


[image: Image]






Contents

PREFACE

CHAPTER 1 
Basic Income – Its Meaning and Historical Origins

CHAPTER 2 
Basic Income as Social Justice

CHAPTER 3 
Basic Income and Freedom

CHAPTER 4 
Reducing Poverty, Inequality and Insecurity

CHAPTER 5 
The Economic Arguments

CHAPTER 6 
The Standard Objections

CHAPTER 7 
The Affordability Issue

CHAPTER 8 
The Implications for Work and Labour

CHAPTER 9 
The Alternatives

CHAPTER 10 
Basic Income and Development

CHAPTER 11 
Basic Income Initiatives and Pilots

CHAPTER 12 
The Political Challenge – How to Get There from Here

APPENDIX: HOW TO RUN A BASIC INCOME PILOT

NOTES

LIST OF BIEN-AFFILIATED ORGANIZATIONS

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

FOLLOW PENGUIN




‘It is from the champions of the impossible rather than the slaves of the possible that evolution draws its creative force.’

BARBARA WOOTTON






Preface

Since at least Thomas More’s Utopia of 1516, many thinkers have flirted with the idea of a basic income – everybody in society receiving a regular amount of income as a right. Some have recoiled at the effrontery of the idea; some have mocked it, as fantasy and a threat to civilization – albeit most unlikely to come about; some have pushed it into the ‘dream, brother’ recesses of the mind; some have grown tiresome in their enthusiasm. The gamut of sentiments and reactions has been impressively wide.

However, only in the 1980s was an international network set up to promote debate around the issue. The Basic Income European Network (BIEN) was formally established in September 1986 by a small group of economists, philosophers and other social scientists from western Europe, meeting in Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium. This was symbolic; Utopia, the first vision of a society with a publicly financed basic income, was originally published in Louvain (Leuven in Flemish). I was one of those founder members, and came up with the name. As well as being an acronym, BIEN played on the French word meaning ‘well’, hinting at the well-being we believe basic income could bring about.

Gradually, as more people joined from outside Europe, it became appropriate to rename the organization. In 2004 the E in BIEN was converted from ‘European’ to ‘Earth’. Nevertheless, until quite recently, the idea that a basic income should be paid to all as a right drew little attention from mainstream commentators, academics or politicians. Honourable exceptions included Michel Rocard, a former French Prime Minister, and Bishop Desmond Tutu, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, who both addressed BIEN congresses. Then came the financial crash of 2007–8, which threatened the global economy, since when there has been a huge surge of interest.

Nevertheless, please indulge me in a note of appreciation for those who, through the activities of BIEN, kept the idea alive during the doldrum years and whose research and writing helped to shape thinking and fill in the policy gaps. From the outset, we sought to ensure that every political hue could be represented, within limits of respect for gender equality, racial equality and free and democratic societies.

Indeed, there have always been tensions between those who have taken a libertarian approach and those who have been more egalitarian, and between those who see a basic income as a ‘stand-alone’ policy and those who see it as part of a progressive political strategy. Yet this ‘broad church’ approach has been key to the success of BIEN as it has built the knowledge base required for when it can be said with conviction that ‘this is an idea whose time has come’.




A Political Imperative?

The growing interest in basic income partly reflects a recognition that current economic and social policies are producing unsustainable inequalities and injustices. The twentieth-century income distribution system has broken down, as globalization has swept forward, as ‘neo-liberal’ economics has done its work, and as the technological revolution has facilitated transformative changes in labour markets. One outcome has been a growing ‘precariat’, consisting of millions of people facing unstable, insecure labour, a lack of occupational identity, declining and increasingly volatile real wages, loss of benefits and chronic indebtedness.

The shares of national income going to ‘capital’ and ‘labour’ used to be roughly stable; that old consensus has gone. We are in a Second Gilded Age, in which more and more income is going to a minority of ‘rentiers’ who are thriving from the proceeds of property – physical, financial and ‘intellectual’. This has no moral or economic justification. And the inequities are multiplying, as is the resentment. The mixture of anxiety, anomie, alienation and anger is creating a ‘perfect storm’, enabling populist politicians to play on fears in order to build support for agendas that have echoes of the ugly aftermath of the First Gilded Age.

Unless a new income distribution system can be constructed – or at least the firm beginnings of one – the drift to the far right, which underpinned Brexit and the triumph of Donald Trump in 2016, will only grow stronger. I would argue that, as the anchor of a more egalitarian and more emancipatory system, basic income has become a political imperative, which is one of the reasons for writing this book.




