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Support from the Left It is clear why UBI is so popular on the Right and within certain sections of capital. Needless to say, the Left case for a basic income appeals to a rather different sensibility. The Left discourse stresses the inherently exploitative nature of work under capitalism, with numerous studies finding that British workers spend far too much time at their jobs - impacting both physical and mental health - while inequality continues to rise (Jones, 2019; Day and Prins, 2020; Scurrah, 2021). After decades of neoliberalism, jobs have become increasingly precarious, which only adds to the stress and anxiety that modern workers experience. Reflecting this reality, Leftist advocates emphasise the emancipatory potential of UBI, which would see workers freed from meaningless, unsatisfying jobs and cushioned from the harshest aspects of the market. For example, van Parijs claims UBI would ‘liberate […] all men and women of the compulsion to work for a capitalist’ and enable ‘people who work too much to reduce their working time or take a career break’ (2018: 2; 15). In the same volume, Schachtschneider envisages ‘[t]he partial decoupling of work and income’ and a ‘life beyond market structures’ as a result of a basic income (Ed. van Parijs, 2018: 74–75). Meanwhile, Standing (2017) attempts to wrestle the argument for individual freedom away from the libertarian Right and in favour of UBI, while the likes of Louise Haagh (2019) and Rutger Bregman (2018) hail the aspects which support classical liberal arguments concerning leisure time and personal development. It is these kinds of arguments that have made UBI so popular on the Left, and in particular those younger members of the labour force who are confronted with a future of increasingly insecure work and low pay (Sloman, 2018; Fitzgerald, 2017). Much of this discourse draws on Marx’s early ‘humanist’ writing regarding ‘alienation’ and the exploitation of labour to justify their basic income proposals. Whether this engagement constitutes a rhetorical device to gain the backing of the radical Left or a genuine interest in Marxism is uncertain, but what is clear is that a reliance on Marx’s early work at the expense of his research in political economy is bound to be 146 C r i t i c a l S o c i a l P o l i c y 43(1) limited. The French philosopher Louis Althusser went as far as to identify an ‘epistemological break’ in Marx’s writing between his early humanism and his later “scientific” work, which came after he had shed the influence of the philosophy of G.W.F Hegel and Ludwig Feuerbach (Althusser, 2005). I mention this not to say that Marx’s early works should be written-off entirely - indeed they are foundational for what emerged later - but to suggest that remaining on one side of this break while neglecting later Marxist interventions in political economy does not offer a solid foundation on which to base a justification for UBI. In his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, Marx explores the degree of ‘coercion’ present in the worker’s decision to work, and defines alienating labour as that which is ‘external to the worker’ (1844: n.p.). These insights, taken up elsewhere by Marx, demonstrate how the worker is forced to sell their own labour in order to survive, living on wages while the capitalist extracts further value from them. The worker thus becomes a ‘commodity’ to be exploited, rather than - as the Right sees it - a voluntary agent meeting the employer within the market of free exchange (Marx and Engels, 2015: 12). The views such as those of van Parijs expressed above therefore appeal to some Marxists, who see UBI as a way of freeing the worker of this exploitation to some degree. So too does Micheal Howard, a researcher associated with BIEN, who regards basic income as a ‘step beyond alienation because it gives more workers the option to say no’ (2002: 4). But in their preoccupation with notions of alienation and individual freedom, some UBI proponents on the Left overlook the integral role that surplus value plays in this exploitation of workers. As has been outlined earlier, it is this process of surplus value extraction that the entirety of the capitalist economy relies on, without which it would simply collapse. However, UBI does nothing to address this key driver of capitalist expansion, meaning it cannot hope to solve the problem at the heart of the inequality that capitalism inherently produces. In defending this, van der Veen and van Parijs claim that for Marx the priority was ‘the expansion of freedom’ and ‘the abolition of alienation’, and so ‘we need not be bothered by the persistence of substantial inequalities’ (1986: 651). But this represents a glaring misreading of Marx, and reveals the ‘primary reason’ why conservative and
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