5 “None So Poor That He Is Compelled to Sell
Himself”: Democracy, Subsistence, and Basic Income

MICHAEL GOODHART

Critics have long denigrated economic rights, viewing them as less coherent, less
important, and less defensible than traditional civil and political rights. Despite
their inclusion in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and their
articulation In the Iaternational Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR), the critics insist that the content of economic rights, their nature,
and their relationship with other rights remain inadequately theorized. Moreover,
persistent philosophical doubts — including objections to the alleged “positive”
character of economic rights, questions about the purported interdependence and
indivisibility of human rights, worries about the specificity of the obligations aris-
ing in connection with economic rights, and fears about the llimitable character
of those obligations — render economic rights conceptually wobbly and politically
precarious. It is true that theorists of social justice generally eschew rights-based
approaches, though activists and advocates increasingly adopt the language of
human rights in making their demands. And whether we attribute skepticism
toward economic rights as primarily ideological or sincerely conceptual, there is
no debating that economic rights remain “in question” in a way civil and political
rights donot. Inan era of rapid and profound social and economic transformation,

and in a political context in which human rights are emerging as the dominant .

transnational normative discourse, it is urgent that we revisit the conceptual foun-
dations of economic rights: the lack of theoretically sound and politicaliy persuasive
arguments for economic rights jeopardizes efforts to build momentum for humane,
sustainable, and democratic econormic priorities. |
Building on this intuition, this chapter provides a broad, democratic justi-
fication for human rights and fleshes out its implications for theorizing and
implementing economic rights. The idea is to articulate and defend a justifica-
tion for these rights that all those committed to democracy should have reason
to find appealing and persuasive. The chapter begins with a brief survey of a
way of thinking about democracy that emphasizes achieving freedom, equality,
and independence for all. In this emancipatory tradition of democracy, human
rights provide the vocabulary of democratization — the language of democratic
empowerment. The second and third sections offer a contemporary reformula-
tion of this idea, one I call democracy as human rights (DHR); I emphasize how
economic rights figure in guaranteeing emancipation, focusing on the right to
guaranteed subsistence. The next section shows how this account addresses the
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conceptual weaknesses and philosophical worries about economic rights surveyed
earlier, stressing the interdependence and indivisibility of human rights and the
obligations to which economic rights give rise. Section 5 advocates unconditional
subsistence (“basic”) income paid to all members of society as the most effec-
tive way to realize the tight to guaranteed subsistence. Basic income, unlike the
welfare state or right to work proposals, guarantees subsistence in a way consis-
tent with emancipation and with other democratic human rights. The last sec-
tion considers two common objections to basic income — its cost and political
feasibility — arguing that neither compels abandoning support for basic income.

Throughout the chapter, I shall focus on the right to guaranteed subsistence
rather than on a wider range of related social and economic rights. [ want to clarify
from the outset that the subsistence right achieved through basic income provides
only one part, albeit an important one, of an effective social guarantee forall of the
democratic human rights. Indeed, part of my purpose is to demonstrate the inter-
dependence and indivisibility of human rights on the democratic account offered
here. As subsistence rights have been the most contentious, the most uncertain
theoretically, and the most difficult to implement, focusing on their justification,
conceptualization, and implementation seems appropriate in light ot my broader
aims.

I

Modern democratic theory finds its distinctive form and principles in the theory
of John Locke: “Men being . . . by Nature, all free, equal and independent,” Locke
wrote, “no one can be put out of this Estate, and subjected to the Political Power
of another, without his own Consent” {Locke 1960, I1 § 95). The siraple premise of
natural freedom and equality undermines justifications for natural authority and
subjection: “the doctrine of natural individual freedom and equality was revolu-
tionary precisely because it swept away, in one fell swoop, all the grounds through
which the subordination of some individuals, groups or categories of people to
others had been justified” (Pateman 1988, 39-40).

Curiously, Locke’s theory ended up justifying the exclusion of many individu-
als, groups, and categories of people nonetheless; independence plays the central
role in explaining this exclusion. By independence, Locke (1960, §$ 4, 54) appar-
ently meant a state or condition in which one need not ask leave of any other in
disposing of one’s property — property crucially comprising, as always for Locke,
all of one’s-rights. Everyone is naturally independent in this sense, but indepen-
dence can be surrendered through consensual submission to the will of another —
whether through marriage contracts (“to. .. obey”), through contractualty based
condition of servitude (including traditional servant status and wage employment),
through conquest (which establishes slavery on the basis of a default consent), ot
through a social contract.! Why would individuals possessing equal rights con-
sent to subordination of this kind? According to Locke (1960, § 54), the answer
lies in their natural inferiority: “though Thave said ... That all Men by Nature are

L political philosophers have been accustomed to focus only on the last of these four mechanisms,
thereby losing sight of independence as a necessary requirement of citizenship in Locke’s theory.




96 Michael Goodhart

equal, T cannot be supposed to understand all sorts of Equality”; factors such as
age, virtue, birth, alliance, benefit, and “excellency of parts and merit” create dis-
tinctions among individuals, along with sex and race. Natural “inferiors” consent
1o their own subjection because of these relative disadvantages, and their resulting
dependence disqualifies them from menibership of civil society, which comprises
only free, equal, independent individuals.

Thus, Locke managed to have it both ways; everyone is naturally free, equal, and

self-governing with respect to rights in the state of nature, but some individuals -

nonetheless contract into subordination because of their “natural” inferiorities.
Independence, for Locke, is a status ultimately determined by natural distinctions;
freedom and equality of rights for Locke only guarantee that subjection is con-
sensual, not that it is eliminated (Goodhart 2005, ch. 3; Paternan 1988). It did not
take long, however, for the excluded to seize on the universal promise of freedom
and equality in rejecting the arguments from patural inferiority to political sub-
jection. Theorists such as Paine and Wollstonecraft conceived democratization as
the universalization of freedom, equality, and independence for all. In this view,
independence became a critical concept with an emancipatory thrust, one aiming
at an egalitarian state of independence for all.

