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Beyond Work for Pay? Basic-
Income Concepts in Global 
Debates on Automation, Poverty, 
and Unemployment (1920-2020)

Workshop at the Ger man Historical Institute Washington 
(GHI), Sep tem ber 30-Octo ber 1, 2022. Co-orga nized by the 
GHI, the Blum Center on Poverty, Inequality, and Democracy 
at the University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB), and the 
Collegium Philosophicum at Chris tian-Albrechts-Universität 
Kiel. Conveners: Manuel Franzmann (University of Kiel), Axel 
Jansen (GHI), Alice O’Connor (UCSB). Participants: Halah 
Ahmad (Jain Family Institute, New York City), Jennifer Burns 
(Stanford University), Grace Davie (City University of New 
York), Ugo Gentilini (World Bank), César Guzmán-Concha  
(University of Geneva), Louis Hyman (Cornell University), 
Bru Laín (University of Barcelona), Otto Lehto (New York 
University), Mark Levinson (for mer Chief Economist, Service 
Employees International Union), Premilla Nadasen (Bar-
nard College), Atiba Pertilla (GHI), Natalie Rauscher (Uni-
versity of Heidelberg), Oleksandr Svitych (O.P. Jindal Global 
University, New Delhi), Melody Webb (founder of the Moth-
er’s Outreach Network/DC Guaranteed Income Coalition in 
Washington), Toru Yamamori (Doshisha University, Kyoto 
City, Japan), Dan iel Zamora (Université Libre de Bruxelles).

Political uto pias have long envisioned a life with out the need 
for paid work. Over the past cen tury, the idea of pay ments 
to cit i zens with out work require ments has gained trac tion as 
a way of assur ing human rights and well-being at times of 
high unem ploy ment, struc tural change, and job-threat en ing  
auto ma tion. In the 1960s, the idea of an income floor 
became a cen ter piece of social and eco nomic jus tice move-
ment pol i tics, reaching a height of grass roots sup port in the 
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Black free dom and wel fare rights move ments in the United 
States. By then, basic income pro pos als had drawn sup port 
from ideo log i cally diver gent groups of pol icy intel lec tu als as 
a cen ter piece of a reformed or re-envisioned wel fare state, 
lay ing the ground work for gov ern ment-staged basic income 
exper i ments in the 1970s. Basic income gained sustained 
momen tum after the global finan cial cri sis of 2007/08, as 
debates about the effects of auto ma tion on the labor mar-
ket have con tin ued. At a work shop enti tled “Beyond Work 
for Pay? Basic Income Concepts in Global Debates on Auto-
mation, Poverty, and Unemployment (1920-2020)” soci-
ol o gists, econ o mists, polit i cal sci en tists, and advo cates 
joined with his to ri ans to dis cuss the recent global evo lu tion 
and impact of basic income con cepts. In their intro duc tory 
remarks, Axel Jansen and Alice O’Connor noted that the 
work shop had been designed as a dia logue across dis ci-
plines.

The work shop was pre ceded by a pub lic roundtable on 
“Guaranteed Income as Economic Justice,” which was con-
vened by the GHI, the UCSB Blum Center, and the Kal-
manovitz Initiative at Georgetown University. Moderated 
by Alice O’Connor, the event fea tured Jain Family Institute 
Vice President Halah Ahmad, SEIU econ o mist Mark Levin-
son, his to rian Premilla Nadasen, and Executive Director of 
the Mother’s Outreach Network/DC Guaranteed Income 
Coalition Melody Webb, in con ver sa tion about the recent 
resur gence of inter est in guaranteed income in the United 
States. In addi tion to such pan demic-era mea sures as the 
fed er ally admin is tered expanded Child and Dependent Tax 
Credit, espe cially nota ble has been the wid en ing array of 
guaranteed income exper i ments in local i ties across the U.S. 
These in turn have given rise to a diver si fied, largely com-
mu nity-based net work of activ ists, pol icy ana lysts, and, 
increas ingly, elected offi cials ded i cated to build ing sup-
port for the idea. While acknowl edg ing that the pan demic 
had cre ated an open ing for such exper i men ta tion, pan el ists 
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empha sized that grass roots sup port for these ini tia tives 
stemmed from decades of work ing-class wage declines, 
diminishing social sup ports, ris ing inequal ity, and racial 
injus tice. Under what terms and con di tions, they asked, 
could the guaranteed income be under stood as some thing 
more than a “basic” min i mum, and instead as a vehi cle for 
build ing col lec tive power and trans for ma tive social change? 
In these and other ways, this lively and wide-rang ing  
exchange antic i pated themes that would be addressed in 
the ensu ing work shop.

