Does Basic Income have arole in

Peacebuilding?

Considering an innovative tool to support countries coming out of conflict

In this article the authors show how Basic Income (BI) could be used in peacebuilding processes to

build a more inclusive society, overcome the fractures of conflict and advance towards lasting peace.

By Diana Bashur, MA', Dr. Sissela Matzner®
based on an article by Diana Bashur forth-
coming in 2022

Introduction

asic Income (BI), also known as

Universal Basic Income, is recei-
ving significant attention globally for
its potential to mitigate inequalities and
economic insecurities in today’s socie-
ties particularly in the aftermath of CO-
VID-19. This trend is also linked to the
body of evidence from BI pilots, which
suggests a reduction in poverty, inequa-
lity, and insecurity. This policy tool’s
main purpose is to award all members
of a community a basic level of econo-
mic security and thereby move towards a
more just society based on the principle
of common justice.?

This paper relays this discussion to the
needs of countries emerging from con-
flict. Such countries suffer from poverty,
deprivation, underdevelopment, deple-
tion of natural and human resources and
violence leading to fractured societies.
While the transfer of cash in its various
modalities has been widely explored as a development tool, no
research has until now explored awarding a BI as part of post-con-
flict rebuilding and recovery.

Traditional peacebuilding:
the predicament of a top-down approach

Peacebuilding efforts by international organizations have since the
early 1990s aimed at ending conflicts, implementing peace agree-
ments, and addressing the root causes of conflicts. Concretely,
traditional peacebuilding materializes in a bundle of programs ai-
med at building civil society, strengthening the rule of law, human
rights, and good governance through accountability, economic li-
beralization, and security sector reform.*
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These programs are devised with the aim of easing tensions
that otherwise can lead to a return of violence. It is a broad un-
dertaking and faces numerous constraints in trying to reconcile
a fractured society. It is a considerable challenge in that it entails
rebuilding physical destruction but also social relations and in-
ter-group trust.’

Many scholars and practitioners agree, at minimum, that tradi-
tional peacebuilding has a mixed track record, while others have
termed it an endeavor in ,international social engineering“ with a
realization that it may be doomed to fail.® Traditional peacebuild-
ing has failed to build an integrated approach for the design and
implementation of its programs. The result is competition among
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organizations fueled by limited donor funds.” Such a set up leads to
programs under-delivering in terms of their impact on the ground
at a considerable cost to taxpayers.

Traditional peacebuilding intervention being primarily a top-
down-donor-driven undertaking seems to be shaped by the poli-
tical will and interests of the international community and donor
countries, with little input from the country in need of peace-
building. Interventions most often remain extracted from the local
context. Taken together, these observations call for considering
a different approach to peacebuilding which focuses on streng-
thening the contribution of those most affected by conflict and,
thereby, empowering them.

Rethinking peacebuilding through the social justice lens

Most often, traditional peacebuilding programs at best alleviate
in the short-term people’s needs arising from the unequal access
to resources and the related inability to impact one’s wellbeing.?®
As the conflict wanes, when socio-economic vulnerabilities re-
main unaddressed, the least secure will see their fate worsen in
comparison to the better off. It may be more practicable to target
middle-income groups through traditional neo-liberal economic
reconstruction policies, which often channel their efforts through
the private sector as was the case in Iraq and Lebanon.® However,
this does not lift society as a whole nor does it improve resilience.
Significantly, the most vulnerable have the least prospects for a
better future and while conflict-related violence may have sub-
sided, they see no way out of their deprivation which transcends
the conflict. This is bound to entrench inequalities, deepen social
fragmentation, and can lead to a resumption of the conflict, which
may materialize in different forms.

Rethinking peacebuilding interventions through the concept of
social justice can assist a country to build a more inclusive society
to overcome the fractures of conflict and advance towards lasting
peace. Peacebuilding can be conceptualized as a movement to-
wards social justice whereby ,,political structures become more
inclusive of those who have been marginalized in decisions that
affect their wellbeing and economic structures become transfor-
med so that those who have been exploited gain greater access to
material resources that satisfy their basic needs.“** What is essen-
tially at stake is supporting the marginalized and most vulnerable
members of society. The question then becomes how to do so
without stigmatizing these communities and unintendingly dee-
pening preexisting or conflict-generated social fractures.