About the Book

The book is intended to guide the reader through the arguments for and against the introduction of a basic income as a right, paid in cash (or equivalent) to all individuals regardless of age, gender, marital status, work status and work history. It draws on thirty years of research, advocacy and social activism by many people, and especially on the growth of BIEN, its sixteen international congresses and the hundreds of papers presented at them, up to and including the congress in Seoul in July 2016. As far as possible, I have given references and sources that interested readers can go to for more elaborated discussion.

However, the intention here is to provide an introduction and a reflective guide to the issues. In what follows, I consider what is meant by basic income and discuss the three main perspectives – justice, freedom and security – that have been used to justify it, as well as the economic rationale. I also deal with the various objections that have been made to it, especially on affordability and the impact on labour supply, and look at the practical and political challenges of implementation.

It is hoped that the book will be of use to politicians and policymakers as well as to what are sometimes rather patronizingly called ‘lay readers’. The simple call to ‘give everybody a basic income’ is actually more complex than it sounds, and many people have strong opinions formed without evidence or considered reflection. So readers are urged to approach this book with as open a mind as possible.

As a founder member of BIEN and currently its honorary co-president, I am an unapologetic supporter of basic income. However, I have endeavoured to ‘give the devil the best tunes’ (well, let us pretend!), so that readers can weigh the arguments for themselves. The purpose is, and should be, to encourage a dispassionate conversation, rather than a dialogue of the deaf. It is up to those who are in the political arena to take the conversation forward into action.

How to give politicians inclined to support a basic income the courage to say it out loud and work for it? I, for one, have grown tired of hearing prominent politicians say in private that they support basic income but do not know how to ‘come out’. I would like to think that the arguments in this book, underlined by the events of 2016, will help to strengthen their collective backbone.




[image: Image]


‘The easiest way out is through the door. Why do so few use this method?’

CONFUCIUS



We need to start by defining what is meant by a basic income. Although there are a number of variants, which will be discussed in due course, a basic income can be defined as a modest amount of money paid unconditionally to individuals on a regular basis (for example, monthly). It is often called a universal basic income (UBI) because it is intended to be paid to all.

This deceptively simple definition nevertheless needs unpacking.

The Essentials

What Is Meant by ‘Basic’?

The term ‘basic’ causes a lot of confusion. At the least, it means an amount that would enable someone to survive in extremis, in the society they live in. It could be more. However, the underlying purpose is to provide basic economic security, not total security or affluence. Total security would be neither feasible nor desirable.

Deciding what constitutes basic security is a challenge, but intuitively it should be easy to understand. Basic security in terms of being able to obtain enough to eat and a place to live, an opportunity to learn and access to medical care surely constitutes what any ‘good society’ should provide, equally and as certainly as it can. Most advocates of a basic income believe it should be provided as a ‘right’, meaning that it cannot be withdrawn at will. This issue is discussed further in Chapter 3.

Some argue that the basic income should be sufficient to ensure ‘participation in society’. As a definition, this seems both unnecessary and too vague. However, it reflects a laudable wish for all to have adequate resources to enable them, in words associated with Alexis de Tocqueville, to go forth in society as citizens with equal status. A sensible pragmatic position is that the level of a basic income should be sufficient to advance in that direction.

So, how high should the basic income be? Some advocates believe it should be set at the highest amount that is sustainable, and as close as possible to an ‘above-poverty’ level. This is the libertarian view, discussed in Chapter 3, which is often accompanied by claims that a basic income could then replace all state benefits and welfare services.

Others, including this writer, believe that a basic income could start at a low level and be built up gradually, determined by the size of a fund set up for the purpose and the level and change in national income. Whatever level is set, however, a basic income need not – and should not – be a calculated means of dismantling the welfare state.

What Is Meant by ‘Universal’?

In an ideal world, we might want every human being to have equal basic income security. But ‘universal’ here means that a basic income would be paid to everyone usually resident in a given community, province or country. The basic income would not, strictly speaking, be a ‘citizenship income’, as it is sometimes referred to, because non-resident citizens would not qualify. Conversely, in-migrants could be required to be legal residents for a defined period (or, in the case of foreigners, have achieved permanent residence status) before qualifying to receive the basic income. This is a political matter to be decided by democratic means.

What Is Meant by ‘Paid To Individuals’?

