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In these straitened times, the idea of a basic income, granted unconditionally to every
citizen, from cradle to grave, feels utopian. How on earth could it be paid for, we wonder.
Wouldn’t everyone just stop working? Where would we be then?

I first came across it, in the optimistic late 1960s, in a form that materialized in the so-called
‘fifth  demand’  of  the  Women’s  Liberation  movement  (formulated  in  1971)  that  called  for
‘financial and legal independence’ for all women. This had an enormous appeal: not only is it
degrading for  anyone to  have to  beg or  manipulate someone else for  their  means of
subsistence, and materially damaging to that person if the money is not forthcoming; it also
destroys  the  character  of  human  relationships  if  they  are  embedded  in  relations  of
dependency. Unequal power relations like those between a husband and a dependent wife,
parents and dependent teenagers, able-bodied providers and their disabled dependents can
lead to a festering mess of guilt, gratitude and unexpressed anger. The results can range
from dishonesty and depression to emotional and physical abuse. In a money-based society,
an independent source of income is a pre-condition for human dignity.

Before going any further I should declare my personal position on this question. I have
written intermittently about the idea of a basic minimum income since the 1990s, and would
class myself as broadly in favour of the principle, though with some important reservations.
In the 1990s I wrote a report[1] on the subject for the Citizen’s Income Trust (CIT), the UK
affiliate of the Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN), but then backed away from it for a while,
for reasons that I will spell out later (under ‘risks’). Since then I have come back to the idea
and am now (albeit not as active as I should be, and with some reservations I will come on
to) a trustee of CIT. But I am writing here in a personal capacity and my opinions do not
necessarily reflect the CIT’s position.

Keeping Body and Soul Together

What  I  have  written  below  is  based  on  the  assumption  that  a  benefit  would  be  paid
unconditionally to all citizens, regardless of age, replacing most existing welfare benefits but
also the personal tax allowance (at present, the first £10,000 of income for each person is
disregarded  for  income  tax,  providing  a  ‘benefit’  of  £2,000  per  person  in  tax  not  paid  at
20%). Whilst each person would receive the benefit, therefore, they would also pay tax on
all  income.  The  level  of  the  benefit,  the  rate  of  tax,  and  the  degree  to  which  that  tax  is
graduated would of course be political  decisions and I  am not going to make detailed
proposals  here.  But  my  assumption  is  that  the  level  of  benefit  would  be  enough  to  keep
body and soul together and take care of basic needs but not more.
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The Advantages

It would save the state a huge amount of money, currently spent on processing
claims and policing benefit claimants and would eliminate the need for many of
the present complex array of benefits (child benefit, sickness benefit, pensions,
maternity benefits etc.).
Because children would be eligible for it, as well as adults, it would be broadly
redistributive toward households with children and thus help to alleviate the
shockingly high levels of child poverty in this country.
Because there  is  no household  unit  of  assessment  it  might  well  encourage
people to live more collectively, sharing resources with friends and extended
families, which would also have environmental benefits and take some pressure
off the housing market.
It would enhance inter-generational solidarity.
It  would make it  possible for  people to change their  working hours flexibly and
combine more than one job much more easily than at present.
Life would become much smoother and simpler for freelancers.
It would make it much easier to manage illnesses and disabilities and juggle
caring responsibilities with work.
It would also make it much easier to move in and out of education.
The judgement about what is, or is not ‘work’ would no longer be made by a
bureaucratic authority but by the individual. If you want to live on very little and
devote your life to art, music, prayer, blogging, archaeology, chasing an elusive
scientific concept, conserving rare plants or charitable work, that would be your
choice. This is not just good for those individuals but spiritually enriching for
society as a whole.
The labour market would become a little less one-sided. Employers might have
to  offer  a  bit  more  pay  to  entice  people  into  unattractive  jobs.  Though,  on  the
other  hand,  they  might  find  people  queuing  up  to  fill  the  ones  that  offer  high
levels of personal satisfaction and reward.

The Risks

Giving everybody money plays along with the grain of an increasingly market-
based economy. The risk is that individual purchases made in the market will
drive  out  collectively-provided  services.  Recommodification  might  obliterate
decommodification.
Globalization raises serious questions about what constitutes citizenship. It is
perhaps  no  accident,  at  least  in  Europe,  that  the  countries  with  the  most
generous welfare states also tend to have the most tightly-controlled borders
(think of Denmark). Combining a basic citizen’s income policy with non-racist
immigration policies presents some serious challenges.

Conclusion

Although,  in my opinion,  it  would bring huge benefits,  an unconditional  citizen’s income is
not a magic solution to all political, social and economic problems. I believe that it could be
one ingredient in the development of a kind of welfare state that is deserving of the name.
However it is only one ingredient among several. In particular, it would have to be combined
with:
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an increased minimum wage;
increased investment in universally available public services that are free to the
user, including health, childcare, education and social care;
a recognition that the housing market is so distorted that continuing extra help
will be required to house the poorest people in many parts of the country;
a reformed tax system.

Ursula  Huws  is  Director  of  Analytica  Social  and  Economic  Research;  Editor,  Work
Organisation, Labour and Globalisation; Professor of Labour and Globalisation, University of
Hertfordshire,  and  maintains  a  blog  at  ursulahuws.wordpress.com  where  this  article  first
appeared.

Notes:

1. Ursula Huws (1997) Flexibility and Security: Towards a new European balance, London:
Citizen’s Income Trust.
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