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Tom Brokow wrote a wonderful book, ­The Greatest Generation,[i] about the generation of Americans who grew up during the Great Depression of the 1930s, went to war by the millions during World War II, and returned home to rear their families during the 1950s (the “Post-War Golden Age of America.”)  The gratitude of America for generations to come will never suffice for what their sacrifice and dedication to our country accomplished for us all . . . and for all the world.

With no disrespect intended to their memory, this article is about the consequences of the Greatest Generation’s greatest failing.  They reared their children (today known as the “baby boomers”) with the determination that ‘we sacrificed everything for this country, so we’re going to make sure you don’t have to sacrifice anything.’  Thus, having won the war, and then tamed the peace, America’s best determined that the next generation, ‘my kids,’ would not have to struggle and sacrifice like ‘we did.’  So, once again, they sacrificed – this time for their children: cars, college, down payment on a home, and an attitude of “my sacrifices are for you, so you can have everything I never did.  I’ll pay the price.”

Thus, the generation that entered adulthood in the 1960s was born with the belief that they were entitled to everything.  Without payment.  Without consequences. Without the struggle to responsible adulthood provided by the “right of passage” from youth to adulthood that was necessitated in previous generations by economic depression and war.  Sex, drugs and rock & roll.  Question authority.  Don’t trust anyone over 30.

We can look back on the “fallout” from this cultural shift now from a distance of a few decades and make judgments about the changes that it brought about – even without using the yardstick of morality or legality, just reality. Actions have consequences; real things happen.  There are consequences to this seismic shift in private behavior aggregated throughout society – now down to the grandchildren of the Sixties’ Generation.  We can evaluate what happens when individual life decisions are not accompanied by individual responsibility. The resulting abandonment of accountability and responsibility continues to ripple and grow throughout society as generations come and go indoctrinated with the belief that they were born with a Certificate of Entitlement to Everything I Want Because I’m an American along with a birth certificate.

What’s being added to the equation today, however, goes beyond what took place with irresponsible individuals 50 years ago.  As the Sixties’ Generation ages, decades of self-abuse are taking their toll.  Now, not only do they and their children believe they are entitled to do whatever they want, they also believe they are entitled to have someone else pay for the consequences: addiction, obesity, lung cancer, social diseases, neuroses and depression, failed marriages and families, abortion and worn out lives.  Ritalin children with Prozac parents.

Government can never solve this.  At best, (and government is seldom at its best), it can only treat symptoms.  (One of my friends, for example, re-started smoking only months after successful throat cancer surgery.)  This goes beyond the on-going debate about the proper role of government in health care funding to the more fundamental issue of healthy living making government funding unnecessary. For ultimately, if the success of America depends on the success of government curing all of the ills of society, we are doomed.  What will bring us to ultimate freedom is not needing a government safety net of programs.

It is no coincidence that greatness is forged out of adversity, not plenty.  It was after Adam and Eve were driven out of the Garden of Eden (suggesting they either did not go willingly or that God had a Chevy), that they grew and prospered.  This was not a hostile act by a vengeful God, it was a blessing.  He told them why he was doing it: cursed is the ground for thy sake[ii].   It was a blessing: the ground was cursed, not Adam and Eve. It was done for “[their] sake.”

Jesus and the prophets grew up in an inhospitable environment . . . not the Garden. God created the features of the lands of the Bible in the way that He did – and then chose to bring His people there (Gen. 12:1-2; 13:14-17; 15:12-18) – for a reason.  With limited rainfall, an overabundance of rocks but scarcity of good soil, and located alongside two major international highways on which the armies of the world marched[iii], the lands of the Bible were well situated to a lifestyle that demanded that their inhabitants depend on God to survive.[iv]

When we are given everything  . . . we lose everything that really matters: adversity leading to growth, failure leading to self searching, scarcity leading to a determination to survive and the power that comes from knowing we can survive, collapse of outdated jobs and industries leading to creativity and risk-taking, fear leading to bonding with those close to us, and so much more.  We in America live in a Garden today . . . while most nations of the world have been driven out.  They are the future; we are declining.