Post-conflict societies fractured along sectarian, ethnic or other
social divides make them particularly ill-suited for traditional pea-
cebuilding policies targeting some groups. Targeting the most vul-
nerable communities has been found to be costly and inefficient.
Capabilities of countries coming out of conflict are notoriously
weak in this respect, where infrastructure for assessing vulnerabi-
lity is often lacking and vulnerable to corruption. Often a context
of deep deprivation means a majority of people can be considered
vulnerable. Importantly, targeting may produce counterproductive
effects: a policy targeting a minority population who happens to
be the most vulnerable can instigate other problems of exclusion,
resentment and negatively affect social cohesion.” Such a risk has

grave consequences in post-conflict countries whose communities
are deeply fractured. Furthermore, vulnerability assessments, whe-
re practicable, are also intrusive and undignifying to the individual
compounding similar effects caused by the war. Policies aimed at
dampening the deprivations caused by conflict ought to facilitate
and encourage individuals to look beyond these effects of war.

In such contexts, the need is to follow an inclusive approach, one
that bridges across social divides created and/or compounded by
conflict. This is a challenging task with restrained peacebuilding
budgets. Based on a narrow understanding of program efficiency,
donors often require their funding to reach exclusively the most
in need. It might be for these very reasons that adopting a univer-
sal, i.e. an inclusive approach might turn out to be most efficient.

In such contexts, considering BI as a recovery tool from conflict
can be particularly relevant. As per two of its defining elements, BI,
aregular cash payment to individuals is unconditional and univer-
sal. Unconditionality refers to cash awarded to recipients without
means testing or any behavioral expectation. Universality means
that it is paid to all residents of a particular locality.

Operationalizing Bl in post-conflict settings:
addressing peacebuilding’s weaknesses?

BI pilots implemented in India’> and Namibia® have shown how
this policy tool can be transformative in contexts of the Global
South for both the individual and their communities. In these
trials, Bl improved individual basic security, which is linked to un-
certainty or the inability to predict economic and other unknowns
that affect people in unforeseeable ways. Indeed, BI strengthened
personal resilience, i.e., individual’s resistance to shocks, be they
economiic or other. It thereby protected mental and physical health
and improved ,relational effects2 such as interpersonal relation-
ships once general financial stress is reduced.”* Furthermore, BI
had positive community effects through improved social cohesion
and solidaristic practices. These could turn out to be significant
features in a post-conflict setting. Indeed, a focus on social co-
hesion in policymaking is among the factors now advanced for
successful post-conflict recovery.”s In the next sections, BI’s cha-
racteristics are outlined and assessed in terms of social justice and
set against the weaknesses of traditional peacebuilding programs.

Inclusivity

BI’s defining elements of universality and unconditionality en-
sure that no one is excluded. Thus, it can cover the least secure
members of society without being stigmatizing or paternalistic.
Deployed as part of a country’s reconstruction, BI would be free
from donor conditionality. Ultimately, it is recipients who decide
on its impact depending on how they choose to spend this un-
conditional grant.”® In this sense, the challenges related to ‘donor
myopia’ or lack of local knowledge can be lifted by including a
BI in peacebuilding interventions. In terms of the impact on the
beneficiaries, BI’s lack of conditionality enables the latter to meet
their basic needs based on the priorities they set for themselves
and their families. This tool can thus contribute to empowering
the individual with the restoration of a sense of dignity despite the
deprivation caused by war.
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Dignity

In terms of human dignity, what ought to be achieved is an equally
good opportunity for everybody to pursue one’s potential. Such an
equality of opportunity entails that a society provides everyone the
means to equally develop their competencies. A BI part of peace-
building can contribute to equalize the playing field, depending on
its monetary value. Bl would also speak to the principle of dignified
work: it decreases the opportunity cost of refusing undesired work.
This principle is not met if a person is constrained to take on a job
without which he/she cannot meet his/her basic needs. BI instills
the power to say ‘No’ to undignified work.”” These considerations
for personal empowerment are particularly relevant for post-con-
flict settings where deprivation often eviscerates human dignity.

