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Abstract		
Triggered by the fear of mass unemployment, growing inequality and consistent challenges to 

combat poverty, discussion about basic income as a possible future perspective increasingly 

enter the debate between social activists, researchers, politicians, as well as the general public. 

However, most people who debate the idea of basic income have their own conception of the 

phenomenon and some of those conceptions are quite dissimilar. There has been extensive 

academic research on basic income. Yet, studies are commonly concerned with normative, 

theoretical, or empirical evidence-based arguments for or against the concept, while there is a 

lack of research that aims at understanding these dissimilarities by studying the field of basic 

income.  

This thesis sets out to investigate the actors who shape the concept of basic income as they 

discuss it and organize around it. The study further examines in how far the field of basic 

income constitutes an emerging strategic action field.  

The field is investigated inductively, yet employing Fligstein and McAdam’s (2015) theory of 

fields as a framework that helps scrutinize the different actors, their position in the field and 

their ability to act. Based upon a qualitative analysis of more than 65 pages of text from 

different sources, published mainly in the last three years (2016-2018) by and about the most 

important actors, the thesis finds that the field of basic income is rather fractured. 

It discovers that dominant actors in the field can most visibly be classified along their 

different perception and proclamation of who will benefit from a basic income. Underneath 

that, they vary in terms of their underlying conceptualization of the relationship between work 

and income. The study suggests that, even though the idea of basic income brings together a 

variety of different actors, these actors did not succeed yet to create a shared identity in the 

field. The concept of boundary reactivation is developed to explain that this identity creation 

is needed to reactivate a new boundary around the concept of basic income to build a stable 

strategic action field (SAF). 

The implications of the study are three-fold. First, it proposes actors in the field of basic 

income to re-consider their strategies in the field in order to reactivate a new boundary around 

basic income as a SAF. Second, it encourages researchers to further investigate different 

angles of basic income as an emerging field. Third, it contributes to SAF theory by offering a 

more nuanced understanding of the process of field emergence.  

Key words: Basic Income, UBI, Strategic Action Fields, Field Emergence		  
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1.	Introduction	
What would you do if your income were taken care of? Imagine a world, where you received 

an income of 10,000DKK/1,300€ each month. No matter how old you are, what you do, what 

and if you work, you would get these 10,000DKK/1,300€ as a monthly income and you 

would be free to spend it as you wish. How would your life change? Would you stop working 

or change your job? Would you feel less insecure about the future? Would you take more time 

for the things that currently come too short, like spending time with you family, caring for 

your community, or engage in political work? 

This question, ‘what would you do if your income were taken care of?’, was written on a 

giant poster1 when the Swiss people held a referendum on basic income in 2016. Many of the 

other questions were asked within the debate around the concept. On 5 June 2016, 

Switzerland considered implementing a scheme that would have provided an unconditional 

monthly income to every citizen, no matter their current work situation and without any 

means tests. The sum proposed at 2,500 Swiss francs (ca. 15,000DKK/2,000€) was quite 

high, however it reflected the high living costs in the country. But the referendum was 

unsuccessful. Only 23% of the voters were in favour of the idea. Yet the interest and attention 

for basic income was increased significantly. 

Taking a closer look at the idea, basic income is described as “a modest amount of money 

paid unconditionally to individuals on a regular basis” (Standing, 2017a, p. 3). It is mostly 

seen as a political concept, with the idea of the state providing the income for its citizen or 

inhabitants. It is basic in the sense that it is supposed to provide basic economic security, not 

total security or affluence (yet this leaves the concrete amount open to interpretation). It often 

includes the notions of universal, as it is intended to be paid to all, and unconditional, as it is 

independent of job situation, family circumstances, age or other discriminating factors. Two 

other features that are often mentioned as defining elements are that it is paid out on an 

individual basis, instead of for instance to families, and that it is paid out regularly and not at 

once in a lump sum (ibid.). 

