Homo Oeconomicus 31(1/2): 147-157 «(2014) ‘ ..

www.accedoverlag.de

Basic Income for All: Unaffordable Dream or
Real Option for a Civil Society?*

Peter Ulrich
Institute for Business Ethics (IWE), University®f. Gallen, Switzerland.
(eMail: peter.ulrich@unisg.ch)

Abstract: In the debate on basic income, questions of nommajuidance are

often confounded with questions of financial fed#ib Even though financial

feasibility is important in the overall view, we stunot forget that basic income is
essentially intended to be an element of a faiietpcand not a measure of
economic policy. To systematically distinguish be#éw the two questions it is
expedient to proceed from the idea of a basic ircdmplemented without

changes in welfare state expenses. Basic incomepwibably not be instantly
sufficient for subsistence under this restraint. wideer, this goal can be
pragmatically pursued as a dynamic project for gaians, if we are convinced of
its normative preferences.
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1. Introduction
“This is financially not feasible!” — Such is theflex response to nearly all

proposals that aim at a more just (or at least raesdat less unjust)
society and thus imply social redistribution; henakso to the idea of an
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unconditionally granted basic income. The respdasesually based on
cost-benefit analysis of an economy, that is, franfPareto) efficiency
point of view. However, if the issue is social jost economic arguments
against social redistribution are of relative vijidonly. From the
viewpoint of economic ethics it is a common yetvgraategory mistake to
reduce justice to efficiency. Rather, justice arfficiency are two
fundamental dimensions of rational economic agtigit socio-economic
rationality (cp. Ulrich 2008: 105ff.).

Indeed, efficiency — handling scarce resources godds with
economic rationality — is inextricably pegged itihe question of justice —
handling social conflicts with ethical rationalitffor whom is an
arrangement efficient and at whose expense is defhaudged by ethical
and political priorities, justice in the basic ctingion of a society
precedes efficiency of a national economy. So lefdiscussing the
financial feasibility and limits of a basic incomee have to clarify the
issues of economic and social ethics and politics.

In any case, what is perceived as affordable offortmble always
depends on value judgments about priorities, henagormative premises.
Superficially, in what is calledealpolitik, there is a debate on the
distribution of monies, but on a deeper level, ¢hés a clash of
incompatible worldviews, life designs, and socidals. In a chaotic mess
of questions of fundamental orientatiomew in the future do we want to
live together in a good and just way?and of questions of pragmatic
feasibility —how can this be implemented and financedall too often
new ideas of orientation fall by the wayside. Fa®,a rule, in real politics
decisions are made by those who hold the reinsoofey (and defend their
privileges) rather than by the heads with the luksts.

2. Quality and quantity

To counter the mess, first of all it is useful isethtangle things in thought.
It makes sense to distinguish between thulitative question of the
meaning an idea such as that of an unconditionsichacome has for a
future sustainable society, and theantitative question of the gradual
implementation, of the specific amount of a basiocome.
Methodologically, the idea suggests itself firstdiesign and evaluate the
new quality of an unconditional basic income onewsel that is “cost-
neutral” compared to the status quo of a welfaatestThat is, we start
from the working hypothesis that introducing basicome does not
change the proportion between the presently egisimd democratically
legitimized state expenses for social welfare ane gross domestic
product (cp. Jérimann 2010, Kiindig 2010). Thus,cae discuss the pros
and cons of the idea of a basic income independeitiquestions of
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financial feasibility. If we approve this new ideé social progress, then
we can discuss pretty pragmatically the econonyidathsible quantitative

level of the implementation in real politics. S@ripaps, as a result, after
cautious first steps into the implementation aaterl time, when positive

experiences have accumulated, the amount of thie baome can be

gradually raised.

It is crucial first to qualitatively change fundamtal principles of social
organization. My basic claim is: Basic income i$ aanatter of traditional
compensatory social policy but of an emancipatagiety into which we
have to embed a literally “civilized market econdr(iylrich 2010). We'd
nip the fundamental socio-political import of ancanditionally granted
basic income in the bud if we considered it as gumstther form of welfare
state redistribution or even simply as a meansu@antitatively increase
redistribution.