A defining characteristic of emancipatory democracy is its adoption of natu-
ral or human rights as the language of democratic empowerment.” Thinkers in
this tradition sought emancipation through rights, including rights to suffrage and
to economic independence. From the seventeenth century, when Rainsborough
(Sharp 1998, 103) insisted that “even the poorest he that is in England has a life to
live as the greatest he,” until the nineteenth, when feminists such as Elizabeth Cady
Stanton and John Stuart Mill insisted on economic independence and the democ-
ratization of home life {Stanton 1875; Mill 1989), emancipatory theorists argued
for democratization through extending human rights to more people and to a wider
set of social relations and institutions. This emphasis on rights is distinctive in two
respects: first, as theorists such as Paine and Wollstonecraft make abundantly clear,
an egalitarian conception of rights hasa dramatic leveling effect. Rights can exclude
or empower; in the emancipatory tradition rights have an inclusive, and thus radical
and empowering, thrust. Victims and opponents of exclusion recognized early on
that the formal universality of rights could be used to attack the privileged concep-
tions of citizenship and independence established by contract theorists (Goodin,
Paternan, & Pateman 1997). Thinkers in this tradition also realized that economic
independence was a necessary condition of political emancipation, a connection
clear in Paine’s scheme for basic income and in Wollstonecraft’s analysis of the cor-
rupting effects of dependence on liberty. Indeed, feminists — for obvious reasons —
understood with acuity that without an independent means of subsistence, moral
and political freedom were impossible. Susan B. Anthony (1871, 139-40) quotes,
improbably, Alexander Hamilton in this connection: “take away my right over my
subsistence and you possess absolute power over my moral being.”

z Calling these rights human rights might seem controversial, but calling them anything else misses
what is distinctive about this tradition: namely, its emphasis on the universality of a broad range
of rights, including social and econermic rights. Just as we talk of liberals and liberalism in the

corantoomth and sinhtssntih Fanturiee hefnre the term was coined. it seems apnropriate to taik of
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Some have argued that thinkers such as Paine and Wollstonecraft should be con-
sidered radical liberals. On this view, Locke provides all of the necessary theoretical
resources for achieving democracy: rights, freedom, equality, and independence
(Ashcraft 1993; cf. Donnelly 1989, ch. 4). There is no question that these concepts
figure centrally in liberalism, but liberalism’s emphasis on property rights and pri-
vacy, and its general inattention to domination, mean that it captures only part
of what the emancipatory theorists mean by freedom and independence; classical
liberal theory has also historically had little sympathy for economic rights.” Others
maintain that these thinkers should be understood within the republican tradition,
which staunchly opposed domination. Such an understanding is anachronistic,
however; even contemporary defenders of republicaniszn acknowledge that the
dlassical republican conception of freedom could not be universalized, anchored
as it was in notions of virtue, wealth and virility that made citizenship for servants
or women inconceivable {e.g., Pettit [997). It also was skeptical of rights, instead
stressing a notion of public virtue that potentially licenses extensive state interfer-
ence in individuals’ lives in the name of the common good. Moreover, both liberals
and classical republicans always regarded independence as a marker of citizenship
rather than a political objective.* ,

To reiterate, the emancipatory tradition of theorizing about democratization
emphasizes economic and political independence as inextricably intertwined and
as central to an egalitarian notion of emancipation achieved through extending
human rights to more people and more spheres of life. It thus combines theoretical
elements often associated with liberalism and republicanism; in this emancipa-
tory tradition — which comprises the Levellers, Rousseau, Paine, Wollstonecraft,
Condorcet, the Chartists, Mill, and Stanton, among others — human rights enable
democracy and emancipation for all.” Rather than shoehorn these theorists into
the liberal or republican molds, I call themn emancipatory democrats; doing so
reminds us that “democracy is as much about opposition to the arbitrary exer-
cise of power as it is about collective self-government,” even though this opposi-
tional aspect of democracy is not frequently mentioned in the academic literature
(Shapiro 1999, 30). Calling these thinkers democrats also underscores their egalitar-
innunderstanding of emancipation; as Walzer (1983, xii) argues, “the experience of
subordination — of personal subordination, above all — lies behind the vision of
equality. . . The aim of political egalitarianism is a society free from domination.”
In the following section, T outline a reinterpretation of democratic theory that aims
to recapture and reformulate this emancipatory spirit.

II

The conception of democracy 1 call democracy as human rights (DHR) artic-
ulates a view of democratic human rights grounded in freedom, equality, and

? Liberal property rights are political rather than economic rights. Locke, for instance, articulates not

a right to own property but, rather, a right 7o use and dispose of property without interference by

government ar concern for social claims.

I stress classical republicans, as many contemparary proponents do see nondomination asa aniversal

political ideal and recalibrate thejr theeries accordingly.

5 For a more extensive treatment of this tradition, see Gouodhart (2005, ch. 6). Several of these thinkers
advocated basic income schemes, a fact relevant and suggestive for the argument I shall offer later.

4
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independence. DHR is a political commitment to zx.u{ma& mﬁa:n@nﬂ_ﬂwﬁ %32%““
securing the equal enjoyment of fundamental human rights for everyone. N %BMMMH
pation, I simply mean what the mEmb&wm\moQ am.EonHma meant: astate of free SE,”
equality, and independence, of being subject neither to ao.EEm.wom nor to un o
ranted interference.® Understanding &mﬂonumnw substantively in ﬂﬂmmmm MMEMEH
a project of emancipation — clarifies and m@mﬂmmm the democratic .ﬁm. . r call M
DHR a political commitraent, I mngoiﬁmwm its account of omeDmeoww wm mmmu
human rights to be a moral and social aim or aspiration AUOHE.%% .o _uu T&m
and specifically, a democratic one. There is good reason to J.g optimistic abou e
persuasive power of such an account: around the 2omma.uo ideas have @Hoéﬂb_u H.Mo
attractive or more useful than democracy and human Emrﬂ.m. Moreover, vo& i ﬁMmM
are universal in the sense identified by Sen (1999a) and wnmw.@oo M.UW wﬁﬁrmﬁ. &
they are ideas everyone might have reason to value. Wam&mp\.ﬁm Hgm emp . sis ow
human rights as the Janguage and instrument of emancipation revivifies mmawnm
- racy itsell, which in its atrophied %mmmnwﬂ& and procedural forms can seem
i i d unipspiring ideal.
mEﬂMWMHMNMMMMM DHR MW Mm%mﬁw elsewhere (Goodhart 2005); here I MMMH ﬁmo
emphasize two aspects of the argument particularly w&g.ma for ﬁu&maﬁﬁw _umEM
justification it provides for economic rights. Before doing 50, Woéaﬁmh mmom :
clarify that although the ensuing discussion does not emphasize Hmmwowmém%% H.ow-
resentative politics, these remain crucial to DHR as a general nwbnh@dos 0 mH.u.ﬁ "
racy. Its focus on fundamental rights supplements .Hmwummmﬁﬁﬂdw government; Mwmn,
not meant to supplant it. Furthermore, DHR provides a m.&noamﬁ.ﬂ and %uowm <o e
ent justification for popular government than those typically offered, a poin
. - .
EWMMM Hmﬂwwﬁhw WMWWH want to make concerns what it means 6 secure a BmWM_.H_HM
brief, securing a right means providing social mﬂmﬂmﬁm.nm for nm.wEoEHﬁ. WM .
argues that a social guarantee implies correlative duties associated MW rig] Hm,
as he puts it, “a right is ordinarily a wsmﬁmm.& demand %mﬁ. some 0 %H. peop :
make some arrangements so that one will still be mEm. to méoﬁ\%m substance M
the right even if — actually especially if — it is not §Esgm s Own MQ«HM.H Dm
arrange on one’s own to enjoy the substance of the Smwﬂ. ﬁm.?nw .Gw&,m R ﬁ.
Vincent 1986). Some duties and obligations attach to specific E&ﬁmﬁ ioﬁou M
people generally) while others are shared or .nowmnﬂﬁ. mmmﬁowﬂd&ﬁmm 10 mPEMG
through the design of proper social wnmﬁmcﬂou_m.. For a right to be mmwﬁmwwwm
actual enjoyment must be socially mdmumﬁﬁ.mma against ﬂ.mb&mﬁa mﬁmmﬁm. (Shue ; vm
13; Pogge 1992). This requirement entails that the rights in ﬂzmmﬁwﬂ anmﬁ be
generally recognized and understood, that mg.am& threats to the rights mu. be
identified and means of addressing them devised, and that those means Hﬂm
be incorporated into legal and social institutions that are adequately meoém.HM
actually to check the threats {they must be fully funded, must have the appropriate

