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Description: Lanham, Maryland : Rowman & Littlefield, 2024. | Includes
   bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2024015512 (print) | LCCN 2024015513 (ebook) | ISBN
   9781538167922 (cloth) | ISBN 9781538167977 (paperback) ISBN 9781538167939 (epub) 
Subjects: LCSH: Basic income—Political aspects—European Union countries.
   | Basic income—Government policy—Europe Union countries.
Classification: LCC HC240.9.I5 A3 2024  (print) | LCC HC240.9.I5  (ebook) |
   DDC 331.2/36094—dc23/eng/20240416
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024015512
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024015513

[image: ] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.









Contents

Acknowledgments	vii

Introduction	ix

A Layered Dilemma	x

Seeking Remedies	xi

An Ideal Policy?	xii

Towards a Unified UBI?	xiv

Chapter 1: The Fundamental Concept of a European UBI	1

Universal Basic Income	3

The European Basic Income	13

From Fuzzy to Concrete Designs	18

Chapter 2: Progressivism	21

Progressivism in Context	25

Progressivism in Global Political Economy	28

Progressivism and Political Ideologies	32

Ideological Ideal-Types as an Analytical Approach	36

Chapter 3: Social Democracy	39

Balancing Work with Meeting Social Needs: Social Democracy and UBI	41

The Middle Way: A Social-Democratic View of EUBI	54


Chapter 4: Green Ideology	65

Building Community in the Ecological Transition: Green Ideology and UBI	67

Sustainability and Place: A Green View of EUBI	77

Chapter 5: Far-Left Ideologies	87

State Planning and Radical Redistribution: Far-Left Ideologies and UBI	90

Towards Emancipation: A Far-Left View of EUBI	104

Chapter 6: Liberalism	113

Unconditional Freedom beyond the State: Liberalism and UBI	116

The Means of Voluntary Action: A Liberal View of EUBI	134

Chapter 7: Christian Democracy	141

Social Order through Social Welfare: Christian Democracy and UBI	143

Stabilising the Nation: A Christian-Democratic View of EUBI	161

Chapter 8: Agenda Coalitions for a European Basic Income	169

In Pursuit of Compromise	173

EUBI Coalitions in Practice	184

Chapter 9: Conclusion	187

The Way Forward for a European UBI	191

Bibliography	195









Acknowledgments

This book is the culmination of a research project that began in 2020, when we each decided to confront the epochal horror and existential isolation visited upon the world by the COVID-19 pandemic by joining the virtual community of the Foundation for European Progressive Studies’ Young Academics Network (FEPS YAN). Spurred on by the hope and dynamism that FEPS YAN brought into our lives, we converted our shared interest in better understanding the idea of a Universal Basic Income into a deep, granular engagement with every conceivable side of the UBI debate—albeit through the as-yet untried prism of the European tier of policymaking. One policy report, several articles, many presentations, and more Google Meet calls than we could dare to count later, we can say with some degree of justification that we have given the idea of a European UBI substantial attention within social policy discourse. We would like to express our considerable gratitude to Elena Gil, Céline Guedes, Ania Skrzypek, and Angelika Striedinger for first giving us the opportunity to join forces as a collaborative group, and to our colleagues at all our respective institutions for their advice, guidance, and support, which has proved to be of immeasurable benefit in the development of the arguments we outline in this book.

For a progressive Europe!


Dominic Afscharian


Viktoriia Muliavka

Marius S. Ostrowski

Lukáš Siegel









Introduction

For decades, and in various precursor forms even for centuries, the idea of a Universal Basic Income (UBI) has captured the imagination of thinkers, activists, and politicians alike. However, its implementation still seems to lie far outside the realm of current possibility. Politicians of all partisan stripes suspect the idea of being a plot or a scam concocted by their ideological opponents with the worst conceivable intentions. UBI has been framed as everything from a ‘neoliberal’ assault on the welfare state to a way of introducing communism through the back door, a defeatist entrenchment of the motive logic of capitalism or its destabilisation and rejection. This has left the idea of a UBI cast, often and determinedly, in negative terms: as an ideological foil, a shibboleth, even a demonic spectre, that encapsulates everything supporters of a given ideology rail against, and represents the direct antithesis of everything they stand for. The task of making a positive case for UBI is left to a handful of advocates scattered asymmetrically across the groups, movements, and parties that make up the European ideological spectrum—typically in relative ideological isolation but more occasionally in tentative alliances forged across ideological lines.