The basic income would be paid to each individual as an individual, regardless of marital, family or household status. Thus it would not favour or discriminate against any type of household arrangement. And, unlike benefits paid according to ‘family status’, there would be no presumption of automatic sharing of income within a household, let alone equal sharing, which is often not the case.

The basic income should also be uniform, that is, paid equally to every adult, whatever their circumstances. Some existing state benefits, being family-based, in effect give members of large households a lower amount, assuming economies of scale within families. A basic income makes no such assumption and so avoids unintended discrimination.

Most (but not all) proponents of a basic income also advocate paying a lower amount to children, usually specifying that the child’s basic income should be paid to the mother or a surrogate for the mother. And many propose paying supplements for pensioners, for the frail elderly and for those with disabilities, to compensate for their higher costs of living and their relatively low probability of earning extra income. Thus ‘equality’ can be interpreted as equality of basic living standard.

What Is Meant by ‘Unconditionally’?

The important claim that the basic income should be provided by the state unconditionally has three aspects. First, there would be no income conditions, that is, no means testing. People would not have to prove they have an income below a certain amount, or that this was not their ‘fault’ or ‘responsibility’; such tests are much more arbitrary and inequitable than commonly presumed.

Second, there would be no spending conditions; the basic income would be paid without direction or restriction on what, when or how recipients spent the money. This distinguishes basic income from benefits in kind, or vouchers or cash cards, that can only be spent on specific items and are thus inherently paternalistic. A basic income allows people to determine their own spending priorities.

Third, there would be no behavioural conditions, requiring people to behave in certain ways and not others, such as taking jobs or particular types of job, or being willing to do so, in order to qualify for the basic income. This is what both advocates and critics of basic income usually mean when they refer to basic income as an ‘unconditional’ payment.

What Is Meant by ‘Regular’?

The basic income would be paid at regular intervals, the usual suggestion being monthly, though it could be more frequent or less. Importantly, the amount each month would be similar and paid automatically, without form filling, queuing and so on. Predictability is a crucial component of basic security. Unlike most other forms of state benefit, basic income would be both guaranteed and known in advance.

It would also be non-withdrawable. In other words, basic income should be a right that, like other fundamental rights such as the right to liberty, cannot be taken away except by due process of law. (Some basic income advocates propose suspending payments to prisoners, but other options could include using the basic income to help defray the costs of upkeep in prison, payment of the basic income to another family member or even the banking of payments to await release, easing subsequent reintegration into society.) It should also be non-repayable. Sometimes the term ‘non-foreclosable’ is used, to signify that the basic income could not be seized for non-payment of debts. It should be an economic right to basic income security.

A Warning

A stable and predictable basic income, paid come rain come shine, is thus different from a minimum income guarantee, which tops up low incomes to a given level, usually requiring complex means tests. And it is different from a negative income tax or tax credits, which are withdrawn as income rises.

Nevertheless, these variants are often referred to in the same breath as basic income, and they do have in common the idea that everyone should have some sort of basic income security. While this book reserves the term ‘basic income’ for schemes that conform to the definition given at the start of the chapter, readers should be aware (and beware) that commentators often confound these diverse approaches under the ‘basic income’ label. Sometimes this may be done mischievously; more usually, it is a sign that they do not know what they are talking about.

Basic Income v. Basic Capital Grants

It is important to distinguish between a basic income (modest amounts paid regularly) and basic capital grants (larger amounts paid as a single lump sum). It has been said that a basic capital grant aims to produce ‘capitalism with equal starts’, which permits market-driven inequalities, whereas a basic income aims for ‘capitalism with baseline income maintenance’.1

Advocates of a basic capital grant typically envisage a one-off payment given to everybody on reaching a certain age, such as twenty-one. Bruce Ackerman and Anne Alstott, the two principal contemporary proponents, have called this a ‘stakeholder grant’.2 Elsewhere, I have called it a ‘coming-of-age grant’, a COAG.3

In a variant known as a ‘baby bond’, introduced by Britain’s New Labour government, parents were given a voucher for £250 or more at the birth of a child, to invest in a trust fund that paid out at age eighteen. That scheme was abolished by the coalition government of 2010–15, before the first recipients reached adulthood, so there could be no evaluation of its impact prior to the decision to end it.

