-
vate benefits (“I want an SUV!”
or “Give me 100 shares of EBay!”)
but offers nothing for the com-
mon good (a fuel conservation
policy, for instance). It is as citi-
zens that we pay our Social Secu-

rity taxes, and it should be as
citizens that we enjoy the fruits
of our labor.

Yet privatization tries to con-
vince us that the consumer is
simply another, more efficient,
form of the citizen. The citizen
who votes with her dollars rather
than her ballots. But dollars
don't deliberate. They don’t seek
common ground. They are not
bearers of empathy and imagi-
nation. As education consumers
in Chicago or Washington, we
can select the “best schools” for
our children, but as citizens we
need public schools that help
make us all public citizens. As
consumers in Los Angeles, we
can choose among hundreds of
automobile models, but only as
citizens can we make the choices
that create a public transporta-
tion system serving all.

Privatization is a kind of re-
verse social contract: It dissolves
the bonds that tie us together.
The social contract takes us out
of the state of nature; it asks us
to give up a part of our private
liberty to do whatever we want in
order to secure common liberty
for all. Privatization puts us back
in the state of nature wheére we
possess the natural power to get
whatever we can but lose the
common power to secure every-
thing to which we have a natural
right,

Private choices rest on indi-
vidual power and skills and on

personal luck, Public choices
rest on civie rights and common
responsibilities. With privatiza-
tion, this administration is try-
ing to seduce us back into the
state of nature, where the strong
dominate the weak and anarchy
ultimately dominates the strong
and the weak, undermining se-
curity for both. Under these con-
ditions, Thomas Hobbes re-
minds us, we are perfectly free to
do as we choose, but as a conse-
quence we live lives that are “soli-
tary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short.” Not an ideal recipe for so-
cial security.

The Social Security entitle-
ment should not be toyed with
and altered in accord with to-
day’s economic fashions. It is an
emblem of civic membership and
a reflection of the benefits that
come with the responsibilities of
citizenship.

For us as individuals, priva-
tizing Social Security is probably
a bad bet on technical grounds.
But for us as citizens, it is a cer-
tain disaster. As prospective re-
tirees and private consumers we
may want to argue about it, but
as citizens, if we care about our
democratic republic, we are
bound to condemn it.
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