3. From compensatory social policies toward emancipory politics

Traditionally, social policies are based on demandeed (on welfare in a
broad sense) in the main. Such policies fight tgenpgoms of an
increasingly unequal primary distribution by meaof welfare state
redistribution in hindsight, without changing at #he causes of the
increasing neediness of more and more people. ®be af the evil is
chronically high unemployment and the wage pressuiginating in the
global competition between regions and spreadiagsifuation of working
poor. Today, unlimited employment contracts and niamrupted
biographies of employment in well paid jobs withl &ocial security, once
the rule, have become the privilege of a minorityriost OECD countries.
This is particularly conspicuous in Germany. We anglergoing a new
precarization of the world of employment that biteto former middle-
class strata with qualified professional educatiorsulting in a more or
less creeping or galloping loss of civil statude listyle, and self-
confidence. Not only they but also an increasingpnity of the population
more and more feels that the conditions are unjdsnsequently, the
existing societal relations suffer a profound lo$degitimacy. Empirical
evidence was unambiguous and gloomy even beforefitlaacial and
economic crisis (cp., on Germany, e.g., Vehrkangpkbeinsteuber 2007).
This spreading socio-economic reality partly isd@d by thepresent
compensatory social policies, but partly even enzated — think oHartz
IV and other doctrines ofvorkfare. Putting the “needy” under the
increasing pressure to accept an employment delskeof workplaces
and shunting them in a dubious but fast growing-pay sector, the
welfare state tends to degenerate into a welfaliegstate. Nevertheless,
despite rising “costs” (paid in fact by whom?) thelfare state more and
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more desolately lags behind the widening gap betwdeh and poor.
Where will this journey lead to in the end?

In contrast, emancipatory politics tackles the d@ntause of the mess,
the traditional linkage of income distribution to market-controlled
employment distribution, a linkage that at leasstmxfor all people who
cannot live off yields of capital. In the preseatel stage of industrial
society, the labor market cannot cope with thisbdeuask. The present
stage is characterized by the tightening of gotahls and decently paid
employment offers due to the progressive ratiomaiof all jobs that can
be mechanized, automated, or computerized as wet ¢heir transfer to
more “cost-effective” threshold countries as pdrthe global competition
between regions. Under these conditions, the aoaistically tight
linkage of income distribution to the labor markequires denying or even
fighting the social potential of progress implied in the economic @age
of productivity, as the anachronistic ideal of ffubmployment” is
propagated to prevent the disintegration of socigng with all its
threatening consequences (loss of legitimacy of rirerket economy,
macro-economic crises, social unrest, and in thd #® danger of
authoritarian suppression of democratic reform ré&fjo Still, “real
politics”, no longer very realistic, unperturbednka on economic growth
and the long-known politiceconomicrecipes, even though these recipes
have caused the social problems in the first ptaa go on aggravating
them. In fact, in this politics of trying more dfe same a fox is set to keep
the geese because our main problem today is n&intpceconomic
productivity and competitiveness. Rather, the peobis the qualitatively
insufficient coping with the social implications af highly productive
economy. So it is not an economic but a sociopalitproblem.

4. Civil society beyond capitalism and laborism

Today, what is at issue, under fast changing seoiv@mic conditions, is
to restore an institutional framework of the markebnomy (as a system
that in itself is highly productive) conducive tagaod life for all members
of society, by means of more intelligent social organizatiorFor many
people it seems difficult to recognize and ackndgée the maturity of
such a leap in quality, mainly because such retiognis opposed by
normative convictions. The opposing convictions eoenparable to the
two sides of a coin. On the front it showsagitalistimprint (motto: “The
value added in a cooperation based on the divisidabor belongs to the
owners of capital, after compensation of all otfastors of production”).
On the back, the coin shows a laborist imprint (odtHe who does not
work, neither shall he eat”).
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This linkage of the distribution of the social punt to the distribution
of gainful work running short and primarily offered reduced according
to capitalist interests is not wrong as far asitresponds to the principle
“performance should pay off”. But by today’s stariia the linkage is too
dominant, as two factors have a “tyrannical” imp@talzer 1983: 17ff.)
on the entire human life: (a) the capitalist factdrbeing born into a
wealthy family and inheriting capital assets — émot being born into
such conditions, (b) the laborist factor of havingorn talents at one’s
disposal, of having gotten a good education anddosiiccessful on the
labor market, allowing a good and stable income efdacking all this.