The main criticism of one-off capital grants is the ‘weakness-of-will’ effect. Someone receiving a large lump sum, especially at age eighteen or twenty-one, might be tempted to make risky investments or might squander the money, ending up with nothing. There is also a timing issue, since one age cohort may receive the grant when investment values are rising, another when opportunities are scarce or more risky. The advice of an expert (or perhaps a ‘nudge’ by a government-appointed adviser) may have poor results for one person and good ones for another at a different time. In effect, the capital grant leaves too much to chance.

It would be difficult to refuse help for people if, for whatever reason, they subsequently fell upon hard times. But this would also create a moral hazard, since expectation of further financial support if the money was lost could tempt some recipients into more reckless decisions. By contrast, a modest amount paid as a regular basic income would not encourage excessive risk-taking, and would have the added advantage of allowing people to learn over time how to handle money if they had not been able to do so previously.

The Roots of Basic Income

Several candidates jostle for pride of place as the originator of the idea that the state should provide all its citizens with a basic income. Sir Thomas More, in his fictional vision of the island of Utopia (literally, ‘no place’), published in Latin in 1516, is commonly identified as the first to picture a society with a basic income.

However, there is a case for going much further back, to Pericles and Ephialtes, who in 461 BC triumphed as leaders of the ‘plebeians’ in ancient Athens. It was Ephialtes, in fact, who initiated democratic reforms that involved paying citizens for jury service. Shortly afterwards, he was assassinated (allegedly by his political opponents), and Pericles, his second-in-command, then took over. So, although it was hardly the ideal omen, we could say that Ephialtes was the true originator of the basic income, or at least the ‘citizen’s income’ variant.

The essence of ancient Greek democracy was that the citizens were expected to participate in the polis, the political life of the city. Pericles instituted a sort of basic income grant that rewarded them for their time and was intended to enable the plebs – the contemporary equivalent of the precariat – to take part. The payment was not conditional on actual participation, which was nevertheless seen as a moral duty. Sadly, this enlightened system of deliberative democracy, facilitated by the basic income, was overthrown by an oligarchic coup in 411 BC. The road was blocked for a very long time.

The medieval roots of basic income can be found in the epochal Charter of the Forest, which was issued alongside the Magna Carta in 1217. (Although the original Charter of Liberties of June 1215 is often referred to as the Magna Carta, it was not given that name until a shorter version was issued in 1217 after certain sections were moved to and elaborated in the forest charter.) The Charter of the Forest asserted the rights of the common man to subsistence and to what were called estovars, the means of subsistence in the commons. In the thirteenth century, every church was required to read out the Charter to congregations four times a year. One remarkable feature inserted in the revised Magna Carta was the right granted to widows to ‘reasonable estovar of common’. Every widow had the right to a basic income, in the form of the right to take food, fuel and housing materials from the commons.

It was nevertheless Thomas More who first depicted what a society with a basic income might look like. In a novel justification that is not without modern parallels,4 he saw basic income as a better way to reduce thievery than hanging, then the usual punishment. One of his characters says:


No penalty on earth will stop people from stealing if it is their only way of getting food … Instead of inflicting these horrible punishments, it would be far more to the point to provide everyone with some means of livelihood, so that nobody is under the frightful necessity of becoming first a thief and then a corpse.



Ten years later, a Spanish-Flemish scholar and friend of More, Johannes Vives, submitted a detailed proposal to the Mayor of Bruges for ensuring a minimum subsistence for all the city’s residents; this led to a brief trial of the idea in the town of Ypres. For this reason, some credit Vives with being the first to initiate something like a basic income. But in his model the assistance (food) was targeted on the poor only. Vives was also a proponent of ‘workfare’, making the poor labour in return. Still, More, Vives and others helped to legitimize the idea of publicly funded and publicly provided poor relief, rather than reliance on discretionary charity by the Church or the rich.

In the centuries after More, a few other thinkers followed in his footsteps. In France, for example, Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws of 1748 asserted, ‘The State owes all its citizens a secure subsistence, food, suitable clothes and a way of life that does not damage their health.’ Later, the Marquis de Condorcet, an enlightened man for his time and place, argued for something similar. The guillotine that ended his life in 1794 again symbolized a road not followed.

However, perhaps the most influential advocate in the early phase was Thomas Paine, the great republican and author of The Rights of Man. The key assertion was not in his widely distributed pamphlet Common Sense (1776) that inspired the American War of Independence, a copy of which was said to be in every cabin in America, but in the core of his seminal essay ‘Agrarian Justice’, written in 1795.5 There he proposed what might be called a ‘coming-of-age’ capital grant as well as a basic income for the elderly, both remarkably innovative proposals for his time.