The next day, Oleksandr Svitych’s paper kicked off the panel 
on “UBI and Social Movements.” In his paper, Svitych pro-
posed a nor ma tive frame work for adopting a uni ver sal basic 
income on eth i cal grounds from the per spec tive of the o ries 
devel oped in polit i cal econ omy and in polit i cal phi los o phy. 
Drawing from works by Amartya Sen and Karl Polanyi, he 
empha sized the for mer’s focus on the capa bil ity of peo ple 
instead of eco nomic growth and on an uncon di tional income 
as real iz ing the lat ter’s demand for a decommodification 
of labor. Svitych suggested that the pub lic in India stood to 
learn from such per spec tives, for basic income exper i ments 
in India usu ally had been pro posed by soci ol o gist Sarath 
Davala, econ o mist Guy Standing, and oth ers with ref er-
ence to Western con cepts of devel op ment. In his con tri bu-
tion on the same panel, César Guzmán-Concha charted how 
the con cept of an uncon di tional basic income in the UK had 
become main stream in the early 2000s. Guzmán-Concha 
did so by exam in ing the role of activ ists in build ing epi ste mic 
com mu ni ties, net works, and coa li tions in order to make the 
con cept more salient. The panel’s dis cus sant, Grace Davie, 
noted that both papers, in their own way, explored the his-
tor i cal con text for today’s dis cus sions about uncon di tional 
basic income con cepts. She noted that Guzmán-Concha 
built on a def i ni tion of “mainstreaming” also used by fem i nist 
schol ars.
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The sec ond panel focused on “UBI, Technology, and the 
Future of Work.” Natalie Rauscher charted recent dis cus-
sions of an uncon di tional basic income in the United States. 
Based on her exam i na tion of both quan ti ta tive and qual i-
ta tive data of major U.S. media out lets and con gres sio nal 
hear ings between 2013 and 2017, she high lighted con cerns 
that a new wave of auto ma tion could break with his tor i cal 
pat terns and intro duce a per ma nent decline of jobs. Except 
for ref er ences to an expan sion of the Earned Income Tax 
Credit, which was endorsed by both parties, debates among 
pol i ti cians have usu ally stopped short of major trans for-
ma tions along the lines of a basic income. Raucher’s paper 
was followed by Otto  Lehto’s pre sen ta tion, which focused 
on debates about an uncon di tional basic income to pro-
pose that intel lec tual shifts were tak ing place within that 
con ver sa tion. Instead of focus ing on a threat of “per ma nent 
unem ploy ment,” the debate more recently had focused on 
an uncon di tional basic income as an answer to a “per ma nent 
uncer tainty.” This uncer tainty, Lehto observed, derived from 
a new pace of soci e tal trans for ma tion. While the future of 
tech no log i cal unem ploy ment remained hard to assess, rapid 
change was cer tain. Such change, Lehto suggested, dete ri o-
rated income secu rity, which an uncon di tional basic income 
would cush ion. In response to the papers by Rauscher and 
Lehto, Louis Hyman empha sized the longstanding uto pian 
char ac ter of uncon di tional basic income con cepts. Situat-
ing the two papers within this con text, Hyman appre ci ated 
Rauscher’s ana lyt i cal approach to inves ti gat ing the growth 
and sig nif i cance of U.S. debates. With respect to Lehto’s 
inter ven tion, he suggested that such debates went hand in 
hand with moral ques tions about the future of cap i tal ism 
and the state. Hyman noted that the labor mar ket has been 
transforming for a long time, from the agri cul tural to the 
indus trial and on to the dig i tal age. To these larger devel op-
ments, both papers responded by trac ing how basic income 
debates have come to shift the con ver sa tion away from 
unem ploy ment towards the broader issue of uncer tainty.
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The third and final panel of the day, on “UBI and the Shifting 
Parameters of Social Provision,” fea tured one pre senter and 
two respon dents. In his paper on “The Rise of Cash Transfers 
and the Demise of Development Economics,” Dan iel Zamora 
charted the sig nif i cant shift of per spec tives among econ o-
mists who have advised gov ern ments and shaped pol i cies 
for global insti tu tions such as the World Bank and the Inter-
national Monetary Fund. In Zamora’s nar ra tive, the nexus 
between devel op ment and indus tri al i za tion held sway after 
the Second World War. It was bro ken in the 1970s when 
state-cen tered pol i cies came under pres sure to respond to 
the ongo ing prob lem of pov erty, both in first-world coun-
tries such as the U.S. and in the Global South. The IMF, the 
World Bank, and the U.S. gov ern ment, how ever, increas ingly 
trans lated a neo lib eral con sen sus into demands that debtor 
countries cut pub lic spend ing, pri vat ize, and open up their 
mar kets to global com pe ti tion. Zamora went on to high-
light devel op ments in India and South Africa, where econ-
o mists such as Guy Standing in the 1990s unsuc cess fully 
pro posed that the state “give peo ple money so they could 
sus tain them selves as they saw fit.” Since then, civil soci e-
ties in South Africa and else where have taken up the idea 
of “cash trans fers.” In response to Zamora’s paper, both Ugo 
Gentilini and Jennifer Burns praised his abil ity to develop a 
broad his tor i cal nar ra tive on shifting solu tions to pov erty. 
Gentilini high lighted that debates about an uncon di tional 
basic income have been framed in dif fer ent ways. While 
Zamora had focused on devel op ment eco nom ics, an uncon-
di tional basic income had also been discussed as a fis cal 
stim u lus, as social assis tance, or as a response to auto ma-
tion. Gentilini noted that each per spec tive trans lates into 
dif fer ent pol icy nar ra tives.

