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Many years ago, when I was a teenager, I read a science fiction story that I've never been able to forget. It came back to me with special force this holiday season because I was thinking about this country's national shame — a child poverty rate of 25 percent — and about our lack of urgency in dealing with the problems this poverty creates.
The story described a society with a national child lottery which was held every four years. Every child's name was put into it — there were no exceptions — and children were randomly redistributed to new parents, who raised them for the next four years.
Babies were not part of this lottery. Parents got to keep their newborn chil​dren until the next lottery, but then they became part of the national childswap. The cycle was broken every third swap and kids were sent back to their original parents until the next lottery. So by the time you were considered an adult, at age 26, the most time you could have spent with your birth parents was 10 years. The other 16 were simply a matter of chance.
The Luck of the Draw
Maybe one of your new parents would be the head of a gigantic multinational company and the most powerful person in the country or the president of a fa​mous university. Or you might find your​self the child of a family living in a public housing project or migrant labor camp.
The whole idea sounded horrible to me, but people in the childswap society took the lottery for granted. They didn't try to hide their children or send them away to other countries; childswapping was simply part of their culture. And one thing the lottery did was to make the whole society very conscientious about how things were arranged for kids. After all, you never knew where your own child would end up after the next lottery, so in a very real sense everyone's child was — or could be — yours. As a result, children growing up under this system got everything they needed to thrive, both physically and intellectually, and the society it was harmonious.
What if someone wrote a story about hat American society in the late twentieth century takes for granted in the arrangements for its children? We might not want to admit it, but don't we take for granted that some kids are going to have much better lives than others? Of course, 'we take for granted that some will get the best medical treatment and others will be able to get little or none. We take for ranted that some kids will go to beautiful, well-cared-for schools with top-notch curriculum, excellent libraries, and commuters for every child and others will go to schools where there are not enough desks and textbooks to go around — wretched places where even the toilets don't work.
We take for granted that teachers in wealthy suburban schools will be better paid and better trained than those in poor inner-city or rural schools. We take for ranted, in so many ways, that the children whom the lottery of birth has made he most needy will get the least. "After all," we say to ourselves, "it's up to each family to look after its own. If some parents can't give their children what they need to thrive, that's their problem."
What Would Happen?
Obviously I'm not suggesting that the United States adopt a childswap system. The idea makes me cringe, and, anyway, It's just a fable. But I like to imagine what would happen if we did.
We'd start with political figures and their children and grandchildren, with governors and mayors and other leaders. What do you suppose would happen when they saw that their children would have the same chance as the sons and daughters of poor people — no more and no less? What would happen to our schools and health-care system — and our shameful national indifference to chil​dren who are not ours?
I bet we'd quickly find a way to set things straight and make sure all children had an equal chance to thrive.
