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Lecture Outline
!Political commitment and basic income politics 
!The problem of cheap support 
!The problem of persistent disagreement 
!The problem of political stability 
!Conclusion: political strategies
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Political commitment: 
The core of basic income politics

!Basic income politics: a battle on two fronts 
!Advocates vs. opponents 
!Advocates of competing basic income models 

!Different models produce different policy and political effects 
!Constituency-building (see previous lecture!) 
!Coalition-building amongst stakeholders (decision-makers, 

interest groups, policy entrepreneurs) 
!Commitment from key stakeholders is the building block for any 

political strategy aimed at making basic income policy reality
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THE PROBLEM OF CHEAP SUPPORT
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Political support for basic income as a 
simple “numbers game”

!Support for basic income is growing rapidly, even 
exponentially in last few years 

!Who supports basic income? 
!Politicians, parties, movements, interest 

groups, representatives of civil society and 
trade-unions all express support 

!How is support counted? Expression vs. action
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Political support without value

!Support is cheap (no value), unless matched with sustained 
commitment to promoting basic income 
!Canvass support, actively promote, devote resources 

(time, money, organisational), spend political capital, 
bargaining/logrolling, etc  

!Express support without capacity to engage in political 
action is also cheap support 
!EU Green Parties: opposition politics at the margin 
!Trade-unions: small, no power
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Thinking ahead: support now, results 
tomorrow?
!Marginal supporters can move up in the political ranks: 

promise of future payoff? 
!But cheap political support is not “sticky”: no guarantee 

support will survive once hard choices have to be made 
!Dropping controversial policy is a classic Downsian 

move to appeal to median voter (cf. Podemos in Spain) 
!Green Paper on Basic Income in Ireland, 2002 
!Law 10.835 in Brazil, eclipsed by executive budget rule in 

favour of Bolsa Familia (“the lost road”, Lavinas)
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“Toxic” cheap support

!Support from some political factions can become toxic/noxious 
!First mover disadvantage: factional support may deter other, 

more capable factions from endorsing basic income 
!Marginalisation-by-association: 

!Religious association of support in Namibia/Ireland is a 
deterrent for non-confessional groups 

!Support by liberal entrepreneurs (e.g., Duchatelet in 
Belgium, Werner in Germany) may push more radical/
socialist groups away
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The logic of cheap support

!Support from marginal political agents or incapable/
unwilling to commit is caught in a double bind: 
!cheap for supporters to endorse BI (low cost) 
!support is also cheap for BI movement (low value) 

!For support to become valuable requires supporters 
to commit to expending political resources, but this 
makes support costly to them and many will 
defect ...
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Escaping the logic of cheap support

!The problem of cheap support is a version of the classic free-rider 
problem in pressure groups 
!Mancur Olson’s solution: selective incentives 

!But what can we offer to supports to induce more commitment? 
1. Material benefits? We have no resources 
2. Continued organisational benefit? BI movement is an “ad hoc 

issue group” (one-off), continued collaboration not an issue 
3. Reputational benefits? Making it costly for supporters not to 

commit - interesting, but how? …
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THE PROBLEM OF PERSISTENT DISAGREEMENT
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“Basic income is not left or right, 
it is forward!” 

Scott Santens
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Towards a grand basic income 
coalition?

!Support for basic income exists across the 
political divide 

!Basic income may unite the left and the right, 
religious and ecological groups, etc 

!Basic income commentators see this as one of 
the leading advantages of basic income politics 
(Barry, Torry, Suplicy, Standing, Van Parijs ...)
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Political disagreement is deep and 
persistent
!Basic income is a family of policies, not just one version 
!Agreement on the “idea” masks deep and persistent disagreement 

about policy detail (design features) behind a “veil of vagueness” 
!Policy details determine gains/loss (winners/losers) 
!Political factions will have strong views on these policy details 
!Disagreement/discord will (re)appear as soon as the details 

become visible (policy implementation) 
!Example: Left vs. Right on the “substitution rate” of basic income 

and other social support programs
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On the path towards a full, progressive 
basic income?
!A two-stage path-dependent approach? 

1. Lock-in basic income under a “veil of vagueness” 
2. Let basic income “naturally” roll along on the established 

path (backdoor strategy) 
!How easy is it to lock-in a progressive basic income? Process 

can easily be halted midway, or even reversed 
!Example of Participation Income: instead of basic income 

over time a more restrictive model emerges focused on 
established categories (work, formal care, education)
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The politics of path-dependency 
applied to basic income:

!The politics of path-dependency is asymmetric: 
!Progressives must fight over each stage of 

development to achieve a full, progressive 
basic income 

!Conservatives merely have to veto each 
move (policy drift)
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Towards a grand basic income 
coalition?

!Two-stage approach is a high-risk strategy 
!Worst case scenario: resulting basic income over time 

could become worse than the original non-BI situation 
!Example: social programs partly dismantled and 

basic income itself reduced over time 
! Is there a way out? Instead of reliance on a grand 

coalition across the political spectrum, determine 
clear “red lines” and build a coalition around those.
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THE PROBLEM OF POLITICAL STABILITY
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Keeping basic income in place 
matters, not just getting it there

!Two dimensions of political stability 
!Resilience: resisting pressure to change the 

policy itself from next generation decision-
makers 

!Robustness: avoid hollowing-out a policy from 
the inside, whereby basic income only exists 
“on paper” with little effect in reality
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Four challenges to political stability

!Policy replacement: decision-makers abolish basic income 
through regular legislation 

!Policy layering: introduction of layers of programs that over time 
start competing with basic income in terms of resources or public 
support 

!Policy conversion: redirecting policy goals such that the policy 
internally changes in a way that challenges its robustness over 
time 

!Policy drift: deliberate failure to “update” a policy to changing 
context (inaction)
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Political commitment and political 
stability
!Stability-proofing basic income faces a policy dilemma 

between too little and too much “fixing” over time 
!Cf. democratic objection against constitutionalising 

!Avenues for boosting political commitment: 
!Bootstrapping basic income: design features improve 

constituency-building (e.g., ambiguity-aversion) 
!Entitlement-framing promotes political acceptance 
!Institutional solutions: e.g., earmarked funding source 
!Basic income as an ongoing democratic policy commitment
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Conclusion: Thinking about political 
strategies
! Being aware of serious political hurdles is a start, but what to do next? 

! Raising awareness: use clever/creative campaign strategies 
! E.g. Switzerland’s “dumping coins”, largest poster competition 

! Readying for window of opportunity: detailed study of basic 
income policy in preparation for  

! Increase political pressure: present basic income as a solution to 
a (politically salient) problem 
! Precariat? Technological unemployment? 

! Politics of patience: define “red lines” and stick to them, instead 
of compromise hoping for the best
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