In this book, we develop this collaborative tendency to push back against the suspicions that surround much ideological discourse around UBI. Instead, we ask how different ideologies—activist groups, movements, and parties—might design a UBI in line with their preferences. Specifically, we ask how they might construct a UBI designed and implemented not at the level of the nation-state, but at the European institutional tier, as a specific development of the pro-European tendencies that these ideologies generally share. We embark on a journey through the worlds of five progressive political ideologies and the ideal varieties of a European UBI they might favour. Finally, we explore where they overlap and diverge—and what kind of European UBI they might rally around as a consensus position.


A Layered Dilemma

As the twenty-first century advances, Europe’s democracies face a fundamental dilemma. One of their abiding strengths is their ability to give representation to diverging views in their societies. At the same time, protracted and unresolved disagreements can block crucial policy progress. The European Union (EU) reproduces a very similar dynamic in its attempt to bring together very different states—however partially or gradually—in an ‘ever closer union’ (Belgium et al. 1957, 2) that is ‘united in diversity’ (European Union 2022). As authoritarian movements and Eurosceptics become ever more daring in leveraging prominent examples of lengthy decision-processes to frame democracies and the EU itself as inherently dysfunctional (Condruz-Băcescu 2014), the future of Europe as a united, democratic entity on the geopolitical stage is increasingly at stake (Afscharian and Ostrowski 2022). Political actors urgently need to find ways to achieve policy progress more effectively, while maintaining adequate space for controversial debates within democratic processes and institutions. Considering the rising tensions over inequality and social precarity as well as anti-democratic actors’ tendencies to politicise them, the need to resolve this dilemma is becoming particularly pressing in the realm of social policy.

However, in attempting to achieve substantial reforms, democratic political movements face yet another challenge. As electorates become increasingly diverse across the EU and within its member states, it becomes proportionally more difficult to rally large societal groups around a common cause. This development is particularly distinct for parties on the political left and, more generally, ‘progressives’ who want to push forward meaningful change within and beyond their societies. While European social democrats in particular mobilised strong workers’ movements in the nineteenth century, and later united workers and key fractions of the middle class behind shared goals in the twentieth century, electoral interests have become too individualised—or rather, collective claims for support have become too diverse and cross-cutting—for such unified progressive projects to still hold up in contemporary politics. Institutional arrangements in countries like the United States and (to a lesser extent) the UK have remedied some effects of this development, but they can only superficially conceal structural developments that become clearer within the EU: for the last several decades, many European democracies have experienced increasing electoral atomisation. This has been reflected in long-term developments within their various respective party systems. While certain countries, such as Belgium and the Netherlands, already had highly pluralistic systems characterised by many political parties, countries like Austria, Germany, Italy, and Spain have seen an increasing atomisation of their party systems as well, with far-right, far-left, and green parties gaining ground.

The effect of this has been to make it increasingly difficult to form working, stable majority governments. As a result, progressive as well as conservative parties in countries such as Austria, Germany, and the Netherlands have pursued a strategy of forming coalitions built on the lowest common denominator between their members. This can have a strong impact on progress in policy fields that are particularly contested between the member parties in the government, as agreements on substantial reforms become harder to achieve. Social policy is a prime example of this, as it constitutes the main traditional line of division between the political left and right: Should the state intervene and redistribute resources, or should free markets be left to their own devices? Thanks to these fundamental cleavages, deadlocks can easily emerge. These, in turn, can prevent necessary changes in one of the policy fields that can most easily be leveraged by authoritarian movements to dismantle democracies if reforms are stalled—as well as the EU from within.



Seeking Remedies

To resolve such deadlocks in social policy and beyond, one strategy—at least in theory—is to attempt to form coherently progressive coalitions (Ostrowski 2020). However, such coalitions often do not materialise in practice due to the sheer diversity of their various members’ electoral and policy demands. Different parties might agree on a broad outline of culturally progressive visions of a cosmopolitan future, while disagreeing vehemently on their preferred socioeconomic policies—or indeed vice versa (Zürn and De Wilde 2016). In such cases, fundamental disagreement on one ideological dimension could overshadow in-principle agreement on another, thus precisely reinforcing the deadlocks these coalitions are intended to solve. This puts progressives on an uneven playing field with conservatives, as these deadlock conditions inherently favour the preservation of the status quo, while explicitly hindering any kind of progress. Again, this risks playing into authoritarian narratives about the supposed dysfunction of the EU and its member democracies when it comes to far-reaching social reforms.

