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Abstract: In today’s global economy, where informality and insecurity characterise
working life for millions, scholars, activists, and political authorities are looking for
radical solutions. One of the most commonly advanced is universal basic income
(UBI), which is widely theorised as a tool for enhancing worker power and improving
work, through offering workers an ‘exit option’. Critics retort that social and
economic life are too complex for UBI to be a magic bullet and that UBI could even
make life worse. To date, very few studies have empirically interrogated this debate.
This paper reports findings from what we believe to be the first two pilots to do so.
Both combined unconditional cash and community organiser support in India and
Bangladesh over two years. Our findings suggest that UBI can enhance worker
power, enable partial exit, and support collective organisation. Its limitations leave
us doubtful, however, that UBI alone could fundamentally alter labour relations.
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1 Introduction

In today’s precarious global economy, where informality and insecurity characterise
working life for hundreds of millions, scholars, activists, and even political author-
ities have begun looking for radical solutions. Universal basic income (UBI)
frequently finds itself at the top of the list of proposals (e.g. Weeks 2011). Defined as a
regular cash grant given to all people within a political community without means
test or work requirement,’ UBI is widely asserted to be able to tip the balance of
power between workers and employers in favour of workers, by providing a source
of sustenance and an economic floor outside labour, enhancing freedom and
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bargaining power (Widerquist 2013). The primary claim here is that UBI can offer the
possibility of ‘exit’ — from a given labour relationship and from wage labour more
broadly. An impressive body of literature has developed to substantiate this claim,
while a more recent yet similarly rigorous literature has emerged to counter and
caveat it. This paper begins by surveying the contours of the ‘UBI and Exit’ debate,
before describing two major recent pilot studies that sought to empirically interro-
gate it. Those two pilots — known by the acronyms WorkFREE and CLARISSA — took
place over 2 years in India and Bangladesh respectively and in each case involved the
combination of unconditional cash and community organising. To our knowledge,
they are the first experiments designed specifically to empirically ‘test’ claims
around UBI and exit. In the second half of this paper, we present our findings from
them. We conclude with implications for theory, advocacy, and policymaking around
UB], precarity, and worker power.

2 UBI, Labour Power and Exit

There are three main groups of claims that theorists make about UBI’s capacity to
enable exit. These are categorised by some as existing on a spectrum running from
‘weak’ through ‘strong’ to ‘radical’ exit (Birnbaum & De Wispelaere 2016), and by
others as combining the elements of ‘exit’ and ‘voice’ from Hirschmann’s seminal
‘Exit, Voice and Loyalty’ paradigm (Hirschmann 1970; Casassas 2016, 2024). We group
these claims into three overarching themes under the banners of ‘Exit’, ‘Partial Exit’
and ‘Voice’, with Table 1 summarising the sub-claims into which these three meta-
claims break down.

Table 1: UBI and claims around exit.

UBI can 1. Exit ...Taking the 1.1 Leaving undesirable work and surviving
enable: Form of... 1.2 Choosing activities other than work and
surviving
2. Partial exit 2.1 Reducing dependence on undesirable work,

for example through reducing working hours
2.2 Re-balancing work/non-work time-use to
combine desirable non-work activities, such as
schooling, with work

3. Negotiation/Voice 3.1 Increasing individual negotiating power to
backed by the threat of improve working conditions
exit 3.2 Increasing collective negotiating power to

improve working conditions
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2.1 Exit

Calls for the adoption of some form of UBI are as old as capitalism itself (Wright 2010).
They rely on the central Marxian insight that those divorced from the means of (re)
production are as free to choose their employment as they are to starve. In other
words, their ‘double freedom’ is really coercion masked as consent, since they cannot
but accept whatever work is made available to them (Howard 2018). Representatives
of political philosophical traditions as varied as liberalism, libertarianism, socialism
and republicanism all accept the historical injustice embedded within this double
freedom (and its unequal distribution) and thus propose various forms of UBI to
offset it (Standing 2012). Providing an unconditional cash floor for all to stand on, they
suggest, will enable ‘real freedom for all’ (Van Parijs 1997), understood by some as
‘the power to say no’ (Widerquist 2013), by others as ‘non-domination’ (Pateman
2004), and by others still as ‘social power’ (Casasass 2024). In each case, a counter-
factual claim is at work: if people have to submit to undesirable, abusive or
exploitative working conditions for want of a better alternative purely in order to
survive, then ensuring that we all enjoy a survival-enabling UBI will empower us to
resist such working conditions by walking away from them, which could in turn
force a structural change in the social organisation of work (Weeks 2011). Birnbaum
and De Wispelaere (2016) would characterise exit of this sort as ‘strong’ (entailing
workers walking away from undesirable work for superior alternative jobs) or
‘radical’ (entailing substantial or even indefinite periods away from wage labour).

A second claim around UBI and exit centres on UBI’s putative ability to enable
recipients to choose to spend their time on activities other than work, such as education,
care, or personal/spiritual growth. Kathi Weeks and the ‘postwork’ tradition that she
represents are important advocates of this position, arguing that the human condition is
too complex and human needs too broad to be satisfiable only in and through paid
labour (2011; Srnicek & Williams 2015). Taking this further (and inspired by Gorz), this
tradition argues that the requirement to engage in paid labour as much as we do tends
to crowd out important aspects of the full development of the human person. Not only
do we all obviously need (to) care, but we also need to learn, play, explore, connect, and
grow (Gorz 2007). Given this, and in light of the battle for time that is at the heart of the
wage labour relationship (Standing 2023), scholars like Gorz and Weeks argue that the
unconditional material security provided by UBI is a necessary pre-condition for
enabling people to re-balance their lives away from paid labour and towards other
pursuits that they have reason to value. This does not necessarily mean that people will
choose to leave work because they experience it as exploitative or domineering; rather,
it could mean that they simply choose to spend their time engaged in activities other
than work which, for whatever reason, they find more attractive and appealing.



4 —— N.Howard and V. Mathur DE GRUYTER

2.2 Partial Exit

Extending the above argument further, scholars like Birnbaum and De Wispelaere
rightly point out that not all undesirable work is undesirable enough for people to
walk away from it entirely. In addition, citing what they call a ‘realistic under-
standing of how labour markets operate and how the opportunities of disadvantaged
workers are presently structured’ (2021: 909), they make the case that leaving work
may entail economic, social, and affective costs which make doing so unpalatable
(ibid.). In such instances, UBI could function as a means to enable an employee ‘to
relax her dependence on an employer while nevertheless not fully severing the
employment relation’ (2016: 62), for example through reducing working hours.
Birnbaum and De Wispelaere characterise exit of this sort as ‘weak’ or ‘incomplete’
(ibid.; 2021); we approach it as ‘partial’.