Both factors foil the ideal of a truly civil socjetA civil society is
based on the unconditional mutual recognition btidizens as being free
and equal. Thigivic statusmust not be undermined by grossly different
life conditions. The struggle for existential sa#fsertion in market
competition must not render the civic form of life privilege of the
successful — this is the basis of welfare statatenirat civil society claims
for itself. The (capitalist) principle of heritage compatible with the
principles of a well-ordered society of free andia&qcitizens only with
restrictions. Strictly speaking, it is a (neo-)faugrinciple of assigning
privileges anyway that without restrictions makemackery of the liberal
performance principle and the postulate of equpbaojpinities.

However, also the performance principle, if madsodtte, will lead
astray; not only because it does not take accduheainder-achieving but
also because it contradicts an elementary econmsiight: in an economy
based on a complex division of labor thacial product is the result of a
social and joint achievement indeed, which prinitypaxcludes an entirely
individualized assignment of achievements. How ab#ue attributions of
an exaggerated individualization of the distribotiof the social product
have become is sufficiently shown by the exorbitaetrformance-linked
payments” and bonuses of top managers who appedtritoute the gains
(yet rarely the loss), produced cooperatively tyred employees of a firm,
by and large to themselves as their individual esdinent. In contrast,
they are capable of perceiving the wages of tr@iperators only as costs
— which are generally known as a matter of minitizrafor the sake of
maximal profits... Thus, as part of a neoliberal msetdand politics of
deregulation, in the last thirty years the sharewafyes in the social
product of nearly all countries has distinctly éalland the share of net
income from business and assets has risen. Impeasginbers attesting to
this development of the last three decades usiagxample of Germany
are adduced by Afheldt (2003).

Considering these developments, what is at stad@ytés not only to
unfold but first of all to uphold a civil societhadt is still worth the name.
From its inception, the decisive starting pointtleé idea of a society of
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free and equal citizens was to strengthen thegightitizens and thus to
make the citizens really free. This seems to méedhe epoch-making
sociopolitical perspective in which to clarify adiscuss the idea of an
unconditional basic income for all citizens: asoggible contribution to an
economic and social system that allows as manygetisi as possible a
really free and autonomous conduct of life and theaects civic society
against a relapse into a pre-modern, neo-feudaktyocSuch a society
would be socially disintegrated, split into unbié@gdle life conditions and
opportunities, with classes that depend on thelii@srind the social layers
they have been born into.

5. Unconditional basic income as an economic citizghip right

For the sake of a truly civil quality of the societgdtay the important thing
is to establish, beyond the basic personal rightsthe rights to political

participation, appropriate economic and sociakeitship rights; rights not
only for all nationals but also for alconomic citizen€Economic citizen is

everyone who has the right of work and residence state, actually has
the residence in it, and last but not least diggdshis or her tax liability.
Thus, economic citizenship rights are defined meithy nationality nor the
mere residence in a country but the actual (andl)garticipation in the

economic production process. A universal basic nmeois to be

understood as such an economic citizenship riglt; tlee set of

beneficiaries would be clearly defined by the ci@enentioned (cp. Ulrich

2008: 240ff.).

There are even two socio-economic aspects thatestjggpday more
than ever, introducing an unconditional basic ineoas an economic
citizenship right. First, as explained, the labarket is no longer capable
of offering a decently paid workplace to everyoieaor (because they
need the wages or for other reasons) willing tetmployed; thus, it fails
to secure every citizen’s fair share in the sopralduct. Second, an ever
greater part of the social product is no longetritisted by the labor
market (as wages) anyway, but is flowing,ratirns on equityfor the
most part to a small stratum of capital owners.cborect both of these
aberrations, in my opinion we have to shift therisition of the social
product to a sustainabtaree-tier-model According to this model, “civic
income” (a base income every economic citizen hagha to) plus wages
(for gainful work) plus capital income (from assets) make up the total
income of every citizen. A balanced three-tier-mazfehe distribution of
the social product requires a politics of an adegymarticipation of as
many citizens as possible in all three tiers, that literally “civilized”
politics of basic income, labor and capital ass@fscourse, the details of
this distribution are to be determined by democratocedure.
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It is in the frame of such a three-tier model taatniversalized basic
income, whether at an amount that secures subséstentirely or only
partially, may in many respects convince as an ef¢mf a progressive
social politics (though not the only saving one)e Wan succinctly list its
essential interactions, without explicating thenordughly. (For an
overview, see Vanderborght and Van Parijs (2008hgonditional basic
income
» makes it possible for the majority of the populatidche financially

weak, to emancipate themselves from the coercioseliothemselves,

during a “fully employed” working life, on the labanarket at almost
any price (in Germany literally for “1-Euro-jobs™);