Paine’s radical contemporary in England, Thomas Spence, also argued for a basic income as a natural right, as a matter of justice. He envisaged a sort of ‘social dividend’ derived from land rents paid into parish funds, with the proceeds distributed equally between all inhabitants on a quarterly basis.

In the nineteenth century, a few writers toyed with some version of a basic income. In continental Europe, French, Dutch and Belgian thinkers were prominent in this phase, notably the socialists Charles Fourier, Joseph Charlier, and François Huet, who in 1853 advocated an unconditional transfer to all young adults, funded by taxes on inheritance and gifts. But they were to be marginalized in the burst of communist fervour and the paternalism of social democracy.

Across the Atlantic, contributors included the flamboyant Henry George, whose book Progress and Poverty (1879) sold millions and whose influence was widespread and prolonged. Another influential publication was Edward Bellamy’s novel Looking Backward! (1888), describing in detail a United States in the year 2000 that credited all citizens with an equal income.

In Britain, William Morris’s radical futuristic novel, News from Nowhere (1890), written in part in reaction to Bellamy’s book, envisaged a cooperative craft-based society in an England of 1956. The novel itself was too earnest to be regarded as great literature, but Morris captured something special in portraying a society where, with a basic income granted by the state, people pursued work as creative activity, not as labour for bosses. It was a vision of work soon to be lost in the dour ‘labourism’ of both socialists and communists in the early decades of the twentieth century, which made income and benefits dependent on jobs.

What might be regarded as the second wave of proponents came in the wake of the First World War, in the writings of Bertrand Russell, Mabel and Dennis Milner, Bertram Pickard, G. D. H. Cole and the disciples of Henry George.6 Walter van Trier wrote an engaging doctoral dissertation identifying the Milners as the pioneers of a basic income (which they called a ‘state bonus’) as practical policy.7 Shortly after them, writing in the 1920s, came British engineer C. H. Douglas, founder of the ‘social credit’ movement and the first proponent inspired by a technological vision of a widening divide between economic output and workers’ incomes and purchasing power. He was to have a bevy of like-minded thinkers in the twenty-first century.

As a general principle, Russell stated the aim of basic income clearly:


[T]he plan we are advocating amounts essentially to this: that a certain small income, sufficient for necessaries, should be secured to all, whether they work or not, and that a larger income – as much larger as might be warranted by the total amount of commodities produced – should be given to those who are willing to engage in some work which the community recognizes as useful … When education is finished, no one should be compelled to work, and those who choose not to work should receive a bare livelihood, and be left completely free.8



Russell’s statement was one of many similar calls in a very charged social context, a time of economic misery following the carnage of the Great War of 1914–18, which had decimated the industrial working class of Europe. But the Labour Party, which discussed the ideas of basic income and state bonuses at its annual conference in 1920, formally rejected them the following year. It was a missed opportunity to advance a different form of society.

Subsequently, there were a few lone voices in the United States, most notably Senator Huey Long. In Britain, the various related proposals figured peripherally in the debates on the formation of the welfare state, notably in the early work of James Meade and Juliet Rhys-Williams (1943), which was taken forward by her son Brandon after he became a Conservative MP. But the ‘labourist’ version of the welfare state prevailed, tying income and benefits to the performance of paid labour, and the basic income road was not taken, again.

The Frankfurt School psychoanalyst Erich Fromm advocated a ‘universal subsistence guarantee’ in a famous 1955 book, The Sane Society, and in a later essay, ‘The Psychological Aspects of the Guaranteed Income’. But the labourist welfare state was then in its ascendancy and his voice and that of others went unheeded.

What might be called the third wave came in the 1960s, predominantly in the United States, at a time of rising concern over ‘structural’ and ‘technological’ unemployment. This was famously associated with the 1972 proposal by President Richard Nixon for a Family Assistance Plan, a form of negative income tax. He refused to use the term ‘guaranteed annual income’, and it would be an exaggeration to see Nixon as a convert to the basic income cause. He believed in supporting ‘the working poor’, by which was meant those in low-paid jobs, ignoring the many forms of unpaid work.

Nevertheless, the measure was an advance in the basic income direction. It passed in the House of Representatives but died in the Senate, despite overwhelming support in public opinion polls. Ironically, the reform was killed by Democrats, some on the specious grounds that the proposed amount was not enough. It was yet another instance of a road not taken. The era of tax credits emerged in its stead.