Data from multiple empirical studies support the notion that people in receipt of
unconditional cash will use such partial exit to pursue other activities that are
desirable (Hum & Simpson 1993; Calnitsky & Latner 2017; Kangas et al. 2019; West &
Castro 2023; Kappil et al. 2023; Brugger et al. 2023). Typically, these activities include
care for children and other relatives, higher education, or opportunities to retrain,
with respondents consistently citing the importance of ‘work-life balance’ and being
able to ‘be with’ the people that matter in their narrations of basic income’s impacts
(West & Castro 2023; Kappil et al. 2023; Brugger et al. 2023). What this points to is what
a substantial strand of UBI theory has long claimed — that UBI could enable people to
re-organise their time to spend more of it in valuable non-work activity without the
cost of doing so becoming too great to bear (e.g. Van Parijs 1997).

2.3 Voice

Intricately related to the notion of ‘exit’ within UBI theory is the sister notion of
‘voice’, which draws heavily on Albert O. Hirschmann’s classic three-pronged cate-
gorisation for social relationships in situations of conflict and deterioration (1970).
Hirschmann outlines three possible options in the face of such deterioration: loyalty
to the relationship in question, exit from it, or recourse to raising one’s voice to
challenge its functioning and try to modify it (Casassas 2024: 77). Crucially, when
applying this framework to the world of paid work, commentators note that the
effect of raising one’s voice to advocate for improved working conditions will likely
be dependent upon the relative power between the worker and the employer: if the
employer has no incentive to listen and the worker cannot make him do so, then the
worker’s voice may go unheeded and their circumstances will stay the same (or,
plausibly, even worsen) (ibid. 78-9; Wright 2010; Haagh 2018). This is where the
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‘credible threat of exit’ becomes important. As Birnbaum and De Wispelaere explain,
threatening to leave a work relationship (and thus impose costs on an employer)
increases the chances of the employer being willing to listen to the grievances being
voiced (2021: 912). In Casassas’ terms, ‘if people ... are able to stand up and leave, their
voices will be heard, or at least they won’t be as muted as they were’ (Casassas 2024:
77). The theoretical relationship between UB]I, exit, and voice can be understood as
follows: freedom at work requires the ability to bargain; bargaining power requires
the ability to exit; and exit requires the ability to sustain oneself when one does. For
this, UBI is essential. But UBI can also be helpful even in scenarios where the
employer-employee relationship is not quite so evidently dominating. One can
imagine, for example, a well-meaning employer who is quite willing to listen to
worker requests for improved working conditions but who never receives them
because the workers in question lack the confidence to approach the employer and
make them. In this scenario, the material and thus psychological security provided
by a UBI could plausibly increase worker self-confidence and thus make it easier for
less sure-footed workers to raise their voices (Jiitten 2017).

Voice can, of course, also be understood and operationalised collectively, and a
final strand of theorisation around UBI and exit holds that UBI can make it possible
for workers to combine to exercise their collective power in advocating for improved
working conditions. Again, the mechanisms at play here are twofold. First, the un-
conditional material security provided by UBI reduces risk (of punishment or
termination) and increases confidence (to take risks), with a plausible outcome that it
can support groups of workers to come together to make joint petitions to employers.
Second, the backing of a UBI could operate as a kind of ‘strike fund’, enabling
employees both to credibly threaten employers with exit if they fail to listen and to
actually exit, temporarily or permanently, unless and until improved conditions are
offered (Wright 2010; Van Parijs 2015). Birnbaum and De Wispelaere categorise exit
of this sort as ‘strategic’, in that it is a conscious tool used to improve the worker’s
position vis-a-vis the employer (2021). In this vein, Van Parijs states that the social
impact of UBI is ‘above all to increase bargaining power on all fronts by multiplying
exit options’ (2015: 168).

3 Counters and Caveats

The claims above are all heavily contested, even from within literature that is
broadly supportive of UBI and its emancipatory potential. We summarise the caveats
and counters found in that literature below.

The first, and most obvious, is that for UBI to enable exit, then the amount of
money provided by that UBI would need to be sufficient to replace the returns to
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labour. As Birnbaum and De Wispelaere put it, ‘the potential of basic income to make
exit options available...depends importantly on the level of such a uniform payment’
(2021: 2015). For Erik Olin Wright, that level has to be pegged to a notion of ‘live-
ahility’, implying a sum ‘that would enable a person to live at a respectable, no-frills
level’ (Wright 2006: 8). Without this, no real exit would be possible, either because the
UBI would fail to support survival or because it would enable a level of survival so
basic and removed from that which the worker would leave behind as to make exit
unviable. This means, in Wright’s words, that the level of the UBI has to be ‘suffi-
ciently high that withdrawing from the capitalist labor market is a meaningful
option’ (ibid.). Yet, as many commentators have been quick to argue, there is no
guarantee that such a level will be forthcoming, particularly in capitalist states
(Gourevitch & Stanczyk 2018). Orlando Lazar, for one, suggests that such a UBI will
always be unlikely as the level of the income required will be ‘especially demanding
if it is to provide workers with the power of radical exit’ (2020: 498). Likewise Alex
Gourevitch, who dismisses as overblown the exit argument on grounds including the
improbability of the amount ever being sufficient (2016). Notably, even Philippe Van
Parijs, one of UBI's great advocates, recognises that delicate balances will need to be
struck between tax levels and UBI levels if we are to ensure the scheme’s sustain-
abhility (Van Parijs & Vanderborght 2017, Ch. 6).

Taking this point further, friendly critics point out that the entire argument
around UBI’s potential ability to support exit hides an enormous sine qua non
assumption — that a UBI will be permanent (Gourevitch 2016; Dinerstein & Pitts 2021).
For if it were not, then what security would people have? And what safe exit would be
possible? Even worse, if people were to believe and behave as if their UBI were
permanent only for it to be unexpectedly withdrawn, then plausibly their UBI could
see them end up in worse, even more vulnerable circumstances than when they
started.” For sympathetic critics like Lazar (2021) and De Wispelaere and Morales
(2016), one possible solution to this dilemma is for UBI to be written into a polity’s
constitution, providing a bedrock guarantee of non-withdrawability. Yet even they
recognise that this is highly unlikely, at least at the present juncture and in most
capitalist states. For more sceptical critics like Dinerstein and Pitts, the dangers of
UBI being withdrawn once granted are so great as to merit debate over the policy’s
desirability at all. What, for example, might be the consequences for people’s
freedom, and indeed for any viable exit, if UBI were granted by a totalitarian state
that made UBI integral to survival and thus, paradoxically, wielded it as a tool of
social discipline (2021)?

