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This paper will reflect research on the federal budget and if fiscal responsibility can be attributed to ethical or morality frameworks. The researcher used the following question to guide the research. Is balancing the budget a moral imperative? In addition to the main question, the researcher explored three secondary questions regarding the federal budget. In shaping the secondary questions, the researcher considered how the categories of mandatory and discretionary spending could affect the research questions' outcomes. Should access to healthcare be privileged, or is it a fundamental right that everyone should receive? The second question addresses social security's solvency. Have lawmakers upheld their responsibility in overseeing the Social Security Trust Fund survivability? The third question, since defense spending is a discretionary expenditure, is the amount spent on defense justifiable?
In considering if balancing the federal budget is a moral imperative, the researchers first examined the United States' Government's spending priorities. Government spending is divided into mandatory spending, discretionary spending, net interest, and revenue. Mandatory spending is comprised of allocations for benefit and entitlement programs. A large component of this category is the Social Security Program, Medicare, and Medicaid. The balance of the outlays reserved for unemployment compensation, federal civilian and military retirement, some veterans' benefits, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, and other mandatory programs. Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid account for nearly 76% of the approximate $2.95 trillion mandatory budget (Bogusz, et al., 2020).
The second category is discretionary spending. Discretionary spending includes funds the government's legislative branch can appropriate on behalf of the public to fund Federal Departments, for example, the Defense Department, Health and Human Services, Education, Veteran's Affairs, Homeland Security, Energy, Housing and Urban Development, the Department of State, and the National Aeronautics and Space Administration. Discretionary spending equals roughly half of the mandatory spending budget. However, the defense budget consumes more than half of the discretionary budget, almost $700 billion in 2019. The third category, net interest, is often overlooked because it is the smallest of the four categories. It accounts for the public debt owed to the government in the form of interest payments and interest the government pays on principle it has borrowed. The fourth category consists of revenue. The Congressional Budget Office defines revenue as "funds collected from the public that arise from the government's exercise of its sovereign powers" (2020). This encompasses excise taxes, gift taxes, estate taxes and includes the fees and fines collected by the government. However, the taxes most Americans are familiar with are income and payroll taxes. One of the more divisive taxes is the corporate income tax and whether corporations pay their fair share. Ultimately, the largest amount of revenue is derived from individual taxation. Of the 3.5 trillion in tax revenue collected in 2019, more than 90% came from individuals, while less than 7% was collected from corporations (Congressional Budget Office, 2020).
	In 2019, expenditures outpaced revenue, creating a deficit of nearly $1 trillion. In January 2020, the national deficit totaled $17 trillion. Economists anticipate the deficit will reach $21 trillion by the end of 2020 and will continue to grow exponentially (USAFacts, 2020). Even though the national deficit is growing at a more aggressive rate, poor fiscal management practices have been evident for decades. The U.S. federal budget has been in balance or held a surplus four times in the last 50 years (The Balance, 2020). Upon reviewing the federal budget, social security, healthcare, and defense spending are the three largest fiscal matters. Since social security and healthcare are mandatory expenditures, lawmakers have an inherent obligation to ensure these measures are satisfied annually. Since defense spending is a discretionary expenditure, lawmakers have options when deciding the amount of funding to appropriate.
	Healthcare has become a politically charged debate, with lawmakers often choosing sides based on political affiliation. Lawmakers argue over the details of healthcare coverage, access, and cost. In 2010, a Congressional Research Service Report for Congress showed that the healthcare debate reached an impasse because the two sides were arguing different points and refused to be swayed from their positions. One side debating the morality of citizens' right to health, which consists of a person's social well-being and physical and mental state. Simultaneously, the other side disputes citizens' right to healthcare, defined as the care and services a person receives to maintain their health. The divide between the two points signals the probability of lawmakers resolving their issues. Lawmakers who see citizens' health as a necessity represent a framework that health is a fundamental right to which everyone is entitled. As a result, government participation is necessary to uphold this imperative. Lawmakers who oppose this idea view government participation in citizens' health as a function reserved for citizens who meet healthcare statutes' requirements. Medicare for people with disabilities and senior citizens and Medicaid for individuals and families that struggle to afford healthcare costs due to low income. Both programs were designed under the mandatory designation to assist the country's vulnerable populations.