Even though Switzerland was the first country to put a basic income to vote (which is also 

due to their quite low-barrier popular initiative system, that allows citizen to put initiatives to 

                                                
1 As can be seen on the cover of this thesis.  
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a public vote), it is by far not the only country in which the idea of basic income is 

extensively discussed. People from various countries around the world debate the idea of a 

universal unconditional basic income, its advantages and disadvantages, its expected effects, 

its desirability, and its feasibility. Especially in the last five to ten years the debate about basic 

income has been on the rise. This is said to be due to two main reasons: (1) the financial crisis 

put the global economic system, including the labour market, into huge distress causing 

various actors to look for alternatives to the current modus operandi of our societies (see e.g. 

Sage & Diamond, 2017; Widerquist, 2017a), (2) progressive technological developments lead 

to insecure labour market conditions with a growing fear of mass unemployment (see e.g. 

Hughes, 2018; Sage & Diamond, 2017; Stern & Kravitz, 2016). As a consequence, various 

actors turn to the idea of basic income as a future perspective that could re-balance the 

negative effects of these developments. It is frequently described as the idea of the 21st 

century, which will make it possible to deal with technological progress and labour market 

shifts in a way that benefits people, communities, and societies.  

Interestingly though, the idea is not new. It has been discussed for centuries (for an overview 

see Bregman, 2017), and tested in various context since the 1970s (e.g. Forget, 2011). It has 

been the source of tensions between progressive thinkers with libertarian as well as egalitarian 

views, and fierce discussions between politicians and activists from the left and the right 

political spectrum (Bregman, 2017; Standing, 2017a). The arguments in favour of the concept 

are manifold and reach from poverty alleviation, over personal freedom, dignity and greater 

equality, to increased work motivation and decreased state spending (i.a. Bregman, 2017; 

Forget, 2011; Standing, 2017a; Stern & Kravitz, 2016; Van Parijs & Vanderborght, 2017). 

Contrasting that, opponents argue that a basic income would be unfeasible, unfair or simply 

ineffective (i.a. Kay, 2017; Navarro, 2016; Piachaud, 2016).  

Even though there is no consensus on what effects the implementation of a basic income 

would have, there is agreement that is would deeply influence social justice and equality, as 

well as people’s freedom and security. It would fundamentally change the way we live, work, 

and earn today. Taking into account the topicality and societal importance the issue of basic 

income has as well as the inconsistencies and tensions visible in the debates around the 

concept, it is startling that no academic study has yet scrutinized these tensions in the basic 

income field. Research so far was mostly concerned with normative, theoretical, or empirical 

evidence-based arguments for or against the concept (for an overview see e.g. Widerquist, 
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Noguera, Vanderborght, & De Wispelaere, 2013), while it lacks studies that aim at 

understanding basic income as a field. Realizing this gap, the field of basic income and the 

tensions within it describe a relevant and promising research area for my Master thesis. 

In this thesis, I studied basic income as a field, mapped the most important actors within it 

and scrutinized their different understandings of the concept. Moreover, I investigated in what 

sense basic income constitutes an emerging strategic action field (SAF). The concept of SAFs 

was developed by Fligstein and McAdam (2015) in their theory of fields, which I use as a 

theoretical framework for this study. The theory is well suited to analyse basic income as it 

helps me to understand which actors are relevant in the field, what their abilities to take action 

are, which strategies and social skills actors employ, and what external factors can influence 

the basic income strategic action field. 

I employed a grounded-theory-inspired qualitative research design to study basic income as a 

SAF, analysing text through line-by-line and focused coding. This allowed me to employ an 

iterative approach of text collection, data generation, and analysis. It enabled me to ‘follow’ 

the most important actors in the field, bringing me as close as possible to their 

conceptualization of the field structures. I was also able to constantly compare between more 

general insights and examples from the field, in order to generate solid findings. 

The result of my study suggest that the field of basic income is rather fractured. My findings 

reveal that most noticeably actors differ in their proposition of who benefits from a basic 

income. Underneath that, they diverge in their understanding of the relationship between work 

and income. The study identifies two lines of thought. Some argue that an income should be 

something you deserve independent from your work situation, others hold the deep conviction 

that you should work to justify receiving an income. 