2 The fear of the negative consequences of only temporary UBIs also features in writing on the
ethical concerns surrounding UBI pilots (e.g. Daemen 2021).
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Stepping down from macro concerns around totalitarian authority, there exist a
further group of caveats and counters to the claims made about UBI and exit, which
centre on the lack of meaningful alternatives available to would-be exiters (Gourevitch
2016; Lazar 2021). Simply put, this argument contends that for exit from a given labour
relationship to be a practicable option, the person exiting will need realistic alterna-
tives to move on to. If they choose to leave their job and let go of the financial and other
benefits it provides, is there another job offering similar benefits that they can real-
istically avail themselves of? What will they do if there is not? Or indeed if the jobs that
are available happen to be outside of their competence, in fields beyond their training,
or offered by employers unwilling for whatever reason to employ them? Of course, an
adequate level of UBI would guarantee the exiting worker their survival. But it would
be unlikely to cover the full costs associated with exiting or reducing dependence on a
given labour relationship, including, in Global North contexts, the healthcare, pension,
employer contributions, or wages that enable life choices that matter to the worker,
such as holidays or school fees. In Global South contexts, where the informal economy
is the norm, we may add to this list the many non-wage benefits attached to patronal,
relationship-dependent work arrangements, such as ‘gifts’, loans, or access to social
services provided by employers to their employees.

The social organisation of labour and its centrality to social life also matters for the
fourth of our counterarguments, which focus on the social and affective obstacles
making easy exit difficult. In their Global North-focussed discussion of these concerns,
Birnbaum and De Wispelaere note that ‘basic income may not compensate for the loss
of social value and the risk of social stigma associated with becoming unemployed
when the exit strategy fails’ (2021: 918). Alex Gourevitch points to something similar
when he argues that a basic income can never fully compensate for the loss of social
standing, respect, or connection associated with having a (particular) job (2016: 24; see
also Lazar 2021). Kathi Weeks rightly points to ‘the ideology of work’ at play here, with
people’s social standing and sense of self-worth typically tied to their occupation (2011).
Beyond this, there are also the social relationships that an exiting worker may need to
forego, along with the sense of community, belonging, and even identity that derive
from a shared workplace that will no longer be shared. Likewise, the non-work facets
of an individual’s life that may be contingent upon work, such as where one lives. It is
plausible, for instance, that leaving a job and struggling to find a similarly compen-
sated alternative may compromise one’s ability to continue living in the same locality,
with all the implications that this could have for social and affective life, for individual
and family relationships, schooling, childcare, and so on. Once more, this can be
imagined to be all the more constraining in certain Global South contexts, for example
for the armies of live-in staff employed to work in wealthy homes or cultivate large
land-holdings, whose remuneration includes non-wage benefits such as accommo-
dation. These considerations all lead Orlando Lazar to ask, not without irony, ‘Are you
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really going to leave your job because your boss told you to organise those files
alphabetically, rather than by date? (2021: 435). A UBI could soften the blow associated
with exit, such critics argue, but certainly not enough to make it cost-free; it may
therefore only ever be useful in extreme cases.

Building on the above, the last two counterarguments address the Hirschmanian
claim that UBI-guaranteed exit can strengthen worker voice and bargaining power,
with potentially beneficial consequences for workers and their working conditions.
These claims were comprehensively challenged by Birnbaum and De Wispelaere in
their appropriately titled 2021 piece, ‘Exit strategy or exit trap?’ ‘The painful reality’,
they state, ‘is that, in a relatively slack labour market, for every precarious worker
that signals a readiness to exit or decides to leave there are scores of others waiting to
take the vacant job’ (p. 921), which is particularly true in parts of the Global South,
where our own empirical work took place. Unless the structural features of
neoliberal globalization change, they suggest, this situation is unlikely to
improve — low-skilled workers in low-skilled jobs are eminently substitutable,
reducing the threat of exit posed by any given individual. Taking this argument
further, Birnbaum and De Wispelaere also point out that in much of the world low-
skilled work faces the threat of automation, since the ‘availability of low-cost tech-
nologies that could make existing jobs redundant is generally greatest in the context
of routinized labour’ (ibid.). Paradoxically, therefore, the danger is that a UBI may
end up making it easier and more socially acceptable for employers to replace their
employees than for employees to leave their employers.

The final of our theoretical counterpoints draws on the central, Marxian insight
that when workers combine to agitate for better wages or working conditions, em-
ployers eventually respond with investments in labour-saving technology. Andreas
Malm tells this story in minute detail in his masterful Fossil Capital, lamenting the
many pyrrhic victories Britain’s early factory workers won before industrialists
turned to ever-more advanced machinery in order to regain full control over the
productive process and, in the end, over labour (2016). Whatever victories workers
may win, therefore, with their UBI-backed collective action or its threat, may only
hasten their own demise. Birnbaum and De Wispelaere add further caution here,
noting that a UBI could paradoxically weaken collective efforts towards emancipation
by enabling further segmentation and hierarchisation of the labour market. ‘Workers
can plausibly be placed on a continuum’, they state, ‘both in terms of their opportu-
nities to find alternative employment and in terms of how valuable their retention is to
the employer’ (2016: 69). Those who are valuable will thus presumably be equipped
with genuine exit-threat power, while those who are not, will plausibly face the
opposite fate. A possible outcome could be that ‘management may decide to improve
the employment conditions of these workers as part of a retention strategy for high-
value employees, but simultaneously decide to save on labour costs by further
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reducing pay and working conditions for the precariat’ (ibid.). In a world where not all
work or workers are the same, it is thus possible that a basic income could be exploited
by the holders of economic power to segment and stymy the growing social power of a
UBI-enabled working class-for-itself. This danger is evident in the formal economies of
the Global North and, once again, perhaps even more so in the informal economies of
the Global South, where precarious, low value-added labour is the norm.

In the face of such extensive theoretical debate, we turn our attention now to our
empirical research, the insights it offers, and the implications these have for theory
around UBI, labour, and exit.

4 The Research

Our research took the form of two large-scale social experiments with residents
across five informal settlements in Hyderabad, India and Dhaka, Bangladesh. The
first, known by the acronym ‘WorkFREE’ was a five-year project funded by the
European Research Council. It brought together scholars, activists and civil society
institutions from India and the UK to pilot what we called ‘UBI+ in four informal
settlements in inner-city Hyderabad, where residents primarily made their livings
from garbage collection, daily wage labour, and domestic work. UBI + combines UBI
and needs-focused, participatory community organising to support people to in-
crease their power to meet their needs. The intervention phase ran for 24 months, 18
of which involved cash delivery. Rs. 1,000 were given monthly to each adult and Rs.
500 to mothers for each of their children. The intervention was universal and un-
conditional across each of the participant communities and involved approximately
1,400 people from 350 households. Roll-out of both intervention arms was led by a
locally respected community organisation (see Figure 1 for the project timeline).
The second project was known by the acronym ‘CLARISSA’.* Funded by the UK’s
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO - formerly DfiD), this
brought together researchers, international development actors, and civil society
institutions from the UK, Switzerland, and Bangladesh. Like WorkFREE, the inter-
vention combined cash and non-cash elements delivered by a respected local com-
munity organisation, but was framed as a ‘Cash+’ rather than a ‘UBI+ pilot. This was
because of the consortium’s political relationships with the Social Protection and
Cash Transfer communities, each of whom use the term ‘cash plus’ to refer to
bundled interventions like this. We chose to speak their language to increase our