* relieves the labor market of those employment ssekéio seek a full
time job only to secure their subsistence, andreffe many people a
chance to choose a workload that fits their indigid or family
conditions and their stage of life;

 makes, with its increase, an ever greater part hef traditional
compensatory social benefits superfluous and tiffisestly resolves
the poverty problem;

» saves, with its increase, more and more citizems fthe fear of being
humiliatingly stigmatized as a “welfare case” anchrgs them the
existential security appropriate to a progresseibsg

 thus liberates people from the traditional meniehtfon on the daily
struggle for bread, triggering a profound “cultunadpulse” (“Kultur-
impuls,” see Werner 2008: 74ff.) in the directiof a post-laborist
activity-oriented society;

* has interesting macro-economic effects, as the mqually distributed
purchase power and the end of existential fealsligia the propensity
to consume and the (domestic) economy.

6. Basic income for all — gross and net

Let's have a short glance at the quantitative immgletation in the
following, after having kept it flexible in our dettion until now. What is
the part of the social product that can be madéadola for the tier of the
basic income without breaching the welfare stast neutrality postulated
above? To get a strict conception of this neuyrali¢ start from the share
of social benefits, defined by international rules the share of social
expenditure minus administration costs. In Switzed| for instance, this
share makes up somewhat less than 25 percent ofirdes domestic
product (GDP). The Swiss GDP in 2013 amounts tdtypexactly CHF
600 billion, which results in a per capita montiigome of around CHF
6250 for every resident of Switzerland. Hence,gkistent share of social
benefits amounts to a little more than monthly CEE®0, which could be
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used as a basic income if the shift to basic incasnéeal typically
complete.

However, those citizens who without basic incomen @wrich income
from wages and/or capital, can and should retueir thasic income,
partially or entirely, in form of higher taxes orir the case of a more
transparent mutual funds solution to fund and ittiste basic income — in
form of a special payoff, in analogy to the AHV fl;m(a Swiss social
security funds). What is left to the diverse incolagers as a net value
depends on the form of tax tariffs or the spec#lqffs, which of course
have to be adapted to the amount of basic incorhe.gfoss income can
be assessed to be correspondingly higher. For dgarfpin the net
calculation half of the population return the basicome entirely and a
quarter return it partially (half of it on the aage), then according to the
guidelines of the Swiss Conference for Social BisdEKOS) a basic
income that secures livelihood of around CHF 230602500 can be
granted, as has been calculated by Jérimann (2818)re modest basic
income requires less “steep” tax compensationss Wp to democratic
politics to decide on this question, of course withe regard to the
economic side effects.

7. Basic income as a dynamic generation project

Due to the fact that the complex dynamics of théucal, social and
economic effects of basic income are hardly pradietin detail, there are
some reasons to plan its introduction as a dyngereration project and
to start with apartial basic incomethat at first cannot yet secure
subsistence but nonetheless liberates to someteften the inherent
necessities of self-assertion on the (labor orepnémeur) market. It is here
appropriate to remember Van Parijs (1995: 38ffjpwlways has pleaded
for an economically “sustainable” basic income. Bome decades, such a
basic income may be less than the cultural existenioimum, measured
by the usual standards. However, the furthesgress of productivity
would win back &horizon of meaningerving life and society. Rather than
being felt as causing unemployment it would be felallow successive
increases of the unconditional basic income.

Thus, experiences with the complex impacts on tikmemy and on the
life projects of the citizens could be made andtalnto account step by
step. In contrast, abrupt changes of the systenhtnbig disastrous in
particular for the weaker people, especially ibagy “bandwagon effects”
on the wage level or massive financial gaps ocdurre

A partial basic income does provide a partial ldtien from the
coercion of finding an employment after all andl stiight avoid abrupt
and possibly uncontrollable, macro-economic crdfects and cautiously
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start socio-cultural and politico-economic “leamgirturves.” Within a
period of experience and testing, whose length evdxd democratically
specified, basic income, if experience is positiveyld successively be
built up to an amount sufficient for subsistencerdturn, the present need-
based compensatory benefit systems could succhsbeeduced to zero,
except for special benefits in cases such as titsalihat require higher
expenses and have arisen through no fault of @mve's