In this book, we explore how progressive democratic actors across Europe might be able to overcome this issue in the realm of social policy. Considering the complexity of the matters at stake, we do not claim to offer a one-size-fits-all solution that can single-handedly resolve such democratic deadlocks altogether. Rather, we propose one specific, carefully defined building-block that has the potential to underpin what would need to become a much broader strategy of fostering democratic resilience.

More concretely, we argue that progressive democrats can pursue one pathway of political action more systematically than is currently the case in many European democracies: intra-parliamentary ‘agenda coalitions’. Rather than having to agree on every policy in all imaginable policy fields in the form of a coalition agreement, parties in an ‘agenda coalition’ could try to achieve shared goals in a specific area by forming temporary coalitions around a single policy (or a small number of policies). Crucially, such a policy would have to be innovative enough to bridge (some of) the divides that prevented cooperation between the various actors involved up to this point. If disagreement on traditional policy approaches is so fundamental that it blocks any social policy progress at all, specific innovative policy options could potentially be embraced and deployed by agenda coalitions in parliament if the actors involved share sufficiently compatible idealistic goals. For instance, social democrats and liberals might share the ideal of emancipating individuals and fostering open societies but disagree on whether this would be better achieved by expanding the roster of civic rights or by directly redistributing money to those in material need.



An Ideal Policy?

Finding concrete examples for innovative policies that could enable intra-parliamentary ‘agenda coalitions’ in the social realm while also fostering meaningful change is far from a trivial task. While many reform options come to mind that might fit an individual party’s preferences, there is no policy—especially no social policy with the potential of fostering fundamental societal change—that is without its critics. This becomes even more complex if we widen our gaze to consider not only the (shifting and expanding) ideological spectrum within any single member state, but also the ‘higher-level’ spectrum in place across the EU at large. After all, if the goal is to find social policy reforms that not only stabilise European democracies, but also shore up European unity, they must deliver a clear vision of a ‘social Europe’ as well.

All things considered, this might seem an impossible task. Crucially, however, the social policies that would make appropriate candidates for these progressive agenda coalitions do not need to command universal support. Rather, they only need to capture sufficiently large numbers of actors within a sufficient number of political groups to add up to a majority on aggregate. The empirics of how many individual politicians within a party support a policy depend on a vast number of factors such as individual conviction, vote-seeking, or office-seeking (Strom 1990). However, the theoretical compatibility between policy ideas and political parties can be examined using ideology as a proxy. By implication, in order to establish whether a policy idea carries the potential of rallying agenda coalitions around it, said idea must be scrutinised through the lenses of various political ideologies. If these ideologies—at least in theory—share a common denominator of support for a basic policy idea, its associated concrete policy design can be adjusted to deliver on these areas of common ground while avoiding ideologically rooted conflicts. In the case of progressive social policy reform across the EU, this implies comparing a policy idea that reflects, or aligns with, the essential concepts of those dominant political ideologies in Europe that retain considerable potential for progressive thinking. Against this background, a theoretically ideal social policy for the approach we propose is one that enjoys some support across the political spectrum, and one where the cleavages over it (for and against) cut across party lines. Otherwise, if cleavages ran strictly and uniformly between parties, the vote shares of these parties would perfectly represent wider social support for the associated policy in parliament. This, in turn, would render cross-partisan agenda coalitions impossible and the political strategies associated with them ineffective and irrelevant.

But which policy ideas might theoretically be suitable for these kinds of agenda coalitions in the future? One option for such a policy has dominated social policy debates for years like few others: UBI. Putting aside the separate question of whether or not one agrees with the idea of a UBI, it offers an ideal example for illustrating the concepts we develop in this book. This is not despite, but precisely because the policy tends to evoke strong opinions among a diverse array of political ideologies—including the passionate opposition we alluded to before. Unlike many other social policies, supporters and opponents of UBI can be found across party lines—albeit for often very different reasons. Among the sceptics, there is a shared tendency towards mutual distrust. On the one hand, socioeconomically left-leaning actors accuse UBI of being a ‘neoliberal’ project that aims to erode the welfare state and save capitalism from its timely demise (Lombardozzi and Pitts 2020; Mathers 2020). On the other hand, socioeconomically right-leaning actors are afraid that a UBI would be used by the left to provide welfare for the ‘lazy’ and ‘undeserving’ and would act as a negative work incentive (Hamilton and Martin-West 2019; Zelleke 2008; Bick, Fuchs-Schündeln, and Lagakos 2018; Midões 2019).