3 WorkFREE information can be found at www.work-free.net.
4 For further details, please see: http://clarissa.global and in particular https://clarissa.global/a-cash-
plus-intervention-for-children-in-exploitative-work/.
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Timeline and Key Milestones
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Figure 1: WorkFREE timeline and key milestones.

chances of influencing them with our findings. As with the WorkFREE project, the
CLARISSA ‘plus’ included needs-focused, participatory community organising, as
well as more traditional forms of assistance such as coaching and connecting resi-
dents to existing services. The plus was delivered for a period of 24 months. The cash,
by contrast, was only delivered for seven months, because the British government
enforced last-minute budget cuts on the programme, which reduced its cash
component from the initially planned 18 months to seven (see Figure 2). Like
WorkFREE, CLARISSA operated universally and unconditionally across the entire
community, with the difference that cash was delivered to households rather than

1
October 2021 January I2023 July 2023 December 2023

Start 15 morihs 21 months 27 months

Plus - Individual and family level: case work, mediation, linking to services

Plus — Group and community level: participatory action, collective organising
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+ Investment Grant (September)
|

Source: Authors' own.

Figure 2: Clarissa intervention timeline.
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individually. This was in response to a feasibility study, which showed that partici-
pants preferred household to individual transfers. Transfer amounts were adjusted
by household size, so that the amount that each household received was similar to
what was received by WorkFREE participants in India (around 3,000 Taka per
household per month, equating to approximately 20-25 % of household monthly
income). Just over 1,500 households took part in the project, totalling more than 5,000
individual participants.

Both projects sought to explore a range of questions, including what impact
the interventions had on labour relations, on freedom from exploitation, and of
course on exit. Each used a suite of quantitative and qualitative methods to build
their evaluations. Quantitative research included baseline, midline, and endline
surveys, which collected information about key outcome indicators, such as time-
use, people’s engagement with different forms of work, schooling, household
living conditions, sources of income, and respondents’ perceptions of change. In
India, the quantitative sample included all 350 participating households. In
Bangladesh, we used a sub-sample of approximately 750 households. This was also
complemented by bi-monthly monitoring surveys administered by the community
organisers, asking questions about wellbeing, perceived economic resilience,
school attendance, and so on. These data were used to descriptively analyse trend
changes, documenting households’ perceptions of change and its causal attribu-
tion, for example through the construction of contribution scores. Qualitative
tools were used to probe topics and results of interest, as well as impact pathways.
These included in-depth case studies with select households followed over mul-
tiple rounds, three rounds of focus group discussions (FGDs) with community
members, and long-term ethnographic observation (see Figure 3). Neither project
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used a randomised control design, and both were rooted in realist approaches to
evaluation that used a mixture of theory and empirics to assess what worked for
whom under which conditions (Mayne 2012; Ton 2022). This involved attempting to
tease out the individual and combined impact of the two intervention arms, with
extensive attention paid to the interaction between them. Informed consent was
gained from all participants, both to be part of the experiment and to partake in
data collection.

5 Our Findings

We structure the discussion of our findings in this section around the three broad
groups of claims made within the literature on UBI and exit listed in Table 1, namely
Exit, Partial Exit, and Voice. In each case, the discussion will refer to the sub-claims
identified in that table and to the counterclaims subsequently articulated in the
counters and caveats section. We will present quantitative findings alongside ex-
amples from our qualitative material. Qualitative data are chosen for fit and
representativity; we avoid cherry-picking suitable examples. The Discussion sec-
tion will relate our findings back to the wider literature and draw out their
implications.

6 Exit

Perhaps unsurprisingly, in neither the Bangladeshi nor the Indian experiment did
we encounter mass departures from the labour market. In India, where the lion’s
share of participants made their incomes through a combination of challenging work
including garbage collection, daily wage labour, and domestic work, we had
hypothesised that the addition of UBI to people’s income pool may lead those who
found their work challenging or undignified to leave it. However, surveys indicated
no change whatsoever in overall employment rates — 52 % of respondents were in
paid work at baseline and at endline, while fully 95 % of participants remained in the
same employment across these time periods. In Bangladesh, where evaluation
focussed in detail on the impact of cash on children’s work, we found marginal
improvements in parents’ perception of child engagement in hazardous work. Trend
data from our bi-monthly surveys showed an increase the percentage of parents who
thought that children’s work had become less risky after the beginning of cash
transfers in Round 8, which indicates that parents may have shifted children from
more to less risky employment, yet even this change was only from 5 % to 10 % (see
Figure 4).
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Thinks the children's work activities become less
risky/dangerous/hazardous in the last month
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Figure 4: Time-series analysis of perceptions of change of improvements in children’s working
conditions.

Qualitative data add important nuance to this picture. In both India and
Bangladesh, we found multiple individual cases of people changing jobs in part or
wholly because of the support provided by the unconditional cash. In Bangladesh,
one mother explained to the present authors that she had removed her son from the
hard factory labour that he did before cash transfers started and instead put him in
school alongside a less well remunerated grocery store job because of the wage
replacement function performed by the cash transfer. Another used the incoming
cash to set up a new business that afforded her significantly greater daily freedom.
While a third swapped one factory job for another on account of the first treating her
disrespectfully.

Which factors explain the relatively low overall numbers exiting employment?
One possibility is that our thousands of participants generally enjoyed their work
and would not have wanted to leave or change it. This possibility is undermined by
the reems of qualitative data from both countries pointing to poverty and financial
necessity as the determining factor in people’s work-lives. ‘We have no choice but to
do this work’, was a common refrain in our focus groups, along with ‘What freedom
do poor people like us have? Likewise, when asked what hopes people had for their
children, parents in both countries identified education and subsequent, white-collar
jobs like office work as the dream:
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We are working so hard so they can go to study. Otherwise, they will also live a life like ours.
(Woman, 36, Domestic Worker, Hyderabad)

This clearly undermines the hypothesis that people’s work was so desirable that even
a UBI could not trigger them to change it. Alternative explanations are therefore
required. Our data point squarely in the direction of three that speak directly to
established critiques of the UBI and Exit thesis, namely: unavailable (superior) al-
ternatives; the social embeddedness of people’s labour; and the insufficiency/
impermanence of the UBI provided.