Toru Yamamori started off the final panel on “The Politics 
of Popular Support.” In his paper on “A Forgotten Feminist 
History of Basic Income and Responsible Production” he 
focused on demands for an uncon di tional basic income by 
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Claimants Unions in the UK, i.e., neigh bor hood com mu nity 
orga ni za tions in the sixties and sev en ties representing wel-
fare recip i ents. Yamamori homed in on their suc cess ful but 
long overlooked efforts to have the Brit ish Women’s Libera-
tion move ment endorse a “Guaranteed Minimum Income” (in 
fact, an uncon di tional basic income). Even if their demand 
has been for got ten, Yamamori argued, the Brit ish wom-
en’s move ment in the 1970s had in fact com mit ted itself to 
demand ing a guaranteed income. The other paper on the 
panel was presented by Bru Laín, a soci ol o gist who helped 
design and run the Barcelona basic income pilot. Laín offered 
a crit i cal assess ment of uncon di tional basic income exper i-
ments. He com pared the Barcelona pilot with exper i ments 
in countries such as Finland and Canada, not ing their over-
all pos i tive results, such as improved diets, sub jec tive well- 
being, and hap pi ness among par tic i pants. But Laín crit i cally 
noted that the design of many exper i ments cre ated a pos i-
tive bias. The Barcelona exper i ments pro duced results some 
con sider less ben e fi cial, such as a decrease in labor mar-
ket par tic i pa tion. Looking at the results of the var i ous basic 
income exper i ments together, Laín suggested that they 
may not pro vide a coher ent con clu sion on the via bil ity of an 
uncon di tional basic income, the implementation of which 
can not be tested any way. In response to Yamamori’s pre-
sen ta tion, Axel Jansen high lighted con tem po rary crit i cism 
of Claimants Unions from within the women’s move ment, 
con sid er ing an uncon di tional income “social ism” or “wages 
for house work.” He won dered about the role of social class 
in these debates, a mat ter picked up by Alice O’Connor, 
who added that race and trans at lan tic exchanges within 
the women’s move ment may well have played a sig nif i cant 
role. With respect to Laín’s paper, Jansen noted that those 
who crit i cized the Barcelona exper i ments for their inef fec-
tive labor-mar ket inte gra tion presupposed that such inte-
gra tion was impor tant. He won dered about the fram ing 
of the exper i ment when it was first set up and noted that 
basic income exper i ments in the U.S. and in Canada in the 
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1970s, even if they improved peo ple’s lives, were con sid ered 
a fail ure because of slow labor-mar ket inte gra tion. Framing 
a basic income as an anti-pov erty mea sure (instead of an 
expan sion of cit i zen ship rights) has con se quences.