Re-imagined futures

Examining the psychological impact of inequality linked to how
people can imagine their futures and that of their families shows
that, in a post-conflict setting, individuals’ drive for engaging in
fighting depends on their perception of reality. The incentive to
go to war is a function of whether (i) people feel that their current
life conditions of hardship and sever dissatisfaction are worse than
the possibility of death in war, and (ii) there is an absence of non-
violent means of change of the political system.'® It is therefore es-
sential for peacebuilding programs to positively alter such realities
and do so promptly after the cessation of fighting. While greater
access to political participation may be a long-term process, ma-
terial changes towards higher resilience and quality of life can be
attainable in a shorter timeframe through development projects.

Rights-based

People’s social and economic entitlements should be rights, not
matters for the discretionary decisions of bureaucrats or aid-do-
nors. Rather than being a means to attempt to pay-off people to
look past the destitution caused by conflict, a BI can be rights-ba-
sed regardless of one’s material, wealth, or occupational status. A
rights-based approach can reinforce inclusiveness and the sense
of belonging, which is crucial in a society trying to recover from
violence, trauma, sectarianism and repression.

Renewed social contract

In time and beyond the reconstruction process, if conceived as a
welfare tool provided by national governments, a BI could lay the
grounds for conceptualizing a renewed social contract between
citizens and the state. Individuals awarded a Bl are ,,trusted“ by the
granting institution in that they are free to spend the grant as they
see fit. In return, trust is inculcated in the awarding institutions,
which Bl recipients perceive as fair and acting with the individual’s
best interest. In this sense, BI can take part in building healthy
relations between citizens and the state, thereby contribute to in-
stitution building. By extension, and conceived as a right, BI could
help foster an inclusive sense of national identity and potentially
be part of a blueprint for nation-building.

In summary, BI considered as a peacebuilding tool would by
design focus on the overlooked needs of the most destitute in a
non-stigmatizing way that imbeds a sense of inclusiveness. Post-
conflict aid could thus be restructured to include a BI that channels
funds in an impactful manner. It could be that the cycle whereby
perceived social injustices, economic inequality, religious and poli-
tical repression, poverty, and social exclusion leading to recurrent
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social violence can be broken at the individual level if everyone
benefits from basic economic security. BI can thus affect the sym-
ptoms but more importantly, the causes of conflict, which peace-
building practitioners still do not know how to effectively tackle.>

Practical implications of Bl in post-conflict settings

There are a number of issues to address if and when BI is consi-
dered as a post-conflict recovery tool.

Economic readiness

From the political economy perspective, there may be a need to
appraise the minimal necessary conditions such as market functio-
nality, access to natural resources, availability of skills and labor,
goods and services, and institutional set up to channel BI’s mecha-
nism. Complementary programs to strengthen local supply may for
example be needed to accompany a BI scheme so that the increase
in local demand - driven by the introduction of a BI - can be met
by local supply. Such complementary programs can take the form
of technical and skills training and equipment supply as provided
for instance by agencies of the United Nations.

Funding and sustainable financing

A BI could be funded externally in the first few years of the recons-
truction period and thereafter be taken up nationally as a welfare
scheme. Financing through reconstruction funding is easier and
cheaper during the reconstruction period before donor interest
wanes. This presumes a level of ,trust“ that aid beneficiaries are
likely to use the funds responsively. This remains weak among
funding agencies and donors alike despite widespread evidence
that cash recipients in fact do.”

In terms of long-term feasibility, assuming a BI is funded
through reconstruction for the first post-war years, and assuming
it has a positive impact, how can national funding be mobilized? It
has been suggested that a BI can be funded by proceeds of natural
resources distributed to residents and thereby strengthen the so-
cial contract between citizen and the state.> This can be the case
of post-conflict Iraq and Libya whereby citizens perceive little (in
Iraq), or nothing from their countries’ wealth in the case of Libya.
In the absence of natural resources, funding a BI by way of money
creation has also been suggested. While many warn of the harmful
effect of the inflationary consequence of such a strategy, others
argue that there may be an acceptable threshold.” In time, a refor-
med tax system would ensure a further complementary funding
source by way of taxing higher earners.

Social tensions

With a broken social fabric, entrenched sectarianism and hatred
targeted at other ethnic or religious groups may render unaccep-
table the provision of an unconditional and universal BI from a
majority’s perspective. Fragmented societies may thus be hostile
from the onset to the idea of treating all individuals equally, there-
by defeat BI’s mechanism evidenced elsewhere. Such considerati-
ons could define circumstances under which its impact is limited
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or even harmful. There has been one mini-pilot in post-conflict
Sri Lanka, where a local NGO raised funds to give a BI to twelve
Tamil war widows and Sinhala artists who the war placed on op-
posing camps. This project has had significant positive effects on
recipients’ livelihood and importantly on social ties between both
groups (author’s discussion with the NGO head). Scaling up such a
pilot would examine and strengthen the evidence and help inform
policy decisions in comparable contexts.