On the first point, it is important that the socio-economic contexts in which these
experiments took place are both marked by poverty, marginalisation, and discrim-
ination. In India, a majority of our participants made their livelihoods as garbage
collectors, a fact heavily conditioned by their caste. All came from scheduled caste
groups historically associated with dirt. As such, although in theory they may have
been able to avail themselves of other low paying work, the social organisation of
labour made waste work more readily available to them and made alternatives
difficult to come by. Indeed, labour histories collected from our participants made
clear that government agents had actually sought out these communities to become
waste workers once the City Corporation re-organised its approach to waste disposal
because of their historical caste association. From this initial opening, kin and caste
networks played a role in bringing more such caste communities into the orbit of
garbage collection. The following exchange with a mixed group of participants is
instructive:

Interviewer: Everyone is here going to collect garbage only, right?

Many voices: Everyone here will go to do garbage collection, and some people will go to sell
granite powder, sir.

Interviewer: Have you been discriminated against because of the work you do?
Man 1: Yes sir, we are looked down upon.

Man 2: Work is work, sir. Even those who study here end up doing garbage collection because no
other work is available to them.

Woman 1: These days even young children are being sent to do garbage collection by their
parents.

(FGD in P Community, Round 1)

Agency is evidently constrained by caste as well as class, but in neither India nor
Bangladesh were our respondents entirely without freedom. Even amongst garbage
collectors in Hyderabad, many articulated their decision to continue their work in
the face of discrimination and constant body aches in terms of preference and choice
as well as constraint. One 49-year-old male put his choice thus:
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Here, there is no boss; I do my things. But in an office, even if you want to drink tea, you have to
take permission from your boss... I used to be a mechanic. If you were two minutes late the boss
would give you such abuse. Here [in garbage collection], I am in control.

(Interview in V Community, Round 1)

Garbage collectors across all four communities in Hyderabad cited autonomy and
entrepreneurial freedom in their work and contrasted this with what is possible
when one has a boss of any sort. Many also pointed to being able to make more
money than in potential alternative employment. Work may be unpleasant, there-
fore, but for many it was better than the available alternatives, which UBI on the
whole did not create.

A second reason explaining the limited overall level of exit within our com-
munities surrounds what we think of as the social embeddedness of labour — in other
words, the social, affective and other needs dependent on any given labour rela-
tionship. Domestic workers are a useful case in point. Primarily women within our
Indian sample, they made up a substantial portion of the working population and
valued the flexibility of their work, particularly as it allowed them to manage their
domestic responsibilities. Their work began later than garbage collection and was
split into morning and evening shifts, allowing them to juggle this and their social
reproductive tasks at home. They also valued the relationships that they developed
with employer families, who often provided non-cash benefits like food, old clothes,
and toys. In Bangladesh, a close parallel to domestic work was home-based em-
broidery provided by nearby factories. This was preferred by many adolescent and
adult women even in the face of more remunerative (and available) factory jobs
because it enabled them to combine paid work with household responsibilities and
protected them from the potential difficulties and shame associated with working in
public and with men - an important consideration in this conservative, Muslim
society.

Finally, we must also point to limitations inherent to the cash in both India and
Bangladesh. In Bangladesh, cash transfers only ran for just over half a year, which is
too short a time-period to underwrite anything like radical exit from the labour
market. Various participants lamented the short duration of the cash component of
the experiment and thus its limited impact:

Over 6 months, they gave us support. I got 3,700 taka every month through my Upay account. We
used the money to cover our daily expenses, send our granddaughter to school, and get our basic
needs met. During that time, their money was a lifeline, helping us through tough times...The
only problem was that they gave us the money in small pieces over those six months. It was hard
to plan for the future or make lasting improvements...When the program ended, we were back
to struggling financially.

(Woman, 45, Round 3 Interview)
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Yes, they stopped giving the money. If we kept getting it, things would be better for us. The
family could be run better if we continued getting the money. For example, now my mother is
working in different households as a maid, she earns 5,000 to 6,000 Taka. If she continues getting
that money, then she could run her life better. Then she could move forward.

(Adolescent girl, Round 3 Interview)

In India, although the basic income was delivered over 18 months, its overall
value — representing on average 25 % of household income - and its time-bound
nature both factored into people’s considerations. This was perhaps most poignantly
evidenced by the case of Zoya, an elderly woman living alone in one of our com-
munities. Like a handful of other elderly widows, Zoya’s primary income came from
seeking alms outside temples or mosques, from which she typically made Rs 2,000
3,000 monthly. Despite receiving the UBL she chose to continue her alms-seeking. Not
only did doing so provide her day with structure, purpose, and even a degree of
community, but because her UBI was time-bound she chose to approach it as a way to
put aside some savings, which she expected to need when the next health crisis
inevitably hit. Poverty and the lack of wider structures of support are evidently
crucial here in making sense of the limited impact of the cash.

7 Partial Exit

If cash was unable to trigger full or radical exit for many in India or Bangladesh, it
nevertheless overwhelmingly enabled partial exit, understood as reduced depen-
dence on undesirable work — for example through a reduction in work hours — and as
the re-balancing of work and non-work time use — for example through increased
schooling or leisure.

The first of these dynamics was particularly in evidence in India. Where, as the
previous section noted, 95 % of respondents remained in the same employment at the
end as at the start of the experiment, our data show far more substantial changes in
the amount of time people worked. At baseline, 55 % of households worked 7 days a
week, with a further 31 % of households working 6 days a week. By endline, these
figures had shifted to 46 % and 41 % respectively — a net swing from 7 to 6 days among
9% of households, representing close to a 20 % trend shift. Perhaps even more
tellingly, though, at midline, halfway through the experiment, when 9 further
months of basic income were still to be received, the number of households working
7 days a week had dropped as low as 38.6 %, with those working 6 days at 44 %. These
are drastic reductions, and they point to the ability of basic income to increase
people’s constrained freedom and make choices that serve their wellbeing which
otherwise they would not have been able to make. Ramesh, a 62-year-old granite
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powder seller, leaves home at 6 am every morning, earning only on those days that
he works. He said of the basic income:

Some days I wake up and my entire body is aching. I just can’t get up. These days I tell myself,
“it’s okay. This money is coming. I can afford to not go to work”.

Rohit and his wife highlighted using the UBI to hire help for their garbage collection
rounds. Garbage collection is typically a two-person job, since one person will drive
the truck and the other will go to collect garbage from individual houses, shops and
apartments. Collection is expected seven days a week. Being able to hire a helper
gave them the flexibhility to each take a day off a week and to attend to their caring
responsibilities, with Rohit’s wife often starting the garbage collection round later
after tending to their children:

Now my wife joins us later. This boy comes for garbage collection with me. She gets the children
ready, feeds them and sends them to school. These days she also does some rag picking before
joining us... That has also increased our income.

