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Overview

● 1. Basic income (BI): What it is 
and why it deserves our 
attention

● 2. Rawls, the difference 
principle and BI

● 3. Basic liberties, self-respect, 
and the case for BI: First things 
first 

● 4. The exploitation objection to 
BI

● 5. Where do we go from here? 
BI and the universal welfare 
state



1. Basic income (BI): What it is and why it deserves our 
attention

● Basic Income: unconditional income paid to all 

members of society on an individual basis without any 

means test or work requirement 

● Context: Increasing socio-economic inequality and the 

return of mass unemployment

● Widespread exclusion from nonstigmatizing forms of 

social insurance



1. Basic income (BI): What it is and why it deserves our 
attention

● Increasing share of workers depends on precarious 

employment; temporary, insecure, and 

discontinuous forms of work. Uncertainty 

associated with “the robot economy”.

● BI has clear intuitive attractiveness: systematic, 

non-bureaucratic, non-stigmatizing form of 

redistribution; expanding the opportunities of the 

least advantaged while offering a secure, universal 

foundation for personal independence.



2. The difference principle and BI

● But is it not unfair with 
unconditional forms of 
distribution, extending support 
to adults who are capable of 
working? 

● Enter: John Rawls’s theory of 
justice (1971). Offers 
conceptual and normative 
resources to articulate the rival 
intuitions and principles of 
justice in this debate.



2. The difference principle and BI

● The difference principle: Maximize socio-economic 

life prospects for the least advantaged. Counteract 

impact of brute luck in an efficiency-sensitive way. 

● No clear verdict on BI. BI should more safely avoid 

that some slip through the safety nets entirely. 

However, it may give lower lifetime incomes/wealth 

for representative members of least advantaged 

group relative to work-tested forms of support. On 

the other hand, more leisure? How weigh these 

”primary goods”? 



3. The case for BI: First things first

● Basic liberties: “…the first principle covering the 

equal basic rights and liberties may easily be 

preceded by a lexically prior principle requiring that 

citizens’ basic needs be met” (Political Liberalism, 

p.7).

● Self-respect: If we lack self-respect “nothing may 

seem worth doing, or if some things have value for 

us, we lack the will to strive for them”. Hence, when 

we are to make a decision about principles of 

justice we “would wish to avoid at almost any cost 

the social conditions that undermine self-respect” 

(A Theory of Justice, p. 440)



3. The case for BI: First things first

● Being able to effectively exercise the basic liberties 

(including political liberties/democratic rights) in a 

way that is conducive to people’s sense of self-worth 

requires a robust fall-back position. 

● Exploitable dependency in relation to private and 

public power is generally harmful to the protection of 

effective freedom, and “voice”. The need to 

strategically adapt to the will of those we depend on 

to satisfy our basic needs; being vulnerable to their 

changing moods and shifting judgments. “Free 

persons can walk tall, and look others in the eye.” 

(Pettit). Can “the precariat” do so?



3. The case for BI: First things first

● A sensibly designed BI linked to infrastructure of 

participation has great potential to support: 

● a democratic culture where people are not afraid to 

speak out, where power asymmetries are not so 

sharp and dependencies not so deep that the 

loyalties of citizens can be bought and sold; BI as 

an anti-oligarchic measure. 

● support the context of recognition (job subsidy 

effect+no poverty trap) and the personal 

independence needed for people to relate to one 

another with a non-subservient self-conception and 

a lively sense of self-worth. 



● But what about exploitation? Trade-off between the 

protection of self-respect and the enforcement of 

responsibility?

● Rawls: “those who surf all day off Malibu must find 

a way to support themselves and would not be 

entitled to public funds”.

● But perhaps not so obvious. Pragmatic reply: BI an 

income for unpaid workers, and ”some drones” may 

be a moral price ”worth paying” (Pateman)

4. The exploitation objection to BI



4. The exploitation objection to BI

● Principled reply. Van Parijs: ”surfers should 
be fed.” If BI is not redistribution of labour 
income but pre-distribution of resources 
to which nobody has a justified prior claim 
(“gifts”), the exploitation objection 
misfires. 

● Surely, inherited assets are not deserved. 
Natural resources (e.g. Alaska Permanent 
Fund)? Including the atmosphere’s limited 
capacity to absorb carbon emissions? 
Attractive jobs in scarce supply (“job 
rents”)? 



4. The exploitation objection to BI

● Would it be disrespectful and illiberal to deny surfers 

an unconditional income? Van Parijs: yes: ”If the 

motive in combating unemployment is not some sort 

of work fetishism–an obsession with keeping 

everyone busy—” “the UBI is to be preferred”. Liberal 

form of pre-distribution. I agree. 

● But just as we should avoid “work fetishism” we 

must also be wary of resource fetishism. If we 

focus only on the level of BI rather than what the BI 

may enable us to do, we will end up in the wrong 

place. 



5. Where do we go from here?

● Against Van Parijs (1995): Not every BI society is 

preferable to a traditional welfare state (example: 

my argument in “Should surfers be ostracized?”) 

● If we fail to include considerations on self-respect 

we are unable to explain why we should have basic 

income rather than a basic capital, i.e. lump-sum 

payments (answer: power and status matters!)… 

● …or why it is crucial to focus on how unconditional 

payments impact on social ethos, power, and 

people’s sense of self-worth. BI promising but not 

sufficient or always optimal. Example: how assess 

BI in society with traditional gender roles without 

access to affordable daycare services?



5. Where do we go from here?

● How assess low BI vs. higher, conditional social 

minimum where budget is fixed? Being able to 

“appear in public without shame” (Sen) requires 

adequate level. 

● Duties to contribute not always inconsistent with 

liberal respect for diverse conceptions of the good life. 

A just society – including BI as pre-distribution – 

depends on a wide range of efforts (formal and 

informal) to maintain the preconditions for sustaining 

such a society across generations.

● Upshot: We need an ideal that focuses both on 

equality of status/self-respect and socio-economic life-

prospects. BI very attractive but not sacrosanct.



5. Where do we go from here?

● BI research has not paid sufficient attention to the 

relationship between BI and the wider political 

preconditions for an ambitious welfare state. We 

have good reasons to embrace BI as an aspiration. 

But what about here and now? Most powerful 

objections to BI are perhaps not moral but political: 

● (1) can we reach a level of BI that is socially 

meaningful and economically feasible without 

replacing too much of the traditional welfare state?

● (2) can we develop a BI which builds on the Nordic 

tradition of stable alliances between low and middle 

income groups? “Welfare to the poor is poor 

welfare”. BI and earnings-related social insurance?
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