8. A Swiss path to the basic income for all

Let’s finally return once more to the special qisive perspective in the
Swiss context. Perhaps in no other country candba of an economic
citizenship right to basic income connect to ergptrivic traditions as
immediately as in Switzerland. The distinct repcdoti spirit and the direct
democratic procedures of decision-making have predunumerous
institutions that express the principles of civitanomy and equality as
well as of the cooperation and solidarity of csdciety. They can be built
on; indeed, they shape the elements of citizegitsi already existing in
the Swiss welfare state (Patry 2010). In particulidre Alters- und
Hinterlassenen-Versicherung (AHMhe insurance for old-aged and the
bereaved, comes fairly close to the idea of a biasiome for no longer
employed seniors, since all economic citizens gmby Swiss nationals but
also foreigners who are or have been residentsvitz&land) receive the
minimal pension in the amount of no less than tr@fmaximal pension if
during the necessary years of contribution theyehagularly paid their
modest, nearly just symbolic premiums. This strefgment of solidarity
of an old age insurance for all citizens (ratheanthjust an insurance
against loss of income) is financed by those membgsociety who pay in
the full shares of their high labor incomes, whethey earn them as self-
employed or as employed persons. Because of thigrgalistic aspect of
an insurance including all economic citizens (etlaugh it is limited to
their old age for now), this first tier of the Swi®ld-age insurance
increasingly attracts interest also in foreign does as a model of a “soft
garantism” (Opielka 2005).

Thus, for Switzerland, the proven and highly e#fidly administered
AHV might well become thaucleusof a future basic income system (cp.
Ulrich 2007). The minimal pension of the present\Ahhight serve as a
basic income for all adults before their retiremage, an income that
admittedly does not yet secure subsistence, henoaly a partial basic
income. It could be gradually introduced by suciwesgxtension of the
entitled age cohorts from the present AHV-age ddwnthe younger
cohorts and at the same time by successive exterfsam the young to
the older, of a child- and education pension, stillbe introduced (for
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instance at the amount of a quarter or half ofithsic income for adults).
In this way, those hardest threatened by poverty anemployment
(people beyond the age of fifty, job starters, ahiidren from financially
weak partnerships) would become relatively sooitledtto basic income.
Only after universalizing over all cohorts in a hegragmatic step the
gradual increase of the universal basic income avbal put up for debate.

If in addition the Swiss system of blanket suppletagy benefits, also
reliable because it is oriented towards basic sigistin advance extended
to all cohorts, this will contribute to a fasteduetion and supersession of
all other social transfers based on proofs of n&dth blanket needs-
based minimum benefits can be conceived as edquilibbetween an
unconditional citizenship claim right on one exteeand forms of benefits
dependent on case, problem area and discretioheoather extreme. The
base income paid to everyone is to be assessed &p alow the vast
majority of the citizens to get along without preims and only a small
minority, continually shrinking with the successiirerease of the basic
income, has to apply for additional support. Thairol right to such a
“civic income supplement” (“Birgergeldzuschlag,’ese.g., Opielka and
Strengmann-Kuhn 2007: 111) is to result from atlehinumber of more or
less blanket, non-stigmatizing criteria (in particutaxable income and
family situation). Such a two-tiered approach Wil expedient at least for
a transitional phase.

Following the outlined path, the specifically Swissm of civil society
may open up the chance for this country to belongeomore to the
vanguard of an epochal sociopolitical innovatiom -€ountry that was a
beacon of Enlightenment and the progress of catiin because of its
successful liberal citizens’ revolution, when e§giting Switzerland’s
federal constitution in 1848. Actually, @opular initiative for a
constitutional amendment in favor of an uncondgiofvasic income,
though in a rather abstract formulation, has coimeutiin fall 2013 by
more than the necessary one hundred thousand wigaaind will likely
be balloted in 2015. Even though, considering thssive resistance to be
expected from those who still think in both capétadnd laborist terms and
cling to the model of an industrial society, theebes of acceptance are
rather small, yet the initiative already now hadggered a broad public
debate. Perhaps, in a first step, in the debateplehal political will to
democratically implement the option of a civil setgi of the 21 century
will unfold. Without doubt, in this initiative, aythamic approach to basic
income rather than a dogmatic one has a bettercehtin pragmatically
convince a majority, at least in a country like @efland where the people
have the final say.
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