In Bangladesh, cash-enabled partial exit was most in evidence when it came to
schooling and the replacement of children’s work with school attendance (Fig. 4). We
noted above that a number of parents thought that their children’s work had become
less hazardous after the beginning of the cash transfers, possibly indicating exit from
undesirable employment. But the number of parents who reported improvements in
school attendance was far more significant, as can be seen from Figure 5 below, with
the spike also coming at the point of cash rollout (Round 8). Given that school is well
established as the primary alternative to paid work for the young poor across the
Global South (Bourdillon et al. 2010), this is an important outcome. Data also make
clear that parents overwhelmingly attributed it to the impact of the cash. Figure 6
reports the contribution scores from respondent households. These estimate re-
spondents’ assessment of the impact of the experimental intervention. Thirteen sets
of questions were asked about perceived changes in outcomes (on a 1-5 Likert scale),
followed by a question that asked how much the experiment influenced these out-
comes (also on a 1-5 Likert scale). Following Ton et al (2023), both Likert scale
answers were combined in contribution scores for each outcome, with contribution
scores higher than 0.20 considered as moderate impact, and scores higher than 0.30
as high impact (Howard et al. 2024). Parents attributed improvements in school
attendance and education quality to have been substantially impacted by the
intervention, which qualitative data further confirm to have been one of the major
uses to which cash transfers were put.

In interpreting these results, it is noteworthy that in each country the cash had a
marked impact on people’s poverty. In Bangladesh, time-series data show a sharp
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Thinks the children's attendance to the school
improved in the last month
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Figure 6: Reported cash transfer contribution scores.

jump in households’ perceived ability to earn enough income, to make investments,
and to cope with shocks consistent with the onset of cash transfers (Figures 7 and 8
below). This trend data is backed by our qualitative findings:

I have received the cash transfer money and I have invested the money in my tea stall... Asa tea
stall owner, it is normal to have 500-1000 Taka debt. I also owe money from other people. I have
invested all the cash transfer money in my tea stall.

(Male, 40, Tea Stall Owner, Round 2)
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Speaking of if that money brought any changes or not, well, we bought cows by those money. We
are rearing those cows now.

(Male, 17, Factory Worker, Round 2)

In India, the basic income improved people’s poverty by helping them reduce their
debt substantially. One male participant, Suresh, received Rs. 100,000 over 18 months
when pooling his and his family’s basic income. ‘This is a huge amount for a poor
mar’, he said, ‘and it will help him clear his debts’. His analysis was supported by our
quantitative data — 35 % of Indian recipient households paid off long-standing debts,
with 88 % attributing this to the basic income. In places where financial margins are

—@— Low poverty likelihood ~®— Medium poverty likelihood ~®— High poverty likelihood
Thinks the household's investments in economic Thinks the household's ability to earn enough
activities improved in the last month income for the household improved in the last month

Figure 7: Poverty impact.
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Figure 8: Perceived ability to cope with shocks.
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so tight, the extra resources provided by a basic income can be understood as
enhancing financial capacity, which in turn impacts upon the conditions con-
straining any possibility of (partial) exit.

8 Voice

The third group of claims around the possible impact of UBI on labour exit surround
the ‘voice’ element of Hirschmann’s seminal paradigm, specifically that the UBI can
enable increased individual and collective bargaining power (both backed by the
threat of exit) to improve working conditions. Various of our data speak to this point,
but for the most part they do so indirectly, so this sub-section will build its case
incrementally. The broad thrust of our argument is that people in our sample have
agency that expresses itself in voice; this is not necessarily dependent on receiving
UBI; yet there is ample evidence to believe that UBI is helpful for increasing both
agency and its expression in voice.

To begin, let us note that, in Bangladesh, our data reveal multiple individual
instances of workers advocating for their own interests and asking for better pay or
conditions. Various of our teenage respondents reported asking for improved con-
ditions, moving to better opportunities if these were not forthcoming, or planning to
do so:

I wanted them to raise my salary, but they didn’t, that’s why I left that factory.
(Boy, 14, Factory Worker, Round 2)

I will probably change my job after getting my next salary, because I should be getting 10,000
12,000 Taka because of the machine I operate.

(Boy, 16, Factory Worker, Round 2)

Similarly, our data reveal cases where respondents chose not to leave a particular job
but nevertheless demanded improvements within it. The following extract from an
adolescent female factory worker is illustrative:

My supervisor is not that good, he behaves badly and scolds other girls in the factory but he
never scolded me because I didn’t give him any chance to. Anybody can make mistakes, but
scolding is not fair. One day, one of my colleagues cut her hand but the supervisor scolded her
instead of taking care of her...Our boss is known to my father, and he has been good to us. One
day, the supervisor scolded me too, so I went to the boss and he told the supervisor not to behave
badly with any of this girls. “You have two daughters like them in your own house, try to behave
well with them”, he said.

(Girl, 17, Factory Worker, Round 1)
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It is likely that socio-economic circumstances were important in creating the con-
ditions for such agency. The informal settlement where our experiment took place is
large, diverse, and full of employment opportunities in the leather and garment
sectors. In many respects, it characterises parts of the urban informal economy in
South Asia, since it represents both a landing place for new migrants from the
countryside and a home for more established residents, all amidst the constant churn
of new and old businesses. This intersection means that work is readily available.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, even though poverty constrains people’s freedom and
limits their power, labour mobility and worker agency are relatively common even
without the support of a UBL

Yet our data also suggest that there is a plausible relationship between agency
and the rollout of unconditional cash, since our quantitative findings show that cash
had a major impact on people’s sense of control over their own lives. As can be seen
in Figure 9 below, the percentage of respondents reporting a feeling of ‘being in
control of one’s own life’ jumped from 30 % to over 60 % with the beginning of the
cash. This was backed by a corresponding increase in people’s sense of being able to
cope with unanticipated shocks, as illustrated in Figure 8. Both of these findings
suggest that cash and the material security that it provides contribute towards the
agency that lies at the heart of voice, even if this is not voice’s sufficient condition.

In India, the picture that emerges from our data is similar. That data speak
clearly to the causal relationship between the basic income provided and positive
psychological outcomes known to be vital for agency and voice, namely confidence,
hope, and dignity (Arun 2007; Jiitten 2017; Casassas 2024). Malam is a good example
here. A daily-wage mason and painter, he found work solely through his contractor
uncle’s networks. By the time of the midline interview, he was the sole earner within
a family of five and had stopped working with his uncle due to conflict. Yet instead of
depression and hopelessness, his interview was full of hope and ambition:

Thinks the children's attendance to the school
improved in the last month
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I'want to start a partnership business by starting a small afternoon lunch stall.  have someone I
know in that area. We want to start it. Both will invest half-half. They sell lunch in the afternoon
on the roads, right...I have many plans in motion...

(Man, 23, Round 2 Interview)

When we asked why he was so hopeful despite his circumstances, Malam identified
the basic income as vital:

...There is courage to take a step forward because of the money that we are receiving. If there is
no such money, we would think multiple times before taking any such risk.

Malam’s words were echoed in a final round FGD conducted with a group of women
participants in one of our settlements:

This money helps us in more than one way. Not just the daily expenses, or the hospital bills but
also if we don’t have money in hand right now, just the thought that some money would come to
us soon is enough of an assurance that helps us at least be confident and not to worry.