% 1 shall nse emancipation and nonsubjection interchangeably. Subordination establishes subjection

when it entails restrictions on freedom or equality. ) R
7 Some version of this more robust ideal of democracy and wwm.nmw rights seems ﬂﬁﬁrnww mmum A,MMM
of many activists who view democracy and human rights as sides of a coin (see, e.g, Aung San

Kyi 1995),
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jurisdiction, and so on}. It is not enough that as it happens rights are not being
violated at the moment (Shue 1996, 16). This institutional requirement for securing
rights figures below in the comparison of basic income schemes with alternative
programs.
The second aspect of DHR I want to address concerns fundamental rights. In
DHR, fundamental rights are defined as all those rights necessary for emand-
pation. This is admittedly an act of definitional fiat. The definition is not merely
stipulative, however, because it is possible to work out what emancipation requires.
Doing so involves both analytic and experiential reasoning. Analytically, one can
develop an account of which rights must be secure to prevent domination and
unwarranted interference, to eliminate subjection (I sketch such an account later).
This analytic description of fundamental rights must, however, be viewed as pro-
visional and open-ended, because the political commitment animating DHR is
a commitment to achieving emancipation for everyone. With respect to achieve-
ment, any analytic account of fundamental rights will be tncomplete in at least
two ways. First, it will almost certainly leave open the possibility that differently
sitiated others — whose material, physical, emotional, or positional experience
diverges from societal norms — will remain vulnerable to forms of subjection that
the analytic accounts mriss (see Young 1990a, 1990b). Second, analytic accounts
are also likely to be incomplete in their comprehension of what is actually required
to secure rights; again, situational differences will shape individuals’ experiences
and condition their capabilities, impacting the guarantees needed to secure enjoy-
ment of their rights.® For these two reasons, analytic accounts of fundamental
tights must be supplemented with experiential accounts, accounts articulating real
instances in which subjection persists despite the enjoyment of fundamental rights
as specified so far. New rights might be necessary, or new understandings of what
counts as a standard threat and what is needed to counter such threats effectively.
Indeed, changing social circumstances mean that what is necessary for emancipa-
tion will always be in flux. In this light it is clear that any account of rights will
be necessarily provisional and open-ended; stipulating that fundamental rights
are those that, together, constitute emancipation thus establishes a critical stan-
dard and creates a check against the exclusionary operation of biased accounts of
rights.

A second respect in which rights in DHR are fundamental concerns what we
might call, following Shue, their “basicness.” A basic right is one whose secure
enjoyment is a condition of the secure enj oyment of the other basic rights (Shue
1996, 16). When one such right is threatened, none is secure. To see this, consider
how fundamental rights constitute emancipation: by protecting individuals from
subjection, that is, from domination and unwarranted interference. When any of
the fundamental rights is denied, the rights-holder is potentially subject to the
arbitrary will or actions of another person, of the state, of a corporation, or of
some other actor. “Potentially” is an important modifier here: the credible threat
of interference coupled with the means (the lack of institutional impediments) to
carry it out is, like the sword of Damocles, a form of domination. Thus, when

8 Nussbaum (1997) and Sen (200 1) showhowa capabilities focus can clarify what elements of a right
need to be secured.
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one fundamental right s insecure, all are insecure. Some critics accuse Shue of
circularity; alleging that unless there is at least one right whose “basicness™ is known
independently such an account cannot get off the ground. For Shue, the right to
security is so widely recognized as fundamental that it provides an unproblematic,
practical starting point. Whatever one makes of Shue’s position, my account of
fundarnental rights is not vulnerable to this critique because in DEHR fundamental
rights are defined in relation to emancipation. That they are basic in Shue’s sense

is characteristic of fundamental rights in the way just described, but not defimitive

of them. Critics might object that the political commitment to emancipation is an
inadequate grounding for an account of rights, but this is a very different charge
from circularity — one that I address later.

A fully specified analytic account of fundamental rights would require lengthy
exposition. For simplicity, I shall flesh out the idea of fundamental rights by out-
lining four broad “clusters” of rights that give the notion some substance.” Rights

relating to liberty and security concern the physical safety and integrity of individ-

uals, their freedom of activity, choice, and movement, and their right to nonin-
terference in matters of personal or intimate concern. Rights concerning fazrness
entitle people to equal treatment before the law and in politics and society. These
rights include guarantees concerning legal and criminal procedure {due process,
adequate representation) and equal access to public benefits, services, and opportu-
nities. Civil and political rights encompass rights and guarantees concerning one’s
social and political activities. These include freedoms of assembly, conscience, and
expression, a right to choose one’s own lifestyle, and rights to political participa-
tion. That the rights in each of these clusters should be fundamental in each of
the above senses is clear. Each is necessary to prevent subjection, and the secure
enjoyment of each is a necessary condition of secure enjoyment of all the others. If
one’s physical security is not guaranteed, intimidation, physical violence and invol-
untary restraint (including detention), and other means can be used to undermine
rights like free expression and association. Without guarantees of fair legal pro-
cedures and equal access to public benefits, one’s physical security and political
rights can be similarly challenged. Political rights, including especially the rights to
expression and suffrage, provide the means through which people can safeguard
their rights and well-being; without such rights, there would be no institutionalized
mechanism for ending abuse, corruption, and destructive policy pursued by the
government (see Howard 1983).

The final cluster of rights is social and economic rights; because economic rights,
and subsistence rights in particular, are my primary concern here, the remainder
of the chapter focuses on them. !