Earlier, in 1968, an astonishing 1,200 economists from 150 universities had signed a petition in favour of a negative income tax. And, although forgotten for many years, in 1967, shortly before he was assassinated, Martin Luther King wrote as follows:


I am now convinced that the simplest approach will prove to be the most effective – the solution to poverty is to abolish it directly by a now widely discussed measure: the guaranteed income … New forms of work that enhance the social good will have to be devised for those for whom traditional jobs are not available … a host of positive psychological changes inevitably will result from widespread economic security. The dignity of the individual will flourish when the decisions concerning his life are in his own hands, when he has the assurance that his income is stable and certain, and when he knows that he has the means to seek self-improvement.9



There were many other advocates around this time, though most seem to have supported a means-tested guaranteed minimum income. They included a string of Nobel Prize-winning economists – James Meade, Friedrich Hayek, Milton Friedman, Jan Tinbergen, James Tobin, Paul Samuelson and Gunnar Myrdal. The idea was also supported by other prominent economists, such as J. K. Galbraith, and by sociologists, most notably New York Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who, although a Democrat, had a strong influence on Nixon’s proposed Family Assistance Plan.10

The fourth wave could be said to have started in a quiet way with the establishment of the Basic Income European (now Earth) Network (BIEN) in 1986. After attracting a steady stream of converts, the wave gathered real momentum in the wake of the financial crash of 2007–8. Since then a wide range of economists and commentators have come out in support of some variant or another of basic income, often associated with fears of technological unemployment, growing inequality and high unemployment.

Supporters in this fourth wave include: Nobel Prize winners James Buchanan, Herbert Simon, Angus Deaton, Christopher Pissarides and Joseph Stiglitz; academics Tony Atkinson, Robert Skidelsky and Robert Reich, former Secretary of Labour under Bill Clinton; prominent economic journalists Sam Brittan and Martin Wolf; and leading figures in the BIEN movement, such as German sociologist Claus Offe and the Belgian philosopher Philippe van Parijs.

Latterly, the idea has been taken up by Silicon Valley luminaries and venture capitalists, some putting up money for the cause, as we shall see. They include Robin Chase, co-founder of Zipcar, Sam Altman, head of the start-up incubator Y Combinator, Albert Wenger, a prominent venture capitalist, Chris Hughes, co-founder of Facebook, Elon Musk, founder of SolarCity, Tesla and SpaceX, Marc Benioff, CEO of Salesforce, Pierre Omidyar, founder of eBay, and Eric Schmidt, Executive Chairman of Alphabet, Google’s parent.

Some people have rejected basic income on the rather crude reasoning that support from this quarter means it must be wrong! All that can be said at this stage is that the breadth of support, from across the political spectrum, from business executives to trade union leaders to social activists, and across all disciplines of the social sciences, promises a more robust movement than at any time in the past.

Looking back at the four waves of advocacy, the first, disjointed wave can be characterized as responses to the conflictual emergence of industrial capitalism, imagining a way to adjust society to preserve communities and the values of ‘work’ against advancing proletarian ‘labour’. The impetus for the second wave was primarily social justice, the need to right the wrongs of the First World War and the decimation of the working class. But it was crushed by the juggernaut of universal labourism espoused by social democrats, communists and Fabian socialists.

The third wave reflected the fear of technological unemployment and faded as that fear receded. The fourth wave has been spurred by the emergence of mass insecurity and rising inequality as well as by concerns about labour displacement by robotics, automation and artificial intelligence. Basic income now appears to be more deeply embedded in public debate, helped by the realization on the left that labourism has run its course, and on the right that chronic insecurity and inequality have made the market economy increasingly unstable and unsustainable.

What’s in a Name?

Many names have been given to the essential idea over the centuries, yet the various alternatives have distinctive connotations.

Basic income. This has the virtue of simplicity and familiarity. It differs from ‘minimum income’, a term usually denoting means-tested schemes, where the state ostensibly guarantees the poor some income if they can prove they are poor and ‘deserving’ in some way. And it differs from ‘guaranteed annual income’, a term that has figured prominently in debates in Canada and the US, which seems to signify a means-tested income guarantee, a form of negative income tax. Basic income also differs from the ‘minimum wage’, a statutory amount usually expressed as an hourly rate, that employers are meant to pay to those in jobs.

Basic income grant (BIG). The BIG is a popular way to refer to basic income in southern Africa. In the US, USBIG stands for the US Basic Income Guarantee Network.

