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Editor’s Note
Joshua Cohen

when you are eighteen years old in the United States, you get a
right to vote. That right comes to you regardless of sex, race, religion,
class, or gender identity. You can lose the right in some places if you
commit a felony, and there are lots of efforts currently underway to make
it harder to exercise. But for now you do not have to earn it. Similarly
with the right to a jury trial. Or our rights of association, religious
worship, or expression. So the idea of universal entitlements is familiar.
When we extend the idea to economic resources, however, skepticism
sets in. For many people, the idea of a universal right to a basic level of
income seems deeply misguided. Many people, but not all. A long and
intellectually diverse tradition, including Thomas Paine, Friedrich Hayek,
and Martin Luther King, Jr., has embraced some version of a basic income.
In 2000 Boston Review published an article by Belgian political theorist
Philippe van Parijs explaining and defending basic income, often called
UBI (universal basic income), that generated a wide-ranging debate. But
with a few notable exceptions, attention to basic income has come from the
world of theory, not the world of politics and policy.
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Now something very different is happening. From Switzerland to
eastern Kenya, from Manitoba to Oakland, the idea of a basic income
is on the table as a serious policy idea and a focus of organizing efforts.
Why this growing interest? Partly for the same reasons that theorists have been drawn to basic income: it ensures everyone a claim on
the benefits of common assets, such as land or other natural resources;
gives substance to civil and political liberties; protects against extreme
vulnerability; or, by cushioning against economic calamity, frees people
to explore risky innovations.
But the attention to basic income also reflects a range of current concerns about income and job loss due to technology, deepening economic
inequality, the sheer costs of administering conditional and in-kind programs,
and the perceived vulnerability of conditional (means-tested) programs.
Leading the discussion, Brishen Rogers delineates a case for
basic income. Focused on the United States, Rogers embraces a model
in which a basic income guarantee is one component of a more comprehensive program, including a “revamped public sector and new and
stronger regulations around work.” For Rogers, basic income would
provide an exit option from bad jobs, abusive relationships, and limited
opportunities—in short, protections against political and economic
subordination. A broader social-democratic setting is essential. Cut
off from other essential policy initiatives, basic income could, Rogers
argues, be a disaster.
The responses to Rogers’s article explore the benefits basic income
promises in fostering freedom and alleviating poverty and inequality,
the need for basic income to be embedded in a more comprehensive
program, and, if such a program is possible, whether basic income is
really needed. As the debate about basic income moves from theory to
practice, we hope that this Boston Review forum will model the serious
policy and political debate that democracy depends on.

Cohen

In this forum, two additional issues emerge that have an important
place in the debate about basic income—issues about work and power.
Some of the contemporary attention to basic income is animated
by worries about a jobless future. In his fantastic book Rise of the Robots
(2015), Martin Ford ties the case for basic income to job and income
destruction driven by artificial intelligence. And not just destruction
of repetitive work, but also the work of pathologists, radiologists, and
legal researchers. Ford’s argument is important but too speculative to
be convincing. For the relevant future, we should assume a world in
which people continue to work (often long hours) alongside machines.
Moreover, we should be wary of arguments for basic income as
a substitute for income from work. Work is important to people, and
not simply as a means to income. In his utopian novel Looking Backward (1887), Edward Bellamy imagines the world in the year 2000.
He describes a system of rationally organized economic activity, with
productivity unleashed through improved coordination and resources—
including human capacities—fully employed for the common good. Aside
from the implausibility of the scheme, the world of work in Bellamy’s
imagined future is depressingly dreary. As British designer and poet
William Morris put it, “the true incentive to useful and happy labor is
and must be pleasure in the work itself.”
I know what Morris means. As a researcher I have spent lots of
time in mostly Chinese factories over the past four years, watching
people do very productive and very tedious assembly line work, with
little apparent pleasure in the work itself. The work is not made more
pleasurable when robots join the production team.
David Hughes wrestles with these issues about the importance of
work in his ethnographic meditation on La Zarzuela, an Andalusian
farming community now subsidized by windmills. He resists an easy
celebration of the traditional work of farming, but he also hesitates
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to endorse the world of unemployed men and women, freed from
toil, drinking beer and coffee in a community dominated by revenueproducing machines, unsure what to do with their time.
Alongside our conversations about basic income, then, we need
a comparably serious discussion about how to create jobs that enable
people—perhaps working alongside automated systems and robots—to
find pleasure in the work itself. Of course having that conversation about
decent work would be easier with a basic income in place. When people
have greater income security, they are in a position to reject deadening
work. And if they reject deadening work, then maybe some collective
energy will go into figuring out how to enliven it.
The second issue is power. “Power,” Frederick Douglass said, “concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.” A basic
income might create more decent conditions of work and would benefit
working people. But the power of workers is now profoundly limited,
both by income disparities and by the desperate state of collective organization (especially unions). Rogers has some ideas about labor law
reforms, and the issue of organization and power is the focus of the
essay by James Gray Pope, Ed Bruno, and Peter Kellman. The key to
power, they argue, is the right to strike.
Of course, faced with our current calamities, discussions about
ambitious political projects are hard to have. With voting rights themselves under assault, the idea that we should be thinking about a more
expansive set of unconditional rights may seem delusional.
Or maybe not. We are in a fight about the future, and it is important to be clear about the larger purpose of that fight. Suppose, then, we
think that we are aiming at a freer society, in which greater economic
security reduces vulnerability and subordination, and a society in which
people not only work for income but take pleasure in the work they do.
That is not a bad start in describing a world worth fighting for.

Cohen