Interestingly, these ideologically very different critiques of the same basic policy idea echo a similar fundamental distrust: A policy that is presented by the ‘other side’ as a tool for emancipating people and for fostering a more open society is actually allegedly intended by said ‘other side’ to achieve the exact opposite. By logical implication, however, there are also other members of the same ideological movements on both sides who speak out in support of UBI. Critics of UBI are extremely keen to point out the voices of UBI supporters among their ideological opponents, but far less willing to acknowledge the same voices among their ideological allies. In all of this, it is impossible to find one political ideology that takes a clear lead on either supporting or rejecting UBI. This lack of any clear ideological ‘belonging’ makes UBI more-or-less unique among contemporary social policy proposals that are both highly salient and contested in political and public discourse. It also makes the idea of a European UBI (EUBI) particularly interesting as an option for giving the EU a concrete social dimension that is not clearly associated with a single ideology. Thus, UBI is a prime example for an idea that could in principle unite actors from different affiliations across Europe under a single common agenda coalition.



Towards a Unified UBI?

Although an (E)UBI presents an ideal case to explore the options for agenda coalitions in Europe, such coalitions are yet to be formed in practice. The mutual distrust among ideological movements towards each other’s conceptions of UBI up to now has essentially stymied the emergence of a united progressive vision for a UBI. This is particularly puzzling as UBI holds considerable untapped electoral potential. According to public opinion research, the policy enjoys ‘overwhelming’ public support (Roosma and Van Oorschot 2020, 203) across many European countries (Bartha et al. 2020, 67–69; Baute and Meuleman 2020). In addition, UBI is far from being an esoteric or niche proposition, as its salience is high in public, political, and academic debates alike (Afscharian et al. 2021, 1–2). In short, UBI is a well-known, popular proposal with considerable capacity to solve a fundamental problem for many parties. This only makes it more surprising, however, that it has not yet been more widely embraced.

In this book, we address this puzzle and explore the theoretical potential for agenda coalitions around a EUBI. We reveal the scope for potential agreement between ideologies that might enable the formation of agenda coalitions over a UBI, as well as the disagreements that might prevent such coalitions from taking shape. We approach this task from an interdisciplinary perspective, incorporating insights from policy analysis, political theory, history, and philosophy.

As a first step, we define the key policy concepts of this book. In doing so, we elaborate on what a UBI generally is (and what it is not), what could constitute a ‘European UBI’, and to what extent there can be divergences in how the policy is concretely conceptualised. Second, we discuss potential arguments for UBI viewed through the lenses of different political ideologies. Our focus on the arguments in favour of UBI should not be mistaken as an insouciant negation of the many important arguments against the policy that exist and circulate in the debates on various ideological sides. However, since our conceptual starting point consists in a desire to better understand the potential appeal of UBI from different theoretical perspectives, we have decided on an economy of resources and space that allows us to conduct a deeper engagement with the reasons why different ideological groups, movements, or parties may be positively interested in UBI. For readers interested in overviews of arguments that include critiques of UBI, we recommend our previous research in this space, where we offer an at-a-glance map of the debates on UBI, both for and against (Afscharian et al. 2021, 2022b).

From the arguments we identify as key to different ideologies’ theoretical interest in UBI, we derive several characteristics and priorities for policy design. In our choice of political ideologies, we focus on those which we categorise under a very broad interpretation of the label of ‘progressivism’. These ideologies are social democracy, the far left (in its many and varied permutations), green ideology, liberalism, and—perhaps counterintuitively to some—Christian democracy. For each ideology, we engage with the key arguments from its internal debates on UBI and examine which facets of and positions on UBI appeal to the core constitutive elements of different political ideologies. In line with this, we elaborate on the implications that these different arguments have for concrete policy design, seen through the ideal-typical lenses for each ideology. This means that we propose one very rough policy design for each ideology that would adjust key elements of UBI to deliver on the respective ideology’s priorities. The result is a group of five distinct progressive visions of UBI with some overlaps and some areas of disagreement. Following this, we elaborate our concept of intra-parliamentary agenda coalitions in greater detail. We then reflect on the commonalities and differences between the five ideal-typical, broadly progressive visions of UBI and propose agenda coalitions that might be formed around each of these policy designs.

