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Brief History of Social 
Security
- Christine Maria Hansen Snyder
- Dorothea Lange
- Widtsoe, UT 1936
- Caption – “Mormon Woman, a 
native of Denmark receiving her first 
old age paycheck.”
- Social Security Act of 1935
- amended frequently starting in 
1939



What is justice?

• Plato/Aristotle/Cicero/Justinian Code - "Justice is a habit 
whereby a man renders to each one his due with constant and 
perpetual will.“ Just deserts.

• Kant – Categorical Imperative (Golden Rule) - “Act only 
according to that maxim by which you can at the same time will 
that it should become a universal law.”

• Mills/Bentham – Utilitarianism – The greatest good for the 
greatest number.



• John Rawls – 1971 – A Theory of Justice – Distributive 
Justice  - Justice as Fairness

• First Principle –Political - Equal basic liberties for all; Second 
Principle – Economic/Social – equality of opportunity and the 
difference principle – justice requires the greatest benefit 
go to the least advantaged members of society.

• Attack from the Right – Creates permanent dependency for the 
“Taker” class by transferring wealth from “Makers”

• Attack from the Left – Legitimizes inequality by giving the poor 
some benefit without equalizing everything.



Caveats

• Not speaking for my employer, the Washington Supreme Court

• Attempting to be fair to all sides regarding the Social Security 
debate 

• Focusing on Access to Justice – How can we direct patrons to 
critical resources so that they can help real people with real 
problems, either directly or indirectly

• Macro – What is a justice distribution of benefits?

• Micro – How can I help this patron (or their clients) learn how to 
resolve a social security dispute?



Types of Benefits 

• OASDI – Old Age, Survivor’s and Disability Insurance – Social 
Security Act of 1935 – requires 40 quarters of paying into  the 
system (6.2% tax on the first $160,200 of wages) – starts between 
age 62 and 70, at death of covered person, or with disability that 
prevents working –-$49.40 (lowest wages for 11 years) to $4,555 
(max income for 30 years, at age 70 vs. $2,572 at 62) 

• SSDI (part of OASDI) – Social Security Disability Insurance –
40 quarters of taxed wages - 1956 (only for those 50 and older 
until 1960)  $3,627 a month max





• 20 C.F.R. § 404.1511 - “ The inability to do any substantial 
gainful activity by reason of a medically determinable physical 
or mental impairment which can be expected to result in death 
or which has lasted or can be expected to last for a continuous 
period of not less than 12 months.”– INSURANCE NOT 
WELFARE – NO ASSET LIMIT – NO SUBSTANTIAL 
GAINFUL ACTIVITY (with some exceptions)

• Great Suspicion - 1938 Social Security Advisory Council - "You 
will have workers like those in the dust bowl area, people who 
have migrated to California and elsewhere, who perhaps have 
not worked in a year or two, who will imagine they are 
disabled."



• SSI – Supplemental Security Income – Welfare based on 
age (65), blindness, or disability – added in 1972 with 
benefits first paid in 1974 (replaced a prior SSA block grant anti-
poverty program paid to states) - $914 (2023) a month plus 
Medicaid eligibility – allowed to have $2,000 in assets plus a 
car, house, and other exempted items





2021 Budget – Social Security 17%

Image from KFF (formerly Kaiser 

Family Foundation) -

https://www.kff.org/medicare/issue-

brief/what-to-know-about-medicare-

spending-and-

financing/#:~:text=In%202021%2C%

20Medicare%20spending%2C%20ne

t,defense%20spending%20(Figure%

202).

$1.196 Trillion



Congressional 

Budget Office -

https://www.cbo.go

v/publication/58888



Social Security Administration – usaspending.gov – Treasury’s Open Date source 



Happy Halloween – The Chart of Terror

Congressional Budget 

Office – An Update to 

the Budget Outlooks 

2023 to 2033 -

https://www.cbo.gov/pu

blication/59159
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Annual OASDI Trustee’s Report



• Trustees are the Secretaries of Labor, Treasury, HHS, plus the 
Commissioner and Chief of Staff of the Social Security 
Administration.

• Findings for 2023 – the OASDI Trust Fund will be depleted by 
2033 unless changes are made

• From 2033 forward, benefits will be paid directly from current 
OASDI tax receipts

• If no changes are made, benefits will be cut by 23 percent in 
2033



What is the cause of the massive increase in 
projected social security costs?

• Demographics

• Political gridlock focused on everything but 
stabilization of federal social safety net





Table 1-
Population 
by Age and 
Sex 2022
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Baby Boom (1946-
1964) in dark blue 



2000 Census – 35 million 65 and older – 12.4%

1990 Census – 31.2 million 65 and older – 12.6%



What should we do?

Three options or a combination:

1) Cut benefits – intentionally or by inaction

2) Raise OASDI taxes to strengthen the Trust Fund
- Increase taxable wages subject to tax

- Increase payroll tax from 6.2% for both worker and employer to 8%

3) Raise eligibility age recognizing increased lifespan

Committee for a Responsible Federal Budget – The Reformer: An 
Interactive Tool to Fix Social Security -
https://www.crfb.org/socialsecurityreformer/

https://www.crfb.org/socialsecurityreformer/