% I borrow the term “clusters” from Held (1995), who uses it to denote bundles of rights associated
with his seven sites of power in modern societes; for a classification sirndlar to mine, see Beitz (2001).
Nothing in the theory rides on the classificatior of any particular right or on the names assigned to
the categories. ]

18| have elsewhere cescribed these rights as rights to an adequaie standard of ving ncluding things
such as “food, shelter, affordable access to health care, 2 living wage, a decent education, choice in
family and relationship status, and rights to enjoy and participate in one’s culture” (Goodhart 2005,
143). These rights were enumerated as exemplary; the analysis that follows is intended to revise,
deepen, and extend this earlier treatment.

“None So Poor That He Is Compelled to Sell Himself” 101

HI

Which social and economic rights are fundamental in the dual sense described
above? Two relatively uncontroversial ones are education and health care. The
right to education is clearly fundamental in both of the senses invoked here. It is
key to emancipation in that without it one can be easily deceived and manipulated
by others, leaving one open to domination and unwarranted interference in fairly
straightforward ways. Education is also basic, if for no other reason than that

- without an adequate education it is difficult to understand one’s rights and to

nzvigate the system of social and legal institutions available to protect and promote
them. The right to health care is fundamental for emancipation in that its denial or
removal endangers one’s life and well-being. To limit {or threaten) a person’s access
to or quality of health care would be to subject that person to a particularly cruel
and callous form of dependence. Without a social guarantee, those who contzrol
access to health care would enjoy dominance over applicants for it, and could easily
oppress them. The right to health care is also basic. Tl health constitutes a direct
mental or physical threat, much like a beating. The right to health care ensures that
no one is left without recourse in the face of such threats. Although health cannot
always be guaranteed, what can and must be ensured is that all members of society
are enabled to maintain their health or address health problems through access
to health care.!! Preventative care, both individually through the medical system
and generally through public health measures, can be an effective and efficient
approach to this right. Without a guaranteed right to health care, ill health or its
associated costs can quickly swamp the exercise of one’s other rights.

Other social or economic rights that would qualify as fundamental include rights
1o join unions and to bargain collectively, to safe and dignified working conditions,
to equal opportunity in employment and to equal pay for equivalent work. Whether
such rights should be classified as social and economic rights, rights to fairness,
or political rights is unclear, but it is also unimportant. The clusters are merely a
shorthand for discussing fundamental rights; they do no conceptual work. Indeed,
as these examples show, many rights function in a variety of ways to guarantee
emancipation and secure other rights.

There is one further economic right that, although much more controversial,
I shall argue qualifies as fundamental: the right to a guaranteed subsistence. The
epigraph from Rousseau in the chapter’s title makes clear why guaranteed sub-
sistence should count as fundamental. In explicating that freedom and equality
constitute the greatest good and the object of all systems of legislation, Roussean
argues that equality “must not be understood to mean that degrees of power and
wealth should be absolutely the same, but that, as for power, it stop short of all
violence and never be exercised except by virtue of rank and the laws, and that as for
wealth, no citizen be so very rich that he can buy another, and none so poor that he is
compelled to sell himself” (Rousseau 1997, 78 [my emphasis]). Rousseau’s intuition
here is frequently taken to be against too wide an inequality of wealth in society,

U Bor this reason, [ emphasize a right to health careand not to health. The ICESCR’s “highest aitainable
standard” of health criterion seems problematic for nusmerous reasons that I cannot elaborate on
here.
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and no doubt Rousseau sees vast disparities as problematic. Yet he also objects to
extreme poverty on the grounds that it effectively obliges the poor individual to
“sell himself,” to enter into a dependent relationship with a wealthy one. Roussean
felt that such dependence undermined the social contract, because as a moral form
of association establishing genuine freedom, the social contract can only com-
prise equals. It cannot include anyone dependent on another, for such unequal
individuals cannot be truly free.? Hamilton recognizes something similar —
25 does Anthony — when he declares that a person who depends on another for his
subsistence is subject to the latter’s absolute power over his moral being.

Each of these thinkers negatively demonstrates how the right to subsistence facil-
itates emancipation: an individual lacking a guaranteed subsistence is dependent
upon those who control her subsistence. As Wollstonecraft (1995, 67ff) saw; this
lack of independence not only undercuts the dependent’s rights but also inhibits
the development of liberty and its associated virtues, rendering dependent per-
sons servile and vicious. The discussion also suggests why a right to guaranteed
subsistence is basic: when one depends on another for subsistence, the provider
becomes a master. The dependent person dare not protest any abuse or mistreat-
ment, because in doing so she jeopardizes her survival by risking the master’s dis-
pleasure and the loss of subsistence. This dependency obtains whether the “master”
is a lord, employer, husband, government, or social service agency. Thus, the right
to guaranteed subsistence qualifies as a fundamental right in the senses described
here. This general right comprises several component rights, including guarantees
of adequate food, clothing, shelter, and an income sufficient to meet other basic
needs.! I shall consider the right to guaranteed subsistence in detail below. Before
doing so, however, [ want to show how DHR’s general account of economic rights
addresses the concerns canvassed at the outset.

v

Conceptually, DHR offers a clear and cogent account of the nature and content
of economic rights. These rights are justified by their centrality to emancipation.
In this respect they are identical to all of the other fundamental rights conceived
by DHR: their content is determined by what is required to secure emancipation.
This way of conceiving human rights has the distinct advantage of providing a
single justification for a wide variety of rights, one based in the social and moral
aims underpinning democracy’s emancipatory commitment. One might, of course,
reject this democratic commitment, but one might equally reject any of the other
moral, social, or metaphysical justifications advanced for rights; human rights
have no strong foundations in this sense (Donnelly 2003, 18ff). The standard
of deductive proof is inapposite in discussions of moral concepts and should be
abandoned; there is simply no need to “get beneath” human rights in this sense
(Rorty 1993, 115-16), My aim is to provide better arguments for econosmic rights,
arguments that appeal to the obvious attractions of human rights and that place
them on firmer political ground.

12 This explains why Rousseau excludes women from the social contract {see Goodhart 2005, ch. 3).
13 prticles 4. 7. 9. and 11 of the ICESCR all contain provisions related to a guaranteed subsistence.
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This is perhaps an appropriate place to address the common objection that
democracy and human rights are, if not incompatible (indeed, the empirical evi-
dence suggests otherwise), at least often in tension with one another (e.g., Donnelly
2003, 1911f; Freeman 2000; Zakaria 2003, 1997). Two responses are necessary to
address this objection fully. The first concerns how we conceive democracy. On
what Leader (1996) has in another conlext called an “oligarchic” conception of
democracy, the majority possesses an inherent right to rule. On this conception,
illiberal democracy is certainly a real danger, as the majority might exercise its
oligarchic right tyrannically in violating the rights of minorities (whether ethnic,
religious, or political). Yet this oligarchic conception of democracy, which follows
from a certain simplistic and problematic notion of popular sovereignty, is inde-
fensible if we take the freedom, equality, and independence of the person seriously.
On the emancipatory view, the right to democratic representative government
is among the fundamental rights. Seen this way, the supposed tension between
democracy as a political method and human rights as a set of substantive guar-
antees is resolved through the recognition that the political method itself is only
justified insofar as it conduces to the secure enjoyment of the other fundamental
rights. Majority tyranny achieved through electoral mechanisms contradicts the
premises that justify representative government in the first place.

