This discussion guide is intended to serve as a jumping-off point for our upcoming conversation. Please remember
that the discussion is not a test of facts, but rather an informal dialogue about your perspectives on the issues.

DIALOGUES IN DEMOCRACY
Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness in the 21°%' Century

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”
-The Declaration of Independence

“Life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” is a phrase we hear all the time. These words resonated with
the Founders of our nation. But what do they mean to us today? Perhaps even more important, what is
the role of the citizen—and in turn the role of the government—in securing these aims? These larger
guestions are an important framework for our conversation about our local immigration issues. In addition
to our specific conversation about immigration, we will spend some time in our discussion exploring how
much responsibility citizens, government, and other groups should take on when it comes to issues
surrounding immigration.

WHAT ARE THE RIGHTS, RESPONSIBILITIES AND EXPECTATIONS OF CITIZENSHIP?

The Founders didn't just form a new nation. They created a new kind of society in which the people, not
monarch, was sovereign. Henceforth, the people would govern themselves. It would be a self-governing
republic.

With few exceptions, including the tiny Greek city-states, every person on the planet before 1776 had
born, lived, and died as a “subject’-- subject to monarchs, priests, dictators, and the like-- all claiming
sovereignty by divine right or force. The American Revolution was, indeed, revolutionary because the
Founders used natural law to claim sovereignty for the people, thus making them “citizens.” And
citizens, in turn, granted government certain authorities to do things that the people couldn't do
individually. The people, not the government, now held all rights.
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As members of this new republic, without the absolute power of the monarchy to serve as a guide,
citizens inherently became shareholders in the nation. Citizens were encouraged to act virtuously and
selflessly, or as Samuel Adams put it: “a Citizen owes everything to the Commonwealth.” Now that
citizens actually were the government, they would be called upon to serve in it, vote for it, change it (if
necessary) and preserve it. Should they be bound to respond to the call? And if they did, were they
obliged to become more well-informed? Once they did so, were they obliged to weigh the common good
against the individual good in their decision-making? And how much should they use government to help
fulfill these responsibilities to fellow citizens once these responsibilities were defined?

Those were tough questions for America’s earliest citizens as they grappled with how to shape their role
in this new country. They become increasingly complex questions today, as we consider how citizens’
voices can be heard in a mass society where instead of just 30,000 persons in a Congressional District,
we are now approaching 800,000.

As we consider our responsibilities as citizens, we must also consider our rights. Thomas Jefferson
asserted our right to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness,” drawing upon thinkers
like philosopher John Locke and patriot George Mason. Mason’s Virginia Declaration
of Rights was adopted at a 1776 meeting at the Virginia House of Burgesses, on the
very spot where part of our national broadcast about these issues will be taped.
Mason’s vision was reflected in our constitution’s Bill of Rights, which are our most

basic, protected rights, like freedom of religion, speech and the press. But beyond those rights, as our

world has become more complex and interconnected, do citizens have the right to expect other
protections from government? Additionally, are we Americans, beginning to treat government as if it had
rights? And is there a fundamental risk to the republic if we do so?

How government can fulfill the vision contained in Jefferson’s words has been much debated since the
days of Jefferson himself. Opinion in the debate about big government vs. small government has swung
back and forth over the years: from Jefferson’s “small government” notions, to the creation of the modern
social safety net under Franklin Roosevelt, to Bill Clinton declaring the “era of big government is over.”

The subject of our conversation today will be how we move forward in this debate.

WHAT ARE CITIZENS' EXPECTATIONS OF GOVERNMENT IN 21°" CENTURY

AMERICA?

Our country and our government are vastly larger than they were in the day of our founding fathers.
Instead of a small, largely rural society of some three million people, we now have more than 300 million,
largely urban and suburban residents, living in a technologically-connected, globalized world. Our earliest
budgets were relatively modest, and the Founders, like Hamilton, defined the initial role of federal
government to include defending the nation, maintaining the peace, regulating commerce and negotiating
treaties. Today, our budget covers a vast array of spending. The total has grown to around $2.5 trillion.

