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In the title, I quoted Olga Tokarczuk who wrote in her piece for the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, “We believe we are staying home, reading books and watching
television, but, in fact, we are readying ourselves for a battle over a new reality that
we cannot even imagine, slowly coming to understand that nothing will ever be the
same.” [1]
Although we have theoretical and conceptual tools, intellectual apparatus, as well as
certain research habits, when analysing existing propositions from mainstream

economists [2] I do not see them really preparing for degrowth[3], i.e. the inevitable drop
in Gross Domestic Product by even 30% which will result from the crisis following the
COVID-19 pandemic. The economy will undoubtedly shrink. The longer we stay at homes
– we cook ourselves, we do not purchase, we do not consume as many physical goods
as before (e.g. clothes, furniture, cars, and other luxury items), and we do not travel – the
more we develop new habits and awareness of the fact that we really can do without
certain things. (At this point we should take Bruno Latour’s test [4] to make sure that
when the pandemic is under control, not everything will go back to its previous state).
Economists, however, believe that “the economy will bounce back”[5]. If only
governments pump billions of dollars into corporate bailout packages, then – right after
the “state of emergency” is over [6] – everything will simply restart. People will rush into
consumption to make up for the lockdown.
If the economy does not restart
And what happens if the economy does not restart? What if it never goes back to the
size from before the collapse? After all, people lose jobs and incomes, so a lot of them
will not be able to afford the living standard similar or at least approximating what they
were used to before (to soften this hit aimed at the least privileged, we wrote our
propositions down in the manifesto Regeneration instead of a shield [7]). After the last
financial crisis of 2008–2012, even though global finances went back to their pre-crisis
size, the employment and the quality of life did not [8]…
What can we do? It would be best to start preparing for such a situation today. First of
all, it does not have to be a dystopian scenario. There will be less work, but perhaps
we should start sharing production work? Perhaps instead of 40 hours a week (how
much of that time are we actually productive? Half? Two-thirds?) we should rather work
20–30 hours? (New Economics Foundation recommends 21 hours a week [9]). Meanwhile,
our quality of live will increase: we will feel less work-related stress (and stress caused
by our drive to earn money), and we will devote more time to reading, building cultural
and social capital, or walking in the woods. Today, we must ponder the question: how
do we want to live? What income is entirely sufficient? Can we forego the entirety or
part of the consumption that has the most negative impact on our natural
environment? Are we able to still consume, but primarily non-material goods? Listen
to music, learn foreign languages, go to the theatre, the cinema, or for walks, and enjoy
creating something with other people? How would we like our future economy to look –
in a year, in five years, in a decade? The crisis might also become an opportunity.
A chance to create new economic framework, based on the ethics of care [10] for
people, other species and the natural environment. Such a framework will be more just,
it will be actively counteracting poverty and help societies become more equal and
inclusive, and as a result – more diverse.
The way to a communal system
The first step in that direction would be the final rejection of the myth of homo
economicus, a rational man who cares only for his own interests and always maximizes
his profits [11]. What myth can replace it? Now, in the time of crisis, we have the
opportunity to outline a beautiful, solidarity-driven myth of a human being who is
connected to others, generous, responsible and cooperative, who is driven by care for
people and other species, who plans for the long term, even for future generations, who
learns, but at the same time is aware of their own faults. After Walter Mignolo [12],
we could call it a communal system.
In our scenario for the economy of the future, we could employ three tools:

universal basic income [13] – it is most crucial to those who lost all sources of income
due to the crisis. Germany already pays out a similar benefit to the self-employed, small
business owners, artists and carers, in the amount of up to 15,000 euro for three months.
[14] Similarly, Spain plans to give benefits to the least affluent citizens – so these would
not be entirely unconditional. [15] In Poland, in response to the crisis, people who are
self-employed or work on the basis of contracts of mandate or contracts for specific
work, were given a one-off, tax-free idle-time benefit in the amount of 80% of the
minimum wage. However, for the self-employed it depends on the level of their previous
earnings, and contractors can apply for the benefit exclusively through the contracting
party which, in many cases, can prove to be very difficult or even impossible to achieve.
Perhaps it would be feasible to pay a similar benefit long-term and to a broader group
of recipients, and in future, after the pandemic – provide a guaranteed benefit in the
amount of the social minimum [17];
universal basic services [18] – with universal access not only for the citizens, but all
residents who, as they live in the country, pay taxes, e.g. via everyday consumption
(VAT). These would include services like healthcare, education, independent courts and
other democratic institutions, affordable housing (not necessarily owned), public
transport (inexpensive, preferably free), communications (phone, Internet), and access
to high-quality food that everyone can afford. Such services would guarantee our dayto-day security and lower the level of existential fears, related for instance to the fact
that the income is too low to pay for children’s education or medical treatment
(uninsured Americans are charged approx. 35,000 dollars for a COVID-19-related
hospital stay [19]). It would be a solidarity-based system – even if we do not want to do
that for others, let us do that for ourselves – after all, we could find ourselves in a bad
way, have an accident, or fall ill with a rare disease. Above all, such services would
provide equal opportunities for a good life to every member of society;
job guarantee [20] – for those who want to work and who give meaning to their lives
through work. For such people, governments could develop programmes creating
socially useful jobs, e.g. carers for children, elderly and dependent people, jobs in the
construction business, work related to supervision or additional teaching, or planting
trees. The multiplier effect of creating new jobs can reach even 2.0, which means that
employing one person will translate into two new jobs for the economy, because other,
dependent sectors will create positions linked to that investment (as indicated also
by input-output tables [21]).
We need solidarity
How to finance such programmes, especially in this precarious situation of an economic
collapse? For the time being, we should introduce an emergency solidarity contribution
“for equality” – it would mean that everyone who still receives pay (including the entire
public administration, with the prime minister leading the way) would give 10% of their
earnings to the rescue fund from which the basic income would be paid to those who
lost their jobs or became destitute. During the crisis, this benefit would amount to the
minimum wage – approx. PLN 1,900 net. [22] Such a solution is discussed right now in
Austria. During this difficult time, when we mainly stay at home and spend less money,
we can allot some of our remuneration to helping those who have nothing. We should
also add that Poles, unfortunately, do not save a lot – in 2016, the gross savings rate
was 4.37%, which puts us in the fourth to last place among the European Union states
[23]. In the long term, we should reintroduce larger PIT progression, so, e.g. the 40% rate
that was lifted in 2009 which resulted in the state budget losing income of close to PLN 3
billion. This is twice as much as the sum allotted in the state budget to culture last year
[24]. We need this money, and taxpayers did not previously try to avoid these
contributions – they paid them dutifully. A similar rescue fund would be created for
companies – it would be fuelled by 10% of income earned by companies that still

generate profit (e.g. from the FMCG sector, providing such products as food, household
chemicals, or cosmetics; this also applies to stores, commercial chains, etc.). In the long
run, we should also introduce a progressive corporate income tax (three tax rates, as
well) that would apply to all profits earned in Poland. Other taxes collected elsewhere in
the world, but not in Poland, include a wealth tax (tax on holdings of assets: land, real
estate, businesses, securities, with the exemption of loans and liabilities; it is part of
fiscal systems in Canada, France, Norway, and Spain, and it varies from 0.2% to 3.75%)
and an inheritance tax regardless of the degree of relatedness (after all, it is money
which we did not earn ourselves, which we receive as a gift, and the tax on inheritance
for the closest relatives was applicable in Poland still in 2007). We should also consider,
not only from the viewpoint of acquiring funding for anti-crisis or solidarity programmes,
additional taxation on businesses that pollute the environment, and the introduction of
more effective mechanisms in this respect, e.g. encouraging real reduction of emissions,
instead of just trading quotas. The introduction of a tax on robots and cobots, as
proposed by Bill Gates [25], could be an interesting project, as well.
These are all just suggestions which show that with solidarity it is possible to find a way
out of any situation, any crisis, and build a communal system in which we would think
about others and care for their well being. We would feel better ourselves, too. We can
all become heroines and heroes in this new, communal system. Even now, in this COVID
pandemic times, many people prove while risking their lives that it is possible to act in
solidarity, that it is possible to help one another selflessly. Let us not waste this energy!
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