A critic might reply that such theoretical demonstrations do nothing to pre-
vent majority tyranny and illiberal democracy in practice, asserting that liberal
constitutionalism is an essential check on democracy. Yet constitutions also get
violated with regularity; no theory, no document, can guarantee adherence. What
is required, whether one prefers the label “constitutionalism” to democracy or the
other way round, are institutions to secure rights against standard social threats.
Among such institutions must be a participatory and democratic political system,
because, as Mill (1972, 275) put it, “the rights and interests of every or any person
are only secure from being disregarded when the person interested is himself able,
and habitually disposed, to stand up for them.” Only a democratic political system
provides the institutional guarantee for this ability io stand up for one’s rights: “we
have no reason to believe that it is possible to design non-participatory procedures
that will guarantee that even basic rights are in substance respected” (Shue 1996,
84). These views are echoed by theorists in the emancipatory tradition who recog-
nized the close connection between the right to suffrage and the protection of other
righis. As described earlier, a democratic political system is a fundamental right
in the senses that DHR requires — necessary for emancipation and for the secure
enjoyment of other rights. It is hard to see why we should faver the democratic
political method at all unless it is explained this way: it is neither more efficient nor
more likely to result in wise or enlightened policy than other methods (Schum-
peter 1942), and the modicum of control it affords to particular citizens cannot be
sericusly regarded, at least within modern nation-states, as relevant to individual
autonomy (Dunn 1998; Patemnan 1970).

DHR also addresses philosophical concerns about the “positive” character of
economic rights, about the interdependence and indivisibility of human rights,
and about the obligations associated with economic rights. It has been shown
repeatedly that many rights have both positive and negative dimensions; scholars
have so consistently disproven the notion that rights can be classified as strictly
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negative or positive (as requiring only restraint by government or individuals as
opposed to requiring “positive” action or resource expenditures on the part of
government or individuals) that extended consideration of this point barely seerns
worthwhile (Donnelly 2003, 30-31; Qkin 1981, 238ff; Shue 1996, 35-64). Perhaps
the positive/negative distinction only seemed significant historically because lib-
eral justifications for rights rested on arguments for noninterference. “Positive”
rights do require interference, but it is not unwarranted interference; proponents
of nondomination, both republican and democratic, have long recognized some
forms of interference as necessary and appropriate for securing freedom. That pre-
venting domination often requires interference demonstrates why both Liberal and
republican accounts, taken alone, are insufficient to secure emancipation.

The interdependence and indivisibility of hurnan rights is widely accepted among
scholars and practitioners today, mainly as a shorthand refutation. of the now-
discredited “generations of rights” thesis (Nowak 2005, 37ff). Enshrined in the 1993
Vienna Declaration, interdependence and indivisibility recognize the equal stand-
ing and importance of all human rights. This view improves on the ill-conceived
and ideologically tainted attempts to separate rights into artificial categories or
generations. Only a few scholars, however, have explored the analytic bases of
this claim {e.g., Howard 1983; Sen 2001; Shue 1996). DHR provides grounds for
an understanding of human rights as genuinely indivisible and interdependent
normatively and conceptually. The argument for emancipation demonstrates the
normative indivisibility of fundamental rights: all are necessary for emancipation.
The argument for fndamental rights as basic in Shue’s sense demonstrates the
conceptual interdependence of fundamental rights: unless all are secure, none is.
DHR thus provides moral and analytic grounds to substantiate claims that larman
rights are indivisible and interdependent.

The final philosophical concern about econormic rights has to do with the nature
of the obligations they entail. It is sometimes claimed that who has the duties or
obligations associated with economic rights is unclear (the specificity objection); it
is also sometimes claimed that economic rights create never-ending redistributive
duties or require too much from individuals (the illimitability objection). On a
traditional interactional approach, general duties relating to human rights remain
ambiguous (see Sen 2004). On the institutional approach embraced here, however,
there is no such problem. Providing guarantees for economic rights is a collective
obligation that falls on society at large and requires the careful design of insti-
tutions enabled effectively to guarantee those rights. Any modern welfare state
demonstrates what it means to institutionalize a society’s economic obligations.
The specificity objection, then, can be dismissed.

The illimitability objection introduces problems concerning both the scope of
the economic rights and duties (what they are and on whom they fall) and their
magnitude (what and how much must be done) (Shue 1983, 602). DHR prescribes
a clear and coherent account of what economic rights there are; as a universal
conception, it conceives these rights 'as applying equally to everyone. DHR also
clarifies the nature of the duties associated with these rights through its require-
ment of institutionalized social guarantees of rights. On whom the duties fall isa
complex question whose answer lies beyond the scope of this essay. I will only state,
without elaboration, that the universality of the democratic commitment entails
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that ultimateresponsibility for guaranteeing all fundamental rights is universal, and
thus global, even if states are assigned primary responsibility (see Goodin 1988; cf.
Copp 1992, 241).

Specific questions regarding the magnitude of the duties corresponding with
DHR’s economic rights cannot be answered before working out the specific policy
implications of those rights, 2 task I undertake in the next section of this chapter.
More generally, however, DHR is immune to the most common criticism leveled
against economic rights — namely, that they create endless or illimitableobligations

- in the quixotic pursuit of economic equality. DHR differs from many accounts of

social justice in that its aim is not to reduce material inequality generally; rather,
DHR envisions fundamental rights — including economic rights — as 2 floor, the
minimum necessary to secure rights and emancipation {cf. Copp 1992). A demo-
cratic society might, as a matier of policy, institute rights and benefits beyond
this floor, but such decisions are the stuff of politics. Here I want to stress that
the three main economic rights indentified in DHR — education, health care, and
the composite right to subsistence — can all be met without unending transfers.
Most developed countries, and many developing ones, already provide their ¢iti-
zens with education and health care. Moreover, because DHR calls for gnaranteed
subsistence, not reduction or elimination of inequality, it does not iniroduce an
unending burden of ongoing redistribution. Of course, many societies might lack
the resources to meet these economic obligations; unlike Copp (1992), I do not
see this inability as a sign that these rights are conditional, but rather as a trigger
for wider (global) social obligations. I do not want to suggest that the obligations
and expenditures entailed in meeting DHRs requirements are inconsequential; my
point is only to show that, although substantial, these requirements do not involve
the kind of ongoing, illimitable transfers that opponents of economic rights fre-
quently invoke in decrying them.