Finally, I develop the concept of boundary reactivation to offer a more nuanced 

understanding of field emergence in the case of basic income. Grounded upon my empirical 

data, I suggest that the field of basic income is in emergence and brings together a variety of 

different actors engaging with the idea. However, the actors did not manage yet to produce a 

frame that creates a shared identity among them, which would enable boundary reactivation 

as the necessary process of creating a new boundary around basic income as a newly formed 

SAF. 
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1.1. Context	and	background	

The idea of basic income has been discussed for decades, even centuries. Interestingly, it 

often resurfaced after major crises, such as World War I and II or when structural 

unemployment rose, like in the US in the 1960s (Standing, 2017a, Widerquist 2017a). Again 

now, the interest in basic income experienced a steep rise after the financial crisis of 2008 and 

due to unsettling technological developments in the recent years (Hughes, 2018; Sage & 

Diamond, 2017; Widerquist, 2017a)2. Since this recent increase in interest, more and more 

actors, groups, and organizations pick up the idea and discuss the advantages and 

disadvantages of a basic income from various perspectives. Additionally, a couple of basic 

income trials and pilots have been set up in different countries, such as Finland, the 

Netherlands, India, Kenya, and Uganda. The positive results of these pilots, tests, and 

experiments are often used to ward off and invalidate counter-arguments that oppose basic 

income schemes. Yet, these pilots are also criticised for being too small, temporarily short, or 

restricted to be able to portray the large-scale societal effects a basic income would have 

(Standing, 2017a). Moreover, if one looks at the pilots and tests that claim to implement a 

basic income, one realizes that they often rather implement a basic-income-similar concept3. 

Before I dive into my study of the field of basic income and the debates within it, it makes 

sense provide some background information on the concept of basic income. I will present the 

most commonly used definition of basic income and delimit it from related concepts. 

Moreover, I will outline the most important arguments that are put forward for and against 

basic income. This part will provide a better understanding of the overall concept of basic 

income, which is needed in order to sufficiently comprehend the set-up as well as the findings 

of my study. 

There is not one agreed upon definition of basic income. However, an organizations that is 

commonly referred to when it comes to defining basic income, is the Basic Income Earth 

Network (BIEN). BIEN was established in 1986 to serve as a link between all individuals and 

groups interested in the concept of basic income. The network organises a yearly conference 

for its members and other interested parties. Moreover, it regularly publishes news articles 

and opinion pieces on basic income. On the BIEN website it is stated that “BIEN’s explicit 

mission is to remain neutral among competing arguments for and against basic income and 

                                                
2 See appendix A for a brief overview of the historical development of the idea of basic income. 
3 See appendix C for an overview of the most important basic income pilots.  
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the relation of basic income with other ideas and policies” (BIEN, 2018b). However, most of 

the BIEN members can be seen as basic income proponents. They come from different 

disciplinary and occupational backgrounds, have diverse political affiliations and vary in 

terms of age and citizenship (BIEN, 2018b). Since its re-naming to Basic Income Earth 

(before: European) Network in 2004, the network also includes various actors from outside 

Europe. Nonetheless, the network that developed out of the ideas of European researchers, 

can still be seen as disproportionally shaped and influenced by academics, especially those 

from the ‘Global North’. As BIEN has been growing to a substantial size of currently around 

300 members as well as 31 national and regional affiliated organizations globally, many of 

them use BIEN’s definition of basic income. Moreover, BIEN’s visibility through on- and 

offline publications and events can be expected to promote their understanding of basic 

income beyond the network. The following table outlines BIEN’s definition of basic income 

and delimits it from other related concept.  

 

Name Definition  

Basic Income  A basic income is a periodic cash payment unconditionally delivered to 

all on an individual basis, without means-test or work requirement. That 

is, basic income has the following five characteristics: 

1. Periodic: it is paid at regular intervals (for example every month), not 

as a one-off grant. 