	To compare the opposing frameworks on health and healthcare, the researcher applied Emmanuel Kant's Theory of Categorical Imperatives to assess the morality of conflicting lawmakers' viewpoints. Kant's theory can be defined as the duty to do what is morally right, regardless of the outcome. The theory's premise is derived from the idea that moral actions will occur because people fulfill their obligations rather than responding to situations (Johnson, 2019). According to Kant, lawmakers should fulfill their obligations to the American public, and by doing so, moral acts will follow. However, getting politicians to agree on which action is more suitable is another issue altogether. Kant's principle on universality helps steer the conversation toward consensus. The framework is simple, "what is right for one is right for all" (Johnson, 2019 p.43). Therefore, when contrasting the two lawmaker positions, based on the Categorical Imperative Theory, if healthcare is provided for the vulnerable population, it should be provided for all. This conclusion rejects the idea that government-sponsored healthcare, like Medicare and Medicaid, should remain privileged. Ideally, Kant's categorical imperative would help answer the main questions related to health and healthcare. Lawmakers would be expected to make decisions based on moral duty rather than a consequence of the budget's cost. Given the mandatory distinction, under the law, Congress would have a moral obligation to allocate funds accordingly to facilitate this action.
	Like healthcare spending, the expenditure for Social Security is aligned with mandatory budget elements required by law to be satisfied annually. Consequently, lawmakers discharge their duty to facilitate this action. However, when addressing the Social Security program, there is evidence that shows the Social Security Trust Fund is insufficiently funded to meet the American public's needs and will be exhausted within the next 15-20 years. Eric Toder, a former Treasury Department Economist, and current Co-Director of the Brookings Urban Institute's Tax Policy Center, describes the situation as a crisis. Explaining the social security system's core issue as a cash flow problem, too much cash flows out with not enough cash flowing in, resulting in a deficit that eventually will exhaust the fund. Toder predicts this occurrence around 2037. (Fichtner & Finke, 2020).
	The forthcoming disaster brings rise to the question based on the Social Security Trust Fund's solvency. Have lawmakers fulfilled their responsibility in overseeing the Social Security Trust Fund survivability? To better answer the question, the researcher dissected the history of the Social Security Act. The act was established as part of Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New Deal, a series of programs and projects developed to provide relief to Americans and implement economic reform. The plan followed utilitarian principles providing a financial safety net, allowing Americans to receive a federal pension payment upon retirement. The Social Security program has been modified over the years to include dependents, survivor benefits, benefits for farm and domestic workers, and in 1956 added the Disability Insurance program. The addition of the Disability Insurance program resulted in the creation of another fund. The initial fund is the Old-Age and Survivors Insurance trust fund, which disbursed payment to retired workers, their spouses, some children, and deceased workers' survivors. In contrast, the Disability Insurance trust fund pays disabled workers, their spouses, and children. Medicare is a spinoff of the Old-Age and Survivors Insurance program, which explains Americans' age requirement of 65 and older (Social Security Administration Office of Retirement and Disability Policy, 2010). Despite social security's success, lawmakers would learn that the fund was overburdened and eventually would not sustain its commitment to the American people. As early as 1977, economists sounded the alarm that changes needed to be made to avert a looming social security collapse (Ferrara, 1993). 
In 1983, Congress appointed former Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan to lead a commission to fix Social Security. The commission's recommendations led to changes in the law that in any given year, if taxpayers' payments exceeded the Social Security program's disbursements, the surplus would be invested into a trust. The trust would be used to supplement disbursements when program expenditures exceed payroll tax revenue. The changes in the law were developed to sustain Social Security for the next 50 years. However, lawmakers understood that before the sunset period elapsed, other tactics needed to be deployed to avoid a meltdown in the years to come. Over the years, legislators have increased the payroll tax and the retirement age. Lawmakers have implemented a variety of revenue-saving measures to support the solvency of the Social Security Fund. Nonetheless, lawmakers have failed to make lasting adjustments that would prolong a catastrophe from occurring (Ferrara, 1993). 
Economists have argued that government official has haphazardly borrowed approximately $2.9 trillion from the Social Security Trust Fund. Since the surplus is not held in cash, the federal government holds the amount in bonds and certificates of indebtedness to the American people. The bonds are then accessed by lawmakers to fund other government shortfalls but commit that interest is paid directly into the Social Security trust. Politicians point out the interest payment total to approximately $80 billion annually. The issue arises from the fact that Social Security trust disbursements, in addition to the $80 billion in interest payments combined, do not cover the total annual expenditure (Parker, 2018).
Deciphering who is right or wrong is best left for the pundits. For this paper, the researcher attempted to apply Kant's Categorical Imperative Theory to determine if lawmakers' actions fit Kant's reasoning framework based on morality. Lawmakers are not only responsible for facilitating Social Security Program funding; they also have a duty to see the fund remains solvent. The dilemma that lawmakers encounter is the pressure to manage the financial happenings across the entire government. When lawmakers utilize funds from the Social Security Trust to finance expenditures of other government functions, it questions whether lawmakers are fulfilling their duty of managing the federal budget. Kant's theory provides a moral framework to test behavior. However, lawmakers' conflicting duties present situations that force decisions makers to measure competing obligations (Johnson, 2019). 