Before turning to questions about how best to secure the right to subsistence, it
might be valuable briefly to contrast DHR’s emancipatory justification of funda-
mental rights with justifications that appeal to agency or autonomy {e.g., Gewirth
1982; Copp 1992). The rights generated by these different accounts are quite similar;
the main differences lie in the nature of the justifications themselves. One impor-
tant difference concerns the common objection that justifications based in agency
and autonomy invite problems with respect to rights for those who lack full agency
or full autonomy. Like any capability-based approach, agency- and autonomy-
centered accounts seem to exclude those unable to act or choose in the specified
manner. Also, such accounts historically have been suscepiible to abuse whenever
dominant groups deny the rationality or capacities of some categories of persons
whose rights they violate. DHR avoids such exclusions, because it is grounded in
a commitment to emancipation for all. On this view, an individual’s rights are not
conditioned upon ability. Similarly, agency- and autonomy-based accounts carry
a good deal of metaphysical baggage; those who reject the underlying ontological
claims will not be able to endorse the rights generated by these accounts. DHR's
emancipation-related justification of rights appeals to an egalitarian political com-
mitment, making it much more susceptible of the kind of overlapping consensus
(substantive agreement based in diverse and multiple reasons) that seems crucial
for any global account of human rights (Taylor 1999). This type of justification is
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more persuasive, more compelling, and more inclusive in a diverse and pluralistic
world.

In the remainder of the chapter [ shall focus on how best to realize the right to
guaranteed subsistence. I do so for two reasons. First, proper specification is crucial
in ensuring that the fandamental rights function as they are conceived — as inter-
dependent and indivisible rights mutually constitutive of emancipation. Second,
the lack of specificity of economic rights has contributed to their misunderstand-
ing and misrepresentation; spelling out what the right to guraranteed subsistence
requires should help to remedy this problem.

v

In this section, 1 shall argue that the fundamental right to guaranteed subsis-
tence requires the social provision of a basic income. T shall make this argument
by explaining in outline what a basic income scheme meeting the requirements
of DHR would look like, and by showing why key features of this scheme — its
unconditionality, its generality, and its security — are necessary features of aniy pro-
gram adequately fulfilling the fundamental right to guaranteed subsistence justified
above. Basic income is compatible with both a broader regime of social provision
and with a guaranteed right to decent employment for all who seek it, but neither
of these programs (nor both together) adequately secures the right to guaran-
teed subsistence; both leave individuals open to domination and unwarranted
interference.

There are many basic income schemes circulating today, schemes that vary con-
siderably in their justification and operation (Wispelaere & Stirton 2004). I under-
stand basic income as a social transfer paid to all citizens on a regular {monthly)
basis. Payments should be set at a level ensuring that all members of society can
meet their subsistence needs {for food, clothing, shelter, and other basic needs)."
The details of this scheme need not detain us here; various measures of subsistence
exist, and we need only accept that it is in principle possible to set the value of the
payments accurately enough so that they do in fact guarantee subsistence income
for all.1° Basic income is paid to all individuals regardless of their economic means,
family or employment status, willingness to seek paid work or accept jobs, or any
other status or requirement (Purdy 1994, 33; cf. van Parijs 1995). Itis, however, con-
sistent with “clawback” mechanisms, the use of tax structures to recapture the full
amount of the payment from many individuals; how many is a question ofhow the
tax scheme is designed in light of broader policy objectives and economic incen-
tives. This caveat is important, because without such mechanisms basic income
becomes extremely expensive; with clawbacks, however, the cost drops dramati-
cally (van Parijs 2001, 22; Harvey 2004a, 181t 26).

11 have in mind something like the “decent miniroum” proposed by Barry (1997) and Pateman (2003).

B Rights to education and health care cover meny of the contingencies that might impact any individ-
ual’s zbility to satisfy subsistence needs through the basic income (this is especially true if we treat
disability payments as part of the health care regime). Also recall that DHR. provides a standard for
assessing the adequacy of basic incorne: it must effectively guaranice the secure enjoyment of all
fundamental rights.
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Proposals for basic income schemes have a long intellectual history (see van
Parijs 2004; also Dowling, Wispelaere & White 2003; Rothschild 2001). They have
attracted attention recently amid heightened concerns about the viability of the
welfare state and the feasibility of full employment in an age of resurgent economic
neoliberalism {Offe 1992; Standing 1992; although on the full employment ques-
tion, see Harvey 2004a, 2004b; Mitchell & Watts 2004; Noguera 2004). 1T depart
from much of the literature on basic income in treating it primnarily as a democratic
program rather than one concerned with poverty reduction, with reconfiguring
the right to work, or with other, principally economic, goals {cf. Paternan 2004,
2003). Calling basic income a democratic program emphasizes that its primary
justification is its role in achieving and securing emancipation for all members of
society. This justification figures centrally in the response to argaments, recently
presented by several scholars, that basic income provides only a poor or partial
substitute for the right to work (Harvey 2004a, 2004b; Mitchell & Watts 2004). It
is hardly surprising that basic income does less well than a right to work in sat-
isfying the right to work. The goal of basic income, however, is not to guarantee
the right to work; it is to guarantee the right to subsistence. Indeed, if we consider
the rationale behind the right to work articulated in the ICESCR, it is clearly to
provide an adequate standard of living for all.* For reasons clarified in the ensuing
discussions, the right to work manifestly fails to provide a secure guarantee of an
adequate standard of living (or what [ am calling subsistence) and to the extent that
it is successful that success comes at the expense of other aspects of emancipation.

Three aspects of basic income programs prove crucial in satisfying the require-
ments of a fundamental right. The first is their unconditionality. Because basic
income is not contingent on willingness to work or on conformity with any behav-
ioral or lifestyle constraints, it provides three important freedoms that other social
welfare programs, including traditional welfare states and the right to work, cannot.
The first is the freedom from employmesnt. Given the long and problematic asso-
ciation between employment, masculinity, and citizenship and between marriage
and the subjection of women, breaking this association is important for ensuring
women’s equal emancipation (Pateman 2004; Alstott 2001; cf. Mill 1989). More-
over, the economic sector itself is highly undemocratic, both in its ethos and in its
organization. Domination is commonplace - for instance, through threats of ter-
mination or layoffs. Basic income “allows individials more easily to refuse to enter
o1 to leave relationships that violate individual self-government, or that involve
unsafe, unhealthy, or demeaning conditions™ (Pateman 2004, 96), whether those
relationships are personal or in the paid economic sector. A right to subsistence

8 Critics might object that because the right to work is enshrined in the UDHR and the ICESCR,
neglecting it undermines any claim to have provided a complete or satisfying account of economic
rights. While recognizing the importance of these documents and the consensus they represent,
I would note that they provide little justification of the rights they enumerate and little tnsight
into how best to conceptualize human rights. This statement is not a criticism: the UDHR and the
‘covenants were not intended as philosophical treatments of rights. Because the question at issue here
is precisely to address the persistent problems with economic rights as presently conceived, it would
be counterproductive to treat these formulations as sacrosanct. The guaranteed right to subsistence,
I maintain, captures the spirit of the right to work enumerated in these docurnents, but improves
upon its formulation and implementation.