(Woman, 45, FGD Round 3)

This trend was paralleled by reports of increased dignity and self-worth as a result of
the basic income. One male respondent put it thus:

At my work people never respect me. They call me different names. I have no other choice but to
work. But this basic income recognises me as a human for any work I do. It takes care of my
family.

(Man, 45, Garbage Collector, Field Notes)
Two women in one of our final FGDs put it similarly:

Woman 1: It felt good to receive this money. Even when we have emergencies. This money is
helping us alot. I am very thankful for it...It is also great that you are coming to meet us because
most people distance themselves because we have a tag of being the garbage colony. People
don’t like coming here. Thanks for coming here and for all the service.

Woman 2: Thanks for helping us. I feel good that you are coming and meeting us. Most people
distance themselves from us because of our work.

This sense of dignity, of recognition, and ultimately of mattering, was reflected across
all our participant communities and for some translated clearly into agency and
voice. A group of young men who worked at function halls, for example, reported
feeling empowered to say no to late-night shifts and heavy labour. In other cases,
women domestic workers reported feeling emboldened to negotiate better wages
and conditions in their workplace:
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I said to them, if these people [delivering the basic income] can care for us and provide us
help - I have been with your family for so long; won’t you care for my conditions?

(Woman, 42, Domestic Worker, Round 2 Interview)

The impact of our two experiments on voice is most apparent, however, when it
comes to collective rather than individual negotiating power. Nowhere was this
more apparent than in India, where the experiment culminated in the establishment
of HYGCC - the Hyderabad Garbage Collector’s Collective. Formed on November 5th,
2023, HYGCC brings together hundreds of garbage collectors across our participant
communities and is led by a representative council comprised of an equal number of
men and women from each. Their work is supported and facilitated by the com-
munity organisers who worked in these communities throughout our experiment
(Figure 10). HyGCC’s demands — all presented to the City Corporation, to politicians at
the time of the recent General Election, and to the press — include the following seven
points:

Recognise us as Essential Workers and issue identity cards accordingly;

Fix Rs. 250 as a user fee per month to be paid by each waste generating household
and make online payment mandatory;

Compel households to segregate waste into wet and dry. This mitigates the risks
we face;

Ensure our social security with Health, Accident, Disability, and Life Insurance;
Provide us with housing under the 2 BHK Dignity Housing policy;

Provide an annual vehicular maintenance grant of Rs. 25,000;

Call us by our names and treat us with dignity.

Hyderabad Garbage Z.s—.,t‘, =
£-)

Collectors’ Collective

Figure 10: HyGCC demands.
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It is impossible to overstate how important a development the emergence of
HyGCC is. Garbage collection in India is unpleasant, precarious work character-
istic of the neoliberal semi-privatisation of state functions. Workers are allocated
a particular set of neighbourhoods for which they are responsible and report to a
City employee who nominally supervises their work. They are, however, inde-
pendent operators, enjoying neither a contract with the State nor contracts with
the households from which they collect the waste. This means that they are
constantly required to negotiate payment with the households even as house-
holders discriminate against them. They also face potential backlash from the
supervisors to whom these households have the right to complain should they
push back or refuse to collect waste in protest at ill-treatment. Their work is thus
emblematic of neoliberal precarity and of their relative powerlessness within it.
Moving to create an institution akin to a union and placing dignity at the heart of
its demands is a major step.

Yet in analysing the emergence of HyGCC, it would be a mistake to overplay the
role of the basic income. It will be recalled that our experimental design in both
countries featured two intervention arms — unconditional cash and participatory
forms of community organising. Our evaluation sought to explore the impact of each
of these arms independently and in conjunction. The data on disaggregated impact
comes from a mixture of in-depth observation, process tracing on the part of com-
munity organisers, and survey questions that sought to isolate cash and community
organising effects. The quantitative material paints a mixed picture in relation to the
role of the basic income in gestating HyGCC. For example, we asked survey re-
spondents to rank the three most important impacts that the cash specifically had on
their lives at midline and endline. In each case, family health, education, and
nutrition came out on top — there was little mention of collective power. Similar
things emerge from our qualitative data — overwhelmingly, respondents pointed to
the material impact that cash had on their lives and to the wellbeing consequences
associated with it.

This picture changes, however, when we look at the combination of cash and
community organising. Notably, survey data suggest that fully 91 % of respondents in
India believed that the intervention as a whole led to improved community relations,
while 63 % claimed that it had enhanced their ability to raise concerns with public
officials. These findings are confirmed by our qualitative data. Numerous re-
spondents pointed to improved community relations generated by the community
meetings that were wrapped around the cash, noting that these gave neighbours time
and space to come together and get to know each other. From one of our final focus
groups, three women had the following to say of the meetings:
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Woman 1: We are getting awareness.
Woman 2: We are getting some wisdom.

Woman 1: We have learned how to negotiate. We are learning to behave properly... We know
how to behave because of meetings.

Woman 3: We talk to each other after meeting. That talk is enabled by the meeting. We talk about
our problems and we feel strong after the talk.

(Group of Elderly Women, Round 3 FGD)

Another explained that improved community relations translated into easier col-
lective advocacy:

We have learned to talk to each other, and we have learned how to talk to others. Now we know
how to raise our voices.

(Woman, 36, Garbage Collector, Interview Round 3)

Importantly, while these data suggest that the community organising was a neces-
sary condition for the establishment of HyGCC, our observations indicate that alone
it may have been insufficient. This is because the basic income laid essential foun-
dations of trust in the community organisers and the community-building work that
they were doing. As noted above, the basic income contributed to people’s dignity, in
partbecause it implied recognition of their humanity and their struggles. Since it was
associated with the community organisers, it positively inclined participants to
collaborate with them in collective action like the establishment of HyGCC. As Rahul
put it in our Round 2 interview: ‘There is a sense of trust that you help us in times of
need.’ Rahul is now a garbage collector leader.

9 Discussion

The claims made around UBI and exit are amongst the most important within the
entire canon of UBI theory. They represent a major point of attraction for those
within liberal, republican, and even libertarian traditions (Birnbaum 2012; Casassas
2024; Zwolinski 2012). They are also central for advocates keen to mitigate or over-
come the power inequities inherent to capitalist social organisation (Wright 2010).
Yet these claims remain highly contested, and to date very few studies have heen
conducted which are able to lend empirical weight to the conversation. For this
reason, the two experiments featured in this paper represent potentially important
steps forward for theory and practice.