Universal basic income (UBI). This term, widely used in North America and Europe, conveys the idea that basic income would be paid equally to every individual regardless of family or financial status.

Unconditional basic income. Some campaigners have attached the word ‘unconditional’, intended to make clear that no spending, income or behavioural conditions would be set on entitlement. However, it is not quite true that there would be no conditions of any kind. Most obviously, to qualify, someone would have to be (legally) resident in the community or country covered by the basic income scheme. So the word ‘unconditional’ may cause more confusion than clarification.

Citizen’s income or citizenship income. Probably the third most common name, this suggests that all citizens of a country are entitled to a basic income, and that only citizens are entitled. That is doubly problematical. Almost all basic income proposals exclude citizens living abroad and most include long-term legal residents, even if they have not taken out citizenship. So, again, the term is not correct in the literal sense, even though it does convey the notion of basic income as a citizenship right. A newly popular variant is citizen’s basic income.

Participation income/grant. This concept, discussed in more detail later, is most associated with Tony Atkinson, a long-time advocate. It shares several features of a basic income – it would be universal, paid to individuals in cash on a regular basis – but it imposes the condition that they do some economic activity in return. By setting a behavioural condition, it fails the definition of basic income in a crucial respect.

Social dividend or dividends-for-all. The term ‘social dividend’, favoured by this writer, has an honourable pedigree and captures a key justification of basic income, that it is a return on society’s investment and wealth accumulation (see Chapter 2).

State bonus. This term, used by the Milners and Pickard, for example, was popular in the early decades of the twentieth century. It has a certain appeal, conveying the idea of a social payment derived from the state.

Demogrant. Springing into prominence in the US in the late 1960s, this term was briefly adopted, though later dropped, by Democrat Senator George McGovern during his unsuccessful presidential campaign. It remains an attractive name, suggesting a link between ‘democracy’ and ‘grants’.

Freedom grant. This was the name proposed by the writer for a basic income grant (BIG) advocated in South Africa after Nelson Mandela became the country’s first post-apartheid president.11 Sadly, the International Monetary Fund and the then South African finance minister opposed the BIG, since when inequality and chronic insecurity have persisted and grown.

Stabilization grant. This term, another proposed by the writer, refers to a form of basic income, or a component of it, that would vary with the economic cycle, rising in recessions to encourage spending and falling in better times. This idea is discussed further in Chapter 5.

Stakeholder grant. This is a rebranding of the idea of capital grants, involving a single lump sum paid to individuals on reaching adulthood. The fundamental difference between capital and income grants is the weakness-of-will factor mentioned earlier. But capital grants share with basic income the principles that payments would be universal, unconditional, individual and non-withdrawable.

Among this plethora of terms for the essential idea, the two favoured by the writer are ‘basic income’ and ‘social dividend’. Each has an advantage the other lacks, as should become clear in the course of the following chapters.

Before continuing, it is important to stress once again that introducing a basic income does not imply the automatic or necessary abolition of all or most other existing state benefits, contrary to what some commentators contend.12 It should be seen rather as a desirable floor of a new income distribution system, whether or not it replaces other state benefits. Basic income is not ‘welfare’ by another name; it is income.
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‘Distribution should undo excess, And each man have enough.’

SHAKESPEARE, KING LEAR



What is the ethical or philosophical justification for a basic income? A fundamental claim is that it is an instrument of social justice that reflects the intrinsically social or collective character of society’s wealth. In the writer’s view, social justice is the most important rationale for moving towards basic income as an economic right, although it is complementary to the other two major rationales, namely freedom and economic security.

Regrettably, much public debate on basic income has focused on it as an alternative form of social protection to existing policies, and therefore much of the discussion has been on so-called ‘consequential’ aspects, such as the alleged effect on labour and work. The authentic justification lies elsewhere, beginning with social justice.

Social Inheritance – Thomas Paine and Social Dividends

The social justice perspective is linked to the intuitively reasonable claim that society’s wealth is collective in character; our incomes and wealth today are due far more to the efforts and achievements of past generations than to anything we may do ourselves. Consider the oft-quoted words by Thomas Paine in his ‘Agrarian Justice’, written in the winter of 1795 and sent to the Directory of the French Republic in 1796:


It is a position not to be controverted that the earth, in its natural, uncultivated state was, and ever would have continued to be, the common property of the human race … it is the value of the improvement only, and not the earth itself, that is in individual property. Every proprietor, therefore, of cultivated land, owes to the community a ground-rent (for I know of no better term to express the idea) for the land which he holds; and it is from this ground-rent that the fund proposed in this plan is to issue.1



