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Working for Welfare


Edward Bellamy has written one of the most controversial novels of all-time titled Looking Backwards. In his book, Bellamy creates a society where all of its citizens must work to support themselves and the society. In “Why Not Utopia?” by Mark Bittman, he states that Bellamy’s society has “painted a picture of cooperation instead of competition, describing . . . a socialist utopia” (3). Bittman also commented that “if we resign ourselves to dystopia – in which capital has full control, as it nearly does now – we’ll surely have one” (3). In today’s society, there are people on welfare not supporting their society, but instead are burdens to society by not pulling their own weight. Some people could say they may not be able to find a job, but they could still help. 


Bellamy has created a utopia in his book. The people are living in absolute peace and there is hardly any crime because everybody earns the same amount no matter their occupation. Every job requires a person to work a different amount of hours like six hours every other day or four hours everyday hours whereas in Bellamy’s day people would work long hours for a little pay. They would even have to make their children work just to provide for the family. In today’s world, children are now restricted from working but parents still get low paying jobs where they can barely support their family. Certain families have not received the proper education because of either dropping out of high school or not doing well in school to get a job where they can support themselves. They are merely using welfare as a last ditch option to survive. 

Welfare currently affects more than the people that are on it. Most people who are on welfare are perceived to be lazy by those who are actually working to provide for their family and help the society. However, some of the people on welfare are actively trying to get a job, but with no success. Even if they do find a job, a lot of the time that job just pays minimum wage and has hardly any benefits, if any at all, while those that are on welfare are getting free medical care and food stamps along with their welfare checks. As Frank S. Levy and Richard C. Michel stated in their article which was published in the American Economic Review, “In 1960, the average welfare benefit for an Aid to Families with Dependent Children family was $1,269. About 31 percent of black males aged 20-24 had incomes below this level” (403). So why would parents choose to have a regular job when they could earn an extra twelve hundred dollars for their children if they are on welfare? This also gives people incentive to get married and have children. This is something that should not happen because their children will be raised in an environment where they believe it is okay for them to do the same as their parents and just live off the government for their living. Then, they will pass the same habit onto their children in an endless cycle, so there has to be a way to break that cycle. 

There are various jobs where welfare recipients could work to earn their check each week.  They could become part time garbage collectors by picking up trash that has been thrown along highways or street sides. As stated in an article in Brookings Review by Gary Burtless, the government experimented with public programs for welfare recipients to earn their money. In San Diego, one program had people participate in community service. Other programs had people practice job training or job assistance. These programs helped give these recipients job and job training experience. Another thing the government could implement is a program where people could go to Garbage Island, a floating mass of garbage in any of the oceans, and then be taught how to retrieve the garbage from the ocean to recycle it. However, they would only be out there for short period of time up to two weeks, where they would be earning their welfare benefits. There are other ways for them to pull their weight as well.

  Given the fact that there are more and more natural disasters not only in the United States, but in several countries abroad, the need for workers to restore and rebuild is at an all-time high. With the proper training, many welfare recipients could help those who have suffered so much loss and not only help the victims rebuild their lives, but also give those on welfare a purpose and a sense of accomplishment.  Not only are these people needed on the ground, but there is great need for giving to these victims packaged food, sanitary necessities, and cleaning supplies that are packaged by several volunteer organizations.

On a more professional level and with the prospect of on-site training being obtained by those on welfare, the concept of job sharing should be explored.  In an article written by Pat Katepoo titled “Four Compelling Employer Advantages of Job Sharing,” she discusses arrangements that could be made in many private businesses and governmental agencies.  Job sharing is appealing to employers because it helps to alleviate one “of the toughest human resource challenges today…recruitment and retention of talented employees” (1). In a time when more mothers are learning the value of being at home with their children, perhaps these women could hold down part time positions in a company, and the other part time employees could be welfare recipients; they would be doing something to earn their welfare benefits while learning a skill.  Another possibility for job sharing would be for people who are nearing retirement who do not wish to quit completely, to become part time workers, the people on welfare could learn the job from that retiring individual and the knowledge they would gain from retiring employees would be very valuable to an employer.  For example, if older employees want to cut back, they could have a welfare recipient receive some of their pay while they would in return receive a little bit of the welfare, so the employees are still earning their full time pay. Then, eventually they could completely swap and welfare recipients could have the employee’s job and the employees would be retire, but no longer receiving any of the money from the welfare recipient’s pay. There is no way to say if this plan would work though. There would have to be studies done to test the idea. These employers would essentially have backup coverage in the event of illness, there would be built-in checks and balances on the job.


Bellamy’s concept of utopian society is not quite as achievable in today’s world, but there are ways society can make leaps towards a better world. Many people on welfare will not go out and participate in these events on their own. They must be given an incentive and by making those people do a service for their pay should be enough. Once they start to work with everyone else, the society could be better off and everyone could feel like they are equal in another aspect of society.
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