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Thomas Paine

One of the first basic income advocates, political philosopher Thomas 
Paine proposed a program resembling UBI in his 1797 pamphlet 
Agrarian Justice. He believed that the earth was the common 
inheritance of the human race and therefore belongs to everyone, 
suggesting that landowners should be taxed and those proceeds 
should be redistributed to non-landowners to give them some 
financial security.1

“!ough I care as li"le about riches as any man, I am a 
friend to riches because they are capable of good. I care not 
how a#uent some may be, provided that none be miserable 
in consequence of it.”

- Thomas Paine

National Welfare Rights Organization (NWRO)

Tired of exploitative, poverty-wage jobs and punitive social programs, 
the National Welfare Rights Organization was a movement of welfare 
recipients, primarily low-income Black women, that organized by 
the tens of thousands between 1966 - 1975 for welfare reform, 
guaranteed income, and economic justice across lines of class, race, 
and gender.2

The NWRO proposed a Guaranteed Adequate Income Plan 
amounting to $5,500 annually for a family of four, a plan that was 
then introduced in the Senate by Senator Eugene McCarthy in 1970.3

WHAT IS BASIC INCOME?

You may have heard about a concept called basic income, but what is it exactly? It’s an idea based on the belief 
that human beings deserve to have their basic needs met and that giving people a monthly income is the best way 
to accomplish this. The overarching vision for these types of direct cash programs is that the government creates 
an income floor that no one falls beneath, ensuring you can access food, shelter, clothing, and other necessities, 
whether you are working or not. Another important facet of basic income is that the cash you receive does not 
have any requirements or restrictions for what you can spend it on — you are empowered to decide each month 
what’s best for you and your family.  
Basic income is not a new concept: in fact, it’s been around for centuries and has deep roots in the Civil Rights 
movement. Below are a few notable historical figures and organizations who supported some form of a  
guaranteed basic income.
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Black Panther Party

Alongside the variety of meaningful social programs they launched 
(from free breakfast for schoolchildren to free medical clinics), the 
Black Panthers asserted in their 1966 Ten-Point Program that: “ the 
federal government is responsible and obligated to give every man 
employment or a guaranteed income.” 4

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

In his final book, 1967’s Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or 
Community?, Dr. King laid out his vision for the eradication of poverty 
through a guaranteed income. He believed that this guaranteed 
income should be more than a floor just above the poverty line — it 
should be an amount “pegged to the median of society,” a middle-
class income that would rise in proportion to costs of living.6

Milton Friedman

Milton Friedman was a libertarian economist who, in 1962, advocated 
for a guaranteed income via a “negative income tax”5 — a refundable 
tax credit that provides money to tax filers whose earned income falls 
below a certain threshold.

“I am now convinced that the simplest approach will prove 
to be the most e$ective — the solution to poverty is to 
abolish it directly by a now widely discussed measure: the 
guaranteed income.”

 - Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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