2. Cash payment: it is paid in an appropriate medium of exchange, 

allowing those who receive it to decide what they spend it on. It is 

not, therefore, paid either in kind (such as food or services) or in 

vouchers dedicated to a specific use. 

3. Individual: it is paid on an individual basis—and not, for instance, to 

households. 

4. Universal: it is paid to all, without means test. 

5. Unconditional: it is paid without a requirement to work or to 

demonstrate willingness-to-work (BIEN, 2018a). 

Basic Income 

Grant 

Basic income grant is another name that is mostly used interchangeably 

with basic income, especially in African countries (Basic Income Grant 

Coalition, 2014). 
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Citizen´s 

income/ 

citizenship 

income 

Citizen´s income/citizenship income usually describes guaranteed income 

schemes that are bound to citizenship (Citizen’s Basic Income Trust, 

2018). Many other similar concepts imply this, but do not name it as 

explicitly. 

Guaranteed 

income 

Guaranteed income is also used interchangeably with basic income, 

however sometimes it refers to income schemes that are meant to top up 

existent income or benefits, instead of providing an income high enough 

to provide basic economic security by itself (Hughes, 2018). Others use 

the expression partial basic income to describe this concept (Standing, 

2017a). 

Social dividend Social dividend is used by proponents who want to stress the fact that the 

money would be paid by a return on society’s investment and wealth 

accumulation (DIE LINKE, 2016; Standing, 2017a). 

Basic capital/ 

basic capital 

grant 

Basic capital/basic capital grant describes the idea of providing one 

larger lump sum of cash unconditionally to each individual, often when 

they reach adulthood, to provide equal opportunities. In contrast to basic 

income this is not a regularly reoccurring payment (Standing, 2017a). 

Minimum 

Income/ 

minimum 

income 

guarantee 

Minimum Income/minimum income guarantee is often used when the 

focus is not necessarily on the unconditionality of the income, but when 

the scheme is proposed as a way to alleviate poverty while certain 

conditions, e.g. to make efforts to find a job or that the income will be 

reduced once the recipient starts earning income from other sources, can 

be tied to it (European Parliament, 2017). 

Negative-

income-tax 

Negative-income-tax describes the idea that people who earn less than a 

certain agreed on threshold will receive a form of additional income in 

form of a tax credit. The more they earn, the less they will receive and 

once they pass the threshold, they will start paying an income tax (DIE 

LINKE, 2016; Standing, 2017a). 

Table 1: Definitions of basic income and related concepts  

 
Sometimes the name basic income is used even if the model proposed describes a different 

yet related idea, like a negative-income-tax scheme, a minimum income or a basic capital 

grant. This could be a reason for misunderstandings, inconsistencies, and tensions in the field. 
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In this thesis, I will from now on mostly use the term basic income but whenever needed refer 

to the terms that are used by the different actors themselves as well as point out 

inconsistencies between the model proposed and the name it is given. 

The arguments that have been put forward in the debates around basic income are even more 

manifold that the names used. I will not outline them to a full extend at this point, as this will 

also be a part of the analysis of this study. However, I will briefly present the most important 

claims that are employed in the basic income debates today. The common arguments for a 

basic income are associated with four main expected advantages: effective poverty 

alleviation, personal freedom and dignity, greater equality, as well as increased work 

motivation. In contrast to that, there are many people who argue against a basic income. 

Broadly, their counter-arguments can be grouped in three clusters: those who claim that it is 

unfeasible to realize, those who argue that it is undesirable, and those who think that it would 

not have the intended effects. The following outline gives a clear overview of these opposing 

arguments in some more detail. 

 
Main 

arguments 

For a basic income Against a basic income 

Feasibility • Proponents argue that there are 

many ways to finance a basic 

income, for instance through 

restructuring the tax system, 

introducing greater income tax 

for the highest income classes 

or (higher) property and 

inheritance tax (Painter, 

Thorold, & Cooke, 2018; Van 

Parijs & Vanderborght, 2017; 

Widerquist, 2017b). 