108 Michael Goodhart

tied to employment obvigusly cannot provide many of these important freedoms,
as it only amplifies the worker’s dependence on paid employment. Indeed, unless
the right to work included unconditional unemployment benefits for those unable
or unwilling to work in the jobs available, it would not guarantee subsistence at
all; separate income support schemes would be required (Harvey 2004b, 10). Tra-
ditional welfare states, insofar as they include “workfare” requirements, similarly
fail to break the coercive link between employment and full enjoyment of one’s
rights.'” :

A second fundamental characteristic of basic income is its gererality. Tt is paid
%o everyone, helping to eliminate the stigma currently associated with receipt of
social welfare benefits, most importantly by breaking the relationship between
work and freedom (cf. Dore 2001, 83). Basic income would liberate everyone — not
only those in paid employment — from dependence, a radical departure in a wage-
based society too inclined to confuse freedom with consumption and employment
with independence and moral rectitude. Eliminating the stigma that attaches to
receipt of welfare payments — whether in the form of the dole or of government
make-work — is the only way to secure for all individuals the equal public standing
that desnocracy requires. In conjunction with the unconditionality of benefits,
basic income’s generality would also greatly reduce the coerdion and domination
exercised through the provision of social benefits (Handler 2004, 7986, 199-208).
Among the antidemocratic effects of existing social welfare regimes are that the
behavior of “clients” is tightly monitored and controlled, and that the receipt of
benefits often entails significant burdens in the way of reporting, appearances
before caseworkers or administrative judges, and the like. These requirements
often demean recipients, subjecting them to domination by agents of the state on
whom they depend for their subsistence (Fitzpatrick 2000, 166). Such requirements
also make the provision of benefits more costly and less effective (in terms of
successfully targeting those who need assistance) (Goodin 1992). Similarly, right
to work programs would not free individuals from dependence on their employers
and would leave them open to domination by bureaucrats administering whatever
backup schemes might be in place for these who cannot find {or who reject) work
on the terms made available by the state.

Finally, because basic income is paid serially and stretches across an individual’s
entire lifetime, it provides security that other schemes for guaranteeing subsis-
tence lack.'® Basic income cannot be squandered or forfeited; there is no risk of
exhaugting one’s eligibility, or of losing one’s job, or of failing to meet the changing
requirements prescribed by bureaucracies or politicians. Basic income thus sat-
isfies the fundamental right to guaranteed subsistence in a way that no program
with work or other eligibility criteria can — institutionalizing an effective, depend-
able guarantee of economic independence for everyone. This security provides a

17 Harvey (2004a, 28ff) notes that much of the conflict surrounding program eligibility takes place
against the backdrop of a world where fuli-employment has not been realized; the unavailability of
work for all who want it makes such debates particuiarly sharp. But presumably the implication
of Harvey’s argumert in a full-employment world would be consensus on the ineligibility for benefits
of those who refused work for whatever reason. This demonstrates the importance, froma democratic
perspective, of an uncenditional guarantee of subsistence.

By compares favorably on this score with proposals for citizens’ grants (cf. Ackerman & Alstott 1999).
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considerable measure of freedom to individuals reckoning their life paths in light
of opportunities and threats that might arise in connection with a range of social,
economic, or political risks encountered in the course of a lifetime. Consider several
instances in which the security of basic income might enhance someone’s freedom
considerably: in a decision to leave an abusive relationship; to leave unsatisfying
or undignified work to launch an independent business, pursue further educa-
tion, or devote oneself to poetry; or, to run for political office. In each case, basic
income enables freedom in ways that other programs cannot. Moreover, it does so

" in 2 way that is compatible with and facilitates the secure guarantee of the other

basic rights. The unconditionality, generality, and security of basic income rules
out opportunities for domination and oppression in its implementation. As these
examples make clear, those who understand humean rights as rights of agency and
autonomy should find basic income schemes attractive as well.

AsHarvey has argued, there is no need for advocates of basic income and the right
to work to be antagonists; both argue, on parallel tracks, for programs that would
enhance the dignity and well-being of all mermbers of society (Harvey 2004b). There
is also no need for advocates of basic income to deny the considerable benefits of
employment or the importance of a fair opportunity for everyone to work (cf.
Harvey 2004b, 38, 26). Indeed, the availability of decent work for everyone who
wants it is @ goal shared by many advocates of basic income {(e.g., van Parijs 1995;
Standing 1992). Advocates of basic income and the right to work often differ on
the feasibility of creating decent work for everyone. The former tend to believe
that only by reducing the number of job-seekers, a goal they claim basic income
facilitates, can full employment be achieved.?® Proponents of the right to work, by
contrast, see no practical difficulty (as opposed to political ones) in providing jobs
for all and maintain that reducing the number of job-seekers will not translate into
jobs for all who want them. I shall not address the difficalt economic questions
involved in adjudicating this debate, mainly because it is clear on the democratic
justification advanced here that even if decent work were available for all who
wanted it, basic income would still be required to satisfy the fundamental right to
euaranteed subsistence. Advocating basic income does not entail denying the utility
and desirability of right to work schemes ot of other forms of social provision, such
asjob training or disability benefits. It does entail insisting, however, that only basic
income satisfies the fundamental economic right to a guaranteed subsistence that
democracy dernands.

VI

In lieu of a formal conclusion, I want to address two common objections to basic
income schemes (and to ambitious social schemes generally): cost and political

¥ We must be wary, however, in treating claims about links between unemployment and ill health
or crime as claims against BI, for two reasons. First, these claims usually refer to involuntary
unemployment; second, poverty is often an intervening variable in cases of involuntary unem-
ployment, one that would be eliminated if a basic income scheine were in place.