Given this limitation of Kant's theory, the researchers substituted the theory with Consequential Theory to formulate a decisive conclusion on social security. The consequential framework is based on making decisions according to short and long-term outcomes (Stanford University, 2019). Therefore, when answering whether lawmakers have fulfilled their responsibility in overseeing the Social Security Trust Fund survivability? According to consequentialism, lawmakers have not fulfilled their obligation in maintaining the solvency of the Social Security funds because they have chosen to allocate funds away from the Social Security Trust to satisfy obligations elsewhere. Hence they have not found the solution that provides the greatest benefit to the largest number of people because it will be exhausted by 2035.
As part of the process of determining if balancing the federal budget is a moral imperative? The researcher analyzed the question, is the amount spent on defense justifiable? Defense spending ranks second in the federal budget at $676 billion. In 2019, defense spending outpaced Medicare by $30 billion and Medicaid by almost $270 billion. Compared to other developed nations, the U.S. defense budget is larger than the defense budgets of the next ten highest-spending countries combined. China ranked second on the list and spent $209 billion in 2019 (Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.).
Lawmakers have appropriated funds, increasing defense spending levels for decades. In modern times a large portion of the defense budget goes to technology. Technological advancements in equipment, weapon systems, and vehicles have increased defense expenditures exponentially. Second to technology is America's global military presence. The U.S. Military operates in over 150 countries and has held this posture since the Cold War days. Historically, critical to the defense budget has been America's involvement in military conflicts. In the '90s, there was Operation Desert Storm. After 9/11, there was Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom. As America's seemingly never-ending war cycle slows down, the nation is transitioning to a rapid response force. The idea is to prepare U.S. forces to have boots on the ground anywhere in the world within 72 hours of notice. Another consideration is the salary and wages of more than a million Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, and Marines combined, not to mention the Department of Defense civilian support staff's compensation (Central Intelligence Agency, n.d.).
Since defense spending is a discretionary expenditure, is the amount spent on defense justifiable? The U.S. Constitution grants Congress the power to organize and maintain the military. A further review shows almost 40% of Congressional duties are rooted in the role of the military (U.S. Const.). Undoubtfully, lawmakers are fulfilling their financial obligation relating to defense. However, applying Kant's Theory or Consequential Theory to establish a moral relevance does not fit this discussion. Instead, the researcher applied the Political Theory of Niccolo Machiavelli. Political Theory details that leaders must defend its borders, enrich the treasury, and bring honor to the state (Vujadinovic, 2014). This approach is less about the virtue of moral character that Kant prescribes but is closer to consequentialism because the Machiavellian brand of political theory is depicted by the ends justifying the means. Even though Machiavelli's writings are a non-traditional perspective on morality, it is relevant to government imperatives. To answer the question of whether the amount spent is justifiable. According to Machiavelli, lawmakers' actions are justifiable because they fulfill their duty to ensure America maintains its power dynamic amongst other countries. There is a contrast between Kant's theoretical moral decision systems and consequentialism and the practicality of Machiavelli's perspective on government functionality. 
The concept of morality has continued to evolve throughout history. Classic philosophers framed moral theory as being just, without contradictions. Over two hundred years ago, Scottish economist and philosopher Adam Smith introduced his book, The Moral Sentiment, Smith explains morality as a social instrument that guides human behavior and interaction, furthered by the premise that our behavior is predicated on preserving our self-interest, not by rational thought (n.d.). In this paper, the researcher's goal was to apply ethical or moral theory to explain government action similarly to Adam Smith's explanation of human behavior. 
As it relates to healthcare, Kant's theory was used to determine lawmakers should make decisions based on moral duty rather than a consequence of the budget's financial burden. In the case of social security solvency, even when consequentialism was applied, lawmakers have shown that they are unable to fulfill their obligations because their actions are insufficient. This shows that lawmakers should not make decisions based solely on a consequence related to Social Security solvency or its effect on the overall federal budget. Lawmaker justification on defense spending is ethically questionable as well. However, lawmakers circumvent the moral question of perceived excess defense spending because the ends justifying the means.
In conclusion, is balancing the budget a moral imperative? This paper presents evidence that lawmakers are not making financial decisions based on morality. Lawmakers are responsible for the federal budget's state of affairs. The budget's three largest expenditures have suffered due to lawmakers' inattentiveness that has caused the deficit to balloon to levels that cripple the country's ability to meet its obligations to its citizens effectively. Balancing the federal budget should be a moral imperative of lawmakers.
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