His plan derived from this reasoning was remarkably clear and radical, bearing in mind the social and political turmoil in France and the United States where he was writing. The proposal was:


To create a National Fund, out of which there shall be paid to every person, when arrived at the age of twenty-one years, the sum of fifteen pounds sterling, as a compensation in part, for the loss of his or her natural inheritance, by the introduction of the system of landed property. And also, the sum of ten pounds per annum, during life, to every person now living, of the age of fifty years, and to all others as they shall arrive at that age.2



Paine also recommended that ‘the blind and lame’ should receive regular payments on the same basis as the elderly. He cannot be faulted for specifying what was in effect a capital grant for others rather than a regular basic income, since the latter would have been impractical with the administrative structures of the time. And he went on to justify his call for universalism:


It is proposed that the payments … be made to every person, rich or poor. It is best to make it so, to prevent invidious distinctions. It is also right it should be so, because it is in lieu of the natural inheritance, which, as a right, belongs to every man, over and above the property he may have created, or inherited from those who did. Such persons as do not choose to receive it can throw it into the common fund.3



We can see in this the nucleus of the ‘social dividend’ approach to basic income. And in words that deserve to ring in the ears of all contemporary politicians and commentators, Paine went on a few pages later to state emphatically: ‘It is not charity but a right, not bounty but justice, that I am pleading for … I care not how affluent some may be, provided that none be miserable in consequence of it.’4

A basic income can thus be conceived as a social dividend paid from the collective wealth of society created and maintained by our ancestors and as a shared return on the commons and natural resources that belong to all. This reasoning supports basic income as social justice rather than as a response to poverty per se, and contrasts with the system of entitlements based on direct contributions that was to emerge in social insurance schemes in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The Libertarian Debate

The contemporary philosophical literature on social justice has been dominated by a debate between ‘right’ and ‘left’ libertarians. Both are based on the argument that every individual has or should have self-ownership, and thus owes no duty of service to others, except through their own voluntary action. However, the two factions differ in their attitude to nature, ‘natural resources’ and ‘property’.

A right-wing perspective starts from the presumption that, to begin with, nature, natural resources and land in particular, are owned by no one and can be privately appropriated by the first to claim them, without the prior consent of, or payment to, other members of society. A left libertarian perspective starts from the premise that nature in its natural state is ‘the commons’, owned by all, and that private appropriation is only justifiable if the public have consented through democratic channels and are compensated.

The Legacy of Henry George

Henry George has been an influential figure ever since he burst upon the American scene in the late nineteenth century. His most famous book, Progress and Poverty, sold over three million copies almost immediately after it was published in 1879, and more than 100,000 people flocked to his funeral after he died from a stroke during an election campaign in New York.5

George argued that land was the common inheritance of all, and all should share the rental income derived from it. He proposed a land rent levy on all private land, with the surplus distributed directly to the public, claiming that this ‘single tax’ could replace all other taxes including those on labour and production. Many have since used his reasoning to call for a basic income paid from land taxes. While George took a left libertarian view on the collective ownership of land, his approach has especially pleased right-wing libertarians because relying on a land tax rather than personal income and consumption taxes is consistent with their idea of freedom.

George recognized that vast wealth was derived from economic rents, not only from possession of land but also from ownership of other natural resources and of ‘intellectual property’ such as patents, which he opposed as illegitimate. Rental income from these other sources has exploded in recent decades.6 As discussed further in Chapter 7, extending George’s argument, a levy on all forms of rent could help finance a basic income.

The Middlesbrough Tale

The social justice rationale can be illustrated by the example of Middlesbrough, a decayed industrial town in north-east England.7 A nondescript hamlet in the 1820s, within a decade of the discovery of iron ore nearby, Middlesbrough and the surrounding Teesside area had become the hub of the industrial revolution and a hub of the British Empire. It was the site of the country’s first ironworks, later branching out into steel and chemicals. The Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco was built with steel from Middlesbrough; Sydney Harbour Bridge was too, as was much of the Indian railway system. On a gate in the town is emblazoned: ‘Born of iron, made of steel.’

Yet today, Middlesbrough’s old town hall stands derelict on a hill, surrounded by wasteland and weeds. Abandoned homes, concrete blocks where their windows once were, litter the dilapidated housing estates studied by Tracy Shildrick and colleagues.8 Some 140,000 people
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