At the same time as the Sixties’ Generation began demanding license to do anything, President Lyndon Johnson came into office through the tragedy of the assassination of President Kennedy.  He inherited or brought with him a host of policy wonks who were determined to change the very nature of the American government through what they called “The Great Society.” Among the changes they made was a fundamental shift from short-term domestic assistance programs for those in temporary need, to what became known as “Entitlement Programs.”

The Age of Entitlement

This new Age of Entitlement (coinciding with the introduction of “the pill”) fostered the belief that we can have life without consequences.  No longer was the government responsible for just a safety net, it now became the provider of a host of new programs that President Johnson believed everyone was entitled to have: and a huge, new bureaucracy came along with it.

What one calls something defines the debate on that subject.[v]  He who wins the labeling contest, determines the terms of the outcome.  Whether U.S. taxpayer dollars being allocated by the government are charity or an entitlement determines the life and growth of the program.  Charity is a generous nation giving people a hand up in time of need; a government paid entitlement is a guarantee to people who have been told that they have the right to something and that the taxpayers’ money should pay for it.  It’s the same money, but its definition changes the relationship.

When I was a junior in college I had a really great car (paid for by me by working for it.)  After a few weeks of living with my roommates, one weekend one of them asked if he could borrow the car for a date.  I said ”sure,” and thought nothing more of it.  As time went on, however, the borrowing became more and more frequent until one weekend, when one of them asked to borrow the car, he got upset when I said “no” because I had something planned.  He became very angry.  What had been a privilege graciously given, had become a right, an entitlement, in their minds.

  It was the same roommates, the same car, and the same owner.  What had changed was the relationship.  So it is with all government programs: the same taxpayers, the same recipients, a new perception of the relationship.

The Age of Entitlement actually is an end product of Tom Brokaw’s “Greatest Generation.”  Those who lived through the Great Depression, fought their way through World War II, and came home to create families and opportunity, sowed the seeds of the Entitlement Generation.  This heroic generation, determined to give the next generation “all the things I never had,” gave them everything in life except the most important: self-reliance.  The opportunity met the audience, and the results have reverberated ever since.

This bespeaks the question: to what are we entitled?

    * Are we entitled to live unsafely and expect a government safety net?

    * Are we entitled to eat poorly, diet poorly, exercise poorly and expect a government program to solve self-inflicted body ailments?  Or, even provide low cost medicine and at the same time demand high cost/high yield R&D -- and then retain the right to massive lawsuits for the 10 out of 10 million for whom the medicine doesn’t work – dramatically driving up the cost to the pharmaceutical companies, and ultimately the customer?

    * Are we entitled to live beyond our means our entire adult lives and expect a government guaranteed comfortable retirement income?

In just one generation we seem to have gone from self-reliance, to entitlement, to victimization.  If we don’t get it, we are now victims of someone else’s conspiracy, greed, selfishness, or political ambition.  In a comparison of values today vs. 40 years ago, Americans have dramatically increased their demands for someone else to fund and manage their problems.

Government programs, and those whose lives depend on them, never end.   Congressional testimony favors those who want to keep or increase funding for programs over those who present testimony against programs by a 63:1 ratio – and the majority of those testifying are government bureaucrats whose salaries are being paid (including for the time spent testifying) by tax dollars: a clear case of conflict of interest.

This also goes to the heart of the question of how to define success in government programs.  The typical view would be that a program succeeds when it can establish that more people are being served.  An alternative view would be that the most successful program would be one where the Administrator would testify that the Congress can now de-fund the program; its purpose had been completely met: there was no one left who needed that service: turn out the lights.  It would take a miracle for this to ever happen, but it should be the ultimate goal.

We must take stock now.  Once freedom and choice are given away, they are seldom retrieved.  As Benjamin Franklin observed: “Those who would give up essential liberty to purchase a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty nor safety.”[vi]

We are entitled to fight to preserve the one, and work to not need the other.  That is our entitlement.
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Internet comment posted:  Ronald Reagan said it well, “We need to offer a safety net, not a hammock”. 
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