Why Can’t We Change?

By Athena Godet-Calogeras

Although President Obama and other voices for health care reform have spoken positively of single payer health care, they’ve dismissed it as a solution to our health care crisis, one pivotal reason being our history of private and employer-based health insurance. 

"For us to transition completely from an employer-based system of private insurance to a single-payer system could be hugely disruptive, and my attitude has been that we should be able to find a way to create a uniquely American solution to this problem that controls costs but preserves the innovation that is introduced in part with a free-market system," Obama said in Annandale, Va., on July 1, 2009.

I’ve thought of the argument of precedent and disruption a lot, and I just can’t accept it. We’ve had major, indeed radical, shifts before:

The U.S. Constitution was adopted in 1787. Seventy-eight years later, slavery ended with the 13 Amendment in 1865. So, after 78 years of legal slavery, it wasn’t legal anymore. Americans had to deal with that. We did. And we are the better for it.

It took 133 years before women could vote. Imagine, until 1920 women were excluded from that privilege and responsibility of citizenship. So the other gender had to deal with the change that the 19th Amendment introduced. They did. We’re all the better for it.

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prohibited discrimination on the basis of race, an Act signed by President Johnson 99 years after the 13th Amendment ended slavery. Now, after all those years, not only could Americans not own people of another color, they had to get used to them living in the same neighborhoods, eating at the same restaurants, going to the same schools, etc. We did. We’re all the better for it.

And, in 1942, when the National War Labor Board had the power to set caps on wage increases, employers could get around that cap with “fringe benefits,” like health care, which would pacify workers and benefit employers who could deduct the fringes from their taxes. And so, employer-based health care took root. That was 67 years ago. No so long ago, if you think about the above.

For us to move to single payer health care after only (considering the above) 67 years of employer-based insurance that uses a multiplicity of payers is not only not a disruption of the American Way, but rather a continuation of our history of change, sometimes radical, to ensure the common good. 

We can move to single payer health care. We’ll all be the better for it.