D% does so, they maintain, in twe ways: by enticing some individuals to leave the paid workforce,
freeing jobs for others, and by creating possibilities for low-wage but otherwise attractive work (see
Van Parijs 1995).
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feasibility. It is frequently objected that basic income would impose massive costs
on the economy, costs that would destroy competitiveness and undermine produc-
tivity. It is true that financing basic income would require a significant reallocation
of social resources, yet it is far from clear that such a shift would have the devastat-
ing impact many suppose. It is worth recalling in this connection that the negative
income tax ~ the program most resembling basic income tax in its design and cost
(see van Parijs 2001, 1041, 1995; Barry 1996) — was advocated by Milton Friedman
and endorsed by Richard Nixon ~ figares hardly known as fiscally reckless. It should
be ernphasized that financing basic income would require the reallocation of social
resources. Given the amounts spent in rich and developing countsies alike on war-
fareand the armaments of warfare, it ishard to argue that societies lack the resources
to finance spending programs deemed necessary for security; that the type of secu-
rity delivered by basic income is economic rather than military is a political, not
an economic, distinction, one to which I shall return shortly. The macroeconomic
effects of basic income will also vary depending on how it is financed; although
increased income and estate taxes are often mentioned, consideration should also
be given to the taxation of social bads — pollution, the production of solid waste,
the consumption of carbon-based fuels — as mechanisms for generating socially-
responsible welfare (cf. Barry 1998, 155).2! Globally, mechanisms such as a Tobin
tax or Global Resource Dividend should be considered as an additional source of
potential revenue (see Round 2000; Mendez 1997; Overseas Development Institute
1996; Pogge 2001).% .
Much ink has been spilled debating the effects of basic income on labor forc

participation, on the lowest-wage jobs, and on overall social productivity as well
as in weighing the possible savings in reduced administrative costs, elimination of
redundant programs, and so forth. Rather than engage these arguments directly,
however, I'want instead to raise an objection to cost as an objection to basic income
or other schemes for guaranteeing econormic rights. Such objections give too easy
a pass to the existing economic order. The social costs of systemic failures such
as high levels of poverty, structural unemployment, and an ecologically unsus-
tainable mode of production, combined with incentives for economic enterprises
to inflict the negative externalities of poverty, unemployment, and environmental
degradation on soclety at large, mean that the current system is a great deal more
expensive than is typically recognized. To object to basic income because of its costs,
in light of such facts and of present expenditures on war and on corporate welfare,
is like the pot calling the kettle black. In addition, the democratic costs of economic
dependence are rarely considered. Basic income would surely be expensive, but the
relevant question is how the magnitude of those expenses and the benefits asso-
ciated with them would compare with the costs and benefits of the current oxder.
Among basic income’s benefits moust be counted the secure gnarantee of subsis-
tence for all in a way compatible with the enjoyment of other fundamental human
rights — a goal current systems, European- as well as American-style, have failed

21 As Alstott (2001) notes, although such taxes might normeaily appear regressive, this problem would
be mitigated if revenues were dedicated to a progressively redistributive program such as BL.
Because I have not addressed the question of which social units should be responsible for delivering
basic income, T shall avoid specific recommendations.
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to meet (see Handler 2004). If we are truly committed to freedom, equality, and
independence for all, basic income looks like a smart — indeed, an unavoidable —
investment.

The postwar consensus on social security in the Western world has been showing
fissiparous tendencies, as pressures brought on by global economic competition,
populist tax revelt, and changing patterns of migration have challenged the soli-
darity on which such schemes are predicated. In the developing world, necliberal
programs for structural adjustment have all too often meant that public-sector

- spending directed toward satisfying economic rights has been sacrificed at the altar

of fiscal discipline. That is not to say that there is no support for social security in
the West, or that structural reform is either unnecessary or uniformly unsuccessiul;
itis rather to point out that the main challenges to realizing economic rights are, as
they have always been, political rather than economic. Itis instructive in thislight to
review Paine’s (19993) calculations on the cost of his proposed income supplements.

The political challenges are, however, quite daunting. Skeptics will quickly point
to the numerous obstacles confronting basic Incomes schemes (or any other ambi-
tious social schemes), amoitg which we nrust count a widespread aversion to taxa-
tion, and a neoliberal economic orthodoxy hostile to social spending and adept at
exploiting economic insecurity as a disciplinary tool. How, they might reasonably
ask, can it even be worth talking about basic income in such a political context? The
answer is that although basic income seems utopian in #his political context, politi-
cal contexts do change — sometimes quite drainatically. They do so in part because
politica] arguments help to change them; advocates of economic rights thus have a
responsibility to develop and refine arguments that resolve the long-standing con-
ceptual and philosophical worries about economic rights and to provide simple,
coherent, and appealing visions of their benefits and attractions. I have tried in
this chapter to show that there is a way of thinking about democracy and human
rights — one dating back centuries = that envisions them as two sides of the coin of
emancipation. In reformulating this tradition in contemporary terms, [ have sug-
gested that a coherent justification for and account of fundamental human rights
can give substance to our intuitions about and commitments to freedom, equality,
and independence for all. I have argued that a guaranteed subsistence — institu-
tionalized in the form of a basic income — is an integral part of that democratic
commitment.

Philippe van Parijs (2001, 124) insists that “even in the seerningly most hopeless
situations, it is part of some people’s job to keep exploring and advocating the
politically impossible.” In politics, he might add, the impossible becomes possible
with surprising frequency and startling quickness. So we advocates of a right to a
guaranteed subsistence have a job to do: to prepare for and bring about the day
when this impossibility becomes real.
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6 Benchmarking the Right to Work

PHILIP HARVEY

INTRODUCTION

The prevailing view among both progressive and conservaiive economists in the
United States today is that unemployment cannot be driven. much below the 4 to

6 percent range — well above the 2% level that progressive economists in the 1940s
considered achievable (Clark et 2l. 1949, 14).

This is an uncomfortable reminder that in an earlier era progressives had higher
hopes concerning the possibilities for eliminating involuntary unemployment than
they do today. In the 1940s, progressives thought they could guarantee the availabil-
ity of enough good jobs to provide decent work for all job-seekers, thereby moving
from a world of perennial job shortages to one of sustained “full employment” in

* which the “right to work” would be secured. Today, few progressive economists
" (and fewer still of those who have the ear of progressive policy makers) think that

goal is achievable. Instead, they implicitly or explicitly accept the view that job
shortages are either inevitable in a market economy or cannot be eliminated except
by making unacceptable sacrifices in job quality, and that public policy accordingly
should aim to ameliorate the bad effects of those shortages rather than eliminate
thenn.

Why does this matter? It matters because the achievernent of full, and decent,
employment occupies a-foundational role in the vision of 2 good society — that
has guided progressive reform efforts ever since the end of World War II — was
built in the 1940s, and for which no satisfactory substitute has yet to been found.!
Believing it possible to provide decent work for all job-seekers, 1940s progressives
envisioned a society that not only guaranteed its members the traditional freedoms
of classical liberalism but also the positive rights necessary to turn formal freedom
into real freedom, formal equality into real equality, and formal democracy into
real democracy.

" The most ambitious atternpt to find a replacement for full ernployment as a foundation for the pro-
* gressive reform agenda consists of proposals to provide all members of society with an unconditional
basic income guarantee as a way of eliminating poverty and promoting individual freedom (Van
Parfjs 1995; Standing 2002). Unfortunately, I do not believe that sach & guarantee would provide a
satisfactory substitute for securing the right to work, as that right is conventicnally defined (Harvey

" 2003; 2005).
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