Some people argue that in addition to protecting our country and overseeing
the workings of the economy, government should provide a baseline of support
that takes care of the basic needs of American citizens. These basic services,
they say, include education for all citizens through high school; healthcare for
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the poor and elderly; and retirement support for those who have worked in paying jobs in this country.
Many supporters of this perspective think America can only remain a great country by ensuring the basic
education and health of its citizens.

There are others who disagree that these are the only “basics” that are needed. They believe that our
government can and should provide even more support to citizens, so that there is a level playing field for
success in this country-- including services like universal healthcare coverage, college-level educational
support, increased transportation services, and even housing for our poorest citizens.

Still others would like these services—whatever we ultimately agree upon to be the “basics”-- to be
offered not only to citizens but to others who are in this country legally, and perhaps to everyone living in
this country, including undocumented migrants.

Finally, there are some who believe that government should stay out of the business of providing such
services and let individuals and community groups take on those responsibilities.

RESPONSIBILITY FOR IMMIGRATION TODAY

We are a country of immigrants. The nation’s founders were immigrants. And for years, while some
viewed immigrants with suspicion, most received these newcomers positively, as a fuel for America’s
economic growth and expansion. In fact, many entered the country by passing the Statue of Liberty’'s oft-
guoted, welcoming phrase: “give us your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe
free."

At the outset of the 20th century, the federal government did not distinguish between "legal" and "illegal”
immigrants. Once they had arrived in the U.S., few immigrants could afford to return to their home
countries, so it was simply assumed that most would soon become American citizens. However, the
federal government strictly regulated immigration on the basis of country of origin. White immigrants of
European descent were given preferential status, while those who came from other parts of the world,
particularly Africa and East Asia, were frequently denied entry.

Last year alone, the U.S. granted legal residence to more than 1,000,000 immigrants. And, according to
the Census Bureau, there is an annual net increase of 500,000 undocumented migrants each year.
While this is proportionately less than the immigration peak in the late 19" and early 20" centuries,
America is undergoing the greatest immigration surge since the 1930s.

While there is ongoing discussion about how open our borders should be, and whether immigrants should
be offered a route to citizenship, much of the recent attention in the immigration debate has turned to
whether and the extent of government-provided benefits immigrants should receive once they arrive.
The lllegal Immigration Reform and Responsibility Act of 1996 limited benefits for undocumented
migrants, and a welfare reform law from the same year restricted legal immigrants’ receipt of benefits
including food stamps and disability assistance. Also in the nineties, California passed a measure—
overturned by the courts-- that denied undocumented migrants public education and other services. The
fundamental debate over our responsibility toward those who cross our borders — and what we can
expect from them as members of our communities and economy -- continues. In the absence of
comprehensive federal legislation, localities and states have taken the initiative either to accommodate
the newcomers or to make it harder for them to get work and become part of the community.
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® What should citizens expect government to be responsible for when it comes to

securing the basic elements of life for its citizenry? Here are some approaches to consider:

v" Government should take care of the basics for citizens only. Government should take an
active role in the creation, funding and oversight of vital “safety net” programs such as
healthcare, education and retirement. Government must also take an active role in creating
basic regulations to preserve our shared environment.

v" We should have an activist government. Government should expand the safety net beyond
these elements to include things like transportation and housing for the poor and extend the
“net” to include everyone living in this country, not just citizens. Government should take an
active stance when it comes to regulating the environment and other issues that impact our
shared society.

v' Government should take on as little as necessary when it comes to these issues.

v" Some combination of the approaches above.

Here are some discussion questions to consider:
e |sit government’s role to provide “the basics” for life, and if so, what are “the basics™?
e Should there be a government-funded social safety net of any kind? At what level of service?

e Who should receive these services? Only the very poor? All citizens? Non-citizens who are
here legally? Everyone in the country?

e Thinking beyond a “safety net,” what is government responsible for providing when it comes
to immigrants and immigration? What level of government (federal, state, local) should
provide these services/make these regulations?

¢ When it comes to providing resources for immigrants, what role should individuals and private
groups play?

This backgrounder was prepared for By the People by MacNeil/Lehrer Productions.
BTP is partnering with the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation on the Dialogues in
Democracy project. Ongoing BTP project funding partners include the W.K. Kellogg
Foundation and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund.
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