Through these steps, this book makes several key contributions. From a theoretical perspective, it scrutinises the widespread empirical claim that UBI appeals to various political ideologies. It substantiates this claim in concrete terms by providing an overview of where the overlaps and divides between the ideologies we examine lie. From the perspective of policy development, our work demonstrates how a UBI could be designed in practice to strike an optimal balance between achieving its professed goals and avoiding potential pitfalls. Finally, considering the political dimension, our results give progressive stakeholders a clearer sense of where compromises need to be made in order to form new coalitions, and to achieve substantial social policy progress in a time of diversified electorates and partisan deadlocks.

This book is positioned at the intersection of academic and policy research, between social science and social activism. It is neither purely an empirical analysis, nor an advocacy piece for or against UBI. Rather, it is intended as a specific theoretical reflection on ways to build bridges between policy ideas and political practice. As such, the arguments presented throughout this book reflect theoretical considerations for how those who are drawn to UBI might argue for the scheme if they base their arguments on the core concepts of different political ideologies. Accordingly, we invite readers to critically reflect on the arguments we present here through the lens of their respective political preferences. Although we present concrete proposals for policy design, the ultimate point of this book is not to develop a ready-made UBI that only needs to be implemented. Rather, we want to sensitise those participating in UBI debates to a crucial yet often overlooked fact: UBI is not the ‘simple solution’ as which it is often framed. Just like any other policy, UBI has dials and parameters that can be adjusted to achieve fundamentally different outcomes (Aerts, Marx, and Verbist 2023). As a result, public debates on UBI that demand to know whether one is ‘for or against UBI’ are misleading. There is not just one UBI, but rather there are many possible UBIs. Ultimately, whether we choose to support or reject UBI as a social policy scheme is thus also a matter of how well a particular UBI policy design matches our ideological preferences. Answering this question is, in turn, in the hands of anyone who chooses to participate in the UBI debates circulating in society today.










Chapter 1

The Fundamental Concept of a European UBI

If we acknowledge that there is not just ‘one UBI’ but many possible versions of it, this still raises an important question: If many policies can be labelled a ‘UBI’, what does this label actually stand for? Generally, the more diverse the policy ideas that are subsumed under the same conceptual umbrella, the higher the potential for their overarching concept to become semantically overstretched. If this process is taken to its extremes, this can lead to UBI losing its meaning entirely and becoming terminologically vacuous and arbitrary—a ‘catch-all’ term that does nothing to advance progress in the social policy sphere. In this chapter, we therefore turn to clarify what we mean by the concept of UBI, and in particular its European version.

Concept stretching is no purely theoretical risk. Contemporary public debates regularly blur the lines between minimum income schemes and UBI (e.g., Thorwarth 2022; Lyman 2019). Such tendencies could dilute the ambitions of UBI, causing theoretical ideas to become increasingly detached from political discourse. As ‘UBI’ is a popular term with wide public recognition, politicians may be tempted to use it when referring to less disruptive policies (e.g., Giugliano 2019). In turn, this may numb the public to the core principles of UBI and thus deprive the initial idea of its singular appeal. For instance, needs-tested social assistance schemes may end up being rhetorically framed as universal policies by eliding them with UBI, subsumed under the vague label of ‘basic income’. However, both approaches build on fundamentally different understandings of social justice. Hence, overly broad interpretations of the term ‘UBI’ may do a disservice to proponents of both universal and needs-tested welfarist schemes.

We explicitly acknowledge that such risks are something of an occupational hazard of working with the broad interpretations of UBI we have chosen to explore here. However, overly narrow UBI definitions are no remedy for all the conceptual issues with UBI either. For instance, a narrow definition of UBI may conflict with the ideas of justice inherent to various political ideologies—which often treat questions of ‘fairness’ and ‘due’ from a whole-population perspective. Meanwhile, an understanding of UBI that requires strong redistributive efforts may contradict market-liberal ideas. Even so, liberal actors may still sympathise with the general idea of a UBI—although they might prefer one that is constructed a little differently. Overly narrow definitions can thus lead to conceptual confusion within the debate as a whole if different actors with incompatible ideas of UBI try to claim sole ownership over the issue.

It is certainly useful to have a clear understanding of what UBI entails and what it excludes. However, in this book, we refer to UBI in a deliberately broad sense both for normative and pragmatic reasons. First, academic scholarship is increasingly producing research on public opinion on UBI (Laenen 2023) that is starting to feature prominently within the broader debate (e.g., Bartha et al. 2020; Baute and Meuleman 2020; Parolin and Siöland 2020; Roosma and Van Oorschot 2020). Yet survey respondents might fundamentally disagree on what 
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