Security

From a security perspective, subjugating powers (either through
undemocratic institutions or as part of criminal movements un-
checked due to a debilitated legal system) may divert or extort cash
from the intended beneficiaries and in turn, deepen inequality.

In sum, there are several serious factors to consider for including
a Bl as part of peacebuilding intervention. However, most of these
challenges equally apply to other peacebuilding programs aimed at
helping societies recover from conflict. Only the challenges spe-
cific to BI’s universality, i.e. the risk of social tensions, transpire
as unique to such a scheme in a post-conflict setting given deep
social divides and thus will need careful attention. The global evi-
dence from cash transfers can be informative in this respect. Re-
cent empirical studies assessing cash transfer’s impact on social
cohesion in fractured communities find positive correlations. Two
programs analyzing such impact among refugees in Lebanon* and
Ecuador? are indicative of increased mutual support among bene-
ficiaries and non-beneficiaries. In the case of Lebanon, the impact
was perceived in merely six-month from the launch of the program.
Researchers behind cash transfers to vulnerable Syrian refugees in
Turkey found that those eligible called for a universal distribution
toinclude all refugees at the price of decreasing their own allocated
amount.” This indicates a potential of cash in reviving communal
effects of mutual support and solidarity, even in a context of deep
deprivation and fragile social cohesion.

Conclusions

The solid and growing evidence from BI pilots around the world
indicate a transformational effect of this policy tool, which
through its simplicity can be considered quite innovative. Its
main criteria of universality, i.e. treating everyone equally, its
individual provision and unconditionality speak directly to prin-
ciples of social justice. Adopting social justice as a blueprint for
peacebuilding intervention seems valuable in a field that has
shown its many and sustained challenges given years of meager
post-conflict recovery.

Furthermore, questioning what type of societal model we are
offering to societies emerging from violent conflict is in order.
The industrial labor model has shown its weaknesses.”” There is
an urgent need for ,,an alternative to traditional socialism [...],
neo-liberalism and to conventional welfare state associated with
social democracy“*®, which ought not to be simply reproduced in
countries-in-the-making. Peacebuilding practitioners thus need to
think outside the box. While Tschirgi warns that ,,too much is at
stake for countries emerging from conflict to continue serving as
laboratories for ongoing experimentation [...] through trial and
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error“®, experimenting with BI, which has been transformative in
stable but weak societies may be a more natural replication away
from trial and error. It may be precisely because ‘too much is at
stake’ in countries that often relapse into violence, that something
drastically different needs to be considered.

Based on the arguments laid out in this discussion, BI’s promise
rests on alleviating people’s deprivation by contributing to rebuild
their resilience, helping them visualize and move towards a more
just society. It is worthwhile considering whether this promise
holds up empirically in post-conflict societies. We therefore sug-
gest that the only way to test this theory is to carefully design and
implement BI experiments in countries emerging from conflict
where BI’s potential may be particularly beneficial.

Several post-conflict countries can be contemplated for such
pilots, including Iraq, Libya, Afghanistan as well as Ukraine. While
Iraqis officially in a reconstruction phase, Libya is in a quagmire of
parallel governments, its population suffering from the country’s
brisk fragmentation. In both cases, a basic income distributed at
the national level could be funded by the vast national oil exports.
Such a system could bring about a positive engagement between
citizens and the state whereby citizens have an incentive to hold
the government accountable in managing this national resource.*®
Funding a BI through oil proceeds could also contribute to esta-
blishing a fiscal policy necessary for accountability and transpa-
rency. In Afghanistan, the United Nations Country Team is now
considering a basic income-like scheme as part of the international
stabilization efforts to channel aid directly to the citizens, thereby
bypassing direct support to the Taliban. For Ukraine, the humani-
tarian need that will emerge as a result of the current conflictis a
further case in point, where enabling large vulnerable communities
to meet their basic needs unconditionally will be essential to the
country’s recovery.
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