Their findings paint a mixed picture. On the one hand, they strongly suggest that
‘the basics’, as the sceptics would surely put it, matter decisively — that is, the amount
and duration of any putative UBI will indeed be central to its emancipatory potential.
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The income substitution function of the unconditional cash delivered in India and
Bangladesh mattered. For some, it was enough to remove children from difficult work;
for many more, it was helpful, even inspiring, but far from sufficient to trigger
wholesale life changes. This finding is broadly consistent with wider literature on the
income substitution effects of cash transfers and unconditional benefits (De Hoop &
Rosati 2014; Harman et al. 2016; Calnitsky & Latner 2017). Likewise, our findings suggest
that the UBI thinkers who have highlighted permanence and non-withdrawability as
intuitively important are, in fact, correct. Time horizons are important to people and
there is a clear relationship between inter-temporal security and the willingness to
take risks or invest in changes (Banerjee & Duflo 2012; Davala et al. 2015). In our case,
participants recognised the time-bound nature of the experiments that they were part
of and adjusted their behaviour accordingly. This is not to say that none made any
changes because time horizons were too short; far from it. Yet we can reasonably
assume that more people would have felt more comfortable making more changes
were their UBI to have been permanent. The policymakers who eventually win the
battle for UBI will also need to win the battle to keep it.

Context also counts in this conversation. The caveats detailed above pointed to
the social embeddedness of labour as important for theorising the potential impact of
UBI on exit, and our findings concur that this is vital. In India, in particular, where the
social governance of labour is heavily mediated by caste, caste identity plays an
important role in opening and closing doors of possibility (Breman et al. 2009).
Likewise, gender, kin, and social networks (Doron & Raja 2015). We are not, it ap-
pears, all the perfectly substitutable, social actors beloved of neoclassical economics,
nor can we slide seamlessly from one labour choice to another based solely on where
the margins are greater. More prosaically, since the typical person has affective ties
and reproductive responsibilities beyond simply themselves, navigating and main-
taining these will matter when deciding whether to forego one job for another, even
with the support of a UBI-shaped solid floor to stand on.

Taking this argument further, we once theorised that UBI might play a role in
ending the various forms of ‘unfree labour’ targeted for eradication by the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 8 on Decent Work (Howard
2018). Building on Karl Widerquist’s famous articulation of ‘freedom as the power to
say no’ (2013), we asked whether a UBI might represent precisely the foundational
economic power necessary for the ‘unfree’ to say no to their would-be exploiters and
yes to better work. Again, our data suggest that things may not be so simple.
Although, in certain instances, unconditional cash did enable courageous choices
and support people to move from worse to better employment, even where un-
freedom is understood structurally and not interpersonally (that is, as the result of
intersecting forms of oppression, rather than individualised forms of coercion), cash
alone may be insufficient for people to cut loose. As LeBaron et al. have theorised
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(2018), the supply of ‘unfree’ workers is contingent not only on their poverty but also
on the legal and social forces denying them access to the status of full personhood.
Our findings confirm that these include identity-based sources of marginalisation
and discrimination such as gender and caste, as well legal exclusions surrounding
labour and mobility governance.

Yet for all these riders, our data are unambiguous that UBI can increase worker
power. If we understand power as akin to Sen’s capabilities and thus broadly in the
sense of ‘power to’ (Kabeer 2001; Alsop et al. 2006; Hughes et al. 2015), then having
more money is self-evidently beneficial since it expands the scope of what people can
choose to do. In our case, the influx of unconditional cash supported recipients to
start new businesses, invest in their human capital, clear their debts, and, for many,
simply take time away from drudgery to look after themselves and their relation-
ships. Even if such minor improvements may disappoint the revolutionaries among
us who invest in UBI the potential for ruptural transformation, they nevertheless
matter for ordinary people, and they make a difference in lives lived at the margin.

But our data should also give hope to radicals. Not only did cash increase people’s
power through decreasing their poverty; it also enhanced dignity, nurtured hope,
enabled aspiration, and improved wellbeing. These are the affective bases of human
agency. Self-efficacy and feminist theory are clear that dignity and well-being are
central to the experience of ‘power to’ (Bandura 1997; Rowlands 1997, 2020), while
Appadurai has famously argued that the ‘capacity to aspire’ is one of the key capa-
bilities typically denied the poor through lack of resources or social stricture (2004;
Scoones 2015). If material deprivation is known to limit long-term thinking and
curtail the ability to imagine better futures (Hecht & Summers 2021), then UBI must
by necessity be understood as a precondition of emancipation. André Gorz, one of the
great theorists of hope (1989), eventually embraced UBI for precisely this reason, and
our data offer an indication that he was right to do so.

This ties neatly into our final point — data from these experiments suggest that
UBI could, under the right conditions and with the right accompaniments, help build
collective worker power. Left critiques of UBI hold that it will undermine collective
action by further atomising society (Coote & Yazici 2019), pit different categories of
worker against each other (Birnbaum & De Wispelaere 2016), or reduce the material
incentive to rebel (Dinerstein & Pitts 2021). All of these concerns make sense, and
critical scholars and activists are right to take them seriously. But the findings from
our experiments suggest that they may well be overblown. In India and Bangladesh,
collective action of various sorts was enabled by UBI, with the relational, organising
activities of community organisers able to build on the material and affective
foundations laid by the provision of unconditional cash. This was especially notable
in the emergence of HyGCC as a vehicle for garbage collectors’ communal voice. Such
is the importance of this development that even if it is only one case study, and
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notwithstanding the fact that the UBI never operated as anything like a strike fund, it
merits further enquiry. Indeed, it calls to mind Carole Pateman’s famous dictum that
one of the more attractive things about a basic income may be its ability to enable
political participation without ‘heroic efforts on the part of any citizens’ (2004: 96).

10 Conclusions

As we approach the end of the first quarter of the 21st Century, the social and labour
protections established during the second half of 20th are creaking. In the face of
rolling economic crisis, deepening ecological disaster, and ongoing challenges to
democratic governance, informality and insecurity have come to characterise
working life for the majority of people. This is the context in which calls for UBI are
growing louder. Scholars, activists and now politicians are turning to UBI as a po-
tential solution, imagining it as a response to the precarity at the heart of modern-day
capitalism and as a potential brake on employer power. Theories of ‘exit’ are central
to this turn, with the underlying assumption being that guaranteed economic se-
curity can strengthen workers’ positions by underwriting their ability to walk away
from any given labour relationship or credibly threaten to do so. This assumption is
hotly debated, and critics from the left and right argue that the claims made on behalf
of UBI are overblown. The present paper offers a rare, empirically rooted contri-
bution to this debate. We do not find evidence to suggest that UBI will be anything like
amagic bullet, or that cash alone will tip the balance of class power. We also find that
there are limits to what a UBI can achieve. However, it would be naive to conclude
from these results that advocating for UBI is therefore pointless. Far from it. Our
findings suggest that UBI can substantially improve people’s lives, enhance people’s
power, enable at least partial forms of exit, and support the development of collective
organisation. It also contributes substantially to increased wellbeing, dignity and
agency. These developments alone make it worth fighting for.

Research funding: This work was funded by UK Department for International
Development (DfID) and European Research Council (No. 805425).
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