For the work shop’s con clud ing dis cus sion, the three con-
ven ers each offered ideas to sum ma rize and extrap o late. 
Axel Jansen suggested sev eral per spec tives of con cern to 
 his to ri ans, such as com par ing cam paigns for an uncon di-
tional basic income to ear lier strug gles for an expan sion of 
cit i zen ship rights. With respect to the wave of basic income 
exper i ments in many countries around the globe, he won-
dered about the par a dox i cal effect of reinforcing social 
stigma. Manuel Franzmann empha sized that the papers 
presented at the work shop shared a com mon theme as 
they all  touched on dif fer ent aspects of trusting peo ple to 
do some thing sen si ble when given the oppor tu nity. Alice 
O’Connor empha sized that in discussing basic income con-
cepts, his to ri ans and other schol ars needed to shift from 
a focus on tech nol ogy to a focus on precarity, which also 
entailed empha siz ing the oppor tu ni ties asso ci ated with 
a basic income. Opening the gen eral dis cus sion, O’Con-
nor underlined the sig nif i cance of def i ni tions (what are we 
talking about when we talk about an “uncon di tional basic 
income”) and of inter ven tions. Under what con di tions, she 
won dered, would a pol icy be socially trans for ma tional? For 
trans for ma tion to occur, after all , the details of implemen-
tation mattered, as well as the nar ra tives that explained 
what a given inter ven tion was about. Picking up on this 
obser va tion, Halah Ahmad pointed to lit er a ture show ing 
that, in gen eral, gov ern ment pro grams need to run well to 
sus tain pub lic trust in gov ern ment. On the issue of legit i miz-
ing an inter ven tion such as the one pro posed by uncon di-
tional basic income pro po nents, Bru Laín empha sized the 
issue of funding. While the point was miss ing in con ver sa-
tions among some activ ists, he con sid ered it cru cial for its 
legit i macy. Looking ahead, Grace Davie suggested that 
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demands for an uncon di tional basic income be his tor i cized. 
She suggested that a future work shop or panel could focus 
on the inter sec tion of calls for a basic income and other con-
tem po rary demands. For an aca demic engage ment with the 
topic, Manuel Franzmann observed that the notion of auton-
omy in basic income con cepts had meth od o log i cal con se-
quences, for it chal lenged research ers to observe changes 
in indi vid ual auton omy. Otto Lehto tied the dis cus sion back 
to the pub lic roundtable at the begin ning of the work shop 
by pointing out that the group had hardly  men tioned the 
pan demic. He noted that pol i cies implemented in response 
to cri ses rarely out last them, even if basic-income debates 
per haps had helped facil i tate mas sive gov ern ment inter-
ven tions dur ing the recent global cri sis.

Sarah Zapola and Christoph Eisele  
(GHI Washington)