• Some claim that this might 

even reduce state costs as it 

would bring with it a leaner 

benefit system (Painter et al., 

• It is claimed that a basic income is 

unfeasible, both financially and 

bureaucratically (Kay, 2017; 

Piachaud, 2016). 

• Opponents declare all calculations 

done by basic income proponents to 

be wrong and proclaim that the 

costs would be excessive and 

unbearable (Piachaud, 2016), 

wherefore basic income might be 

desirable but not affordable (Kay, 

2017). 
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2018; Painter & Thoung, 2015; 

Widerquist, 2017b). 

Desirability • It is claimed that basic income 

is desirable as getting rid of 

means tests gives people more 

dignity in their lives as well as 

freedom to choose whichever 

lifestyle they want to pursue 

(see e.g. Reed & Lansley, 

2016; Standing, 2017a; Van 

Parijs & Vanderborght, 2017). 

• An argument states that 

currently unpaid work, such 

as care work, will be 

remunerated more effectively 

though a basic income (see e.g. 

Schulz, 2017; Zelleke, 2008). 

• Some proponents argue that it 

would foster work motivation 

(Standing, 2017a, 2017b; 

Warran, 2016). This argument 

is based on the claim that 

current schemes, where 

benefits are reduced once the 

recipients picks up paid work, 

disincentivise efforts to find 

jobs. 

• Some argue that a basic 

income would decrease the 

rising inequality (see e.g. 

Hughes, 2018; Stern & 

Kravitz, 2016). Even though 

• Some, especially on the social 

democratic left, are afraid that a 

basic income would incentivise 

governments to decrease spending 

on other welfare and social 

security programs, counteracting 

the aim of equal access and 

opportunities in society (Navarro, 

2016; Sage & Diamond, 2017). 

• Some warn that this would weaken 

the power of labour, as 

governments might lose interest in 

supporting workers and the 

provision of good jobs, when they 

already supply everyone with an 

unconditional income (ibid.). 

• It is also argued that basic income 

would disincentivise work 

(Cruddas & Kibasi, 2016; 

Schneider, 2017). It is frequently 

claimed, yet not proven, that poor 

and lazy people would stop working 

and spend their money on things 

like alcohol, gambling, and tobacco. 

• Others have a problem with the idea 

of basic income as they see it as 

unjust. Some believe that with a 

basic income people would get 

something for nothing, which in 

these people’s view is not fair 
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slight inequality can have 

positive effects in terms of 

incentives to work, overall 

economic growth and 

innovation (Bell & Freeman, 

2001; Mulligan, 2012), too 

large inequality is proven to 

lead to negative outcomes for 

societal prosperity and 

economic growth (Piketty, 

2014; Stiglitz, 2012, 2015), 

some of which basic income is 

proposed to solve.	

(Piachaud, 2016). Others argue that 

it would not be fair to give money 

to people who already receive 

money from paid jobs, especially 

people with high income or wealth 

(Mestrum, 2016). 

• Furthermore, actors from the right 

political spectrum argue that 

implementing a basic income would 

increase migration into the 

respective country by people who 

want to exploit the basic income 

system (McArdle, 2013; Schneider, 

2017).	

Effective-

ness 
• It is argued that providing each 

individual a certain amount of 

income, guaranteed and 

unconditional, is the most 

efficient way to alleviate 

poverty (see e.g. Bregman, 

2017; Kentish, 2017; Standing, 

2017a).  

• It is said to provide social 

justice as well as increased 

security to poor people, 

arguably leading to benefits 

such as better (mental) health, 

more long-term decision 

making, and an increase in 

years of education (see e.g. 

Forget, 2011; Standing, 

2017a).	

• Related to the argument of 

weakening labour, it is argued that a 

basic income would not be able to 

effectively decrease inequality as 

greater equality can only be 

achieved through a re-balancing of 

power between capital and labour 

(Navarro, 2014, 2016). A simple 

monetary redistribution through a 

basic income would not be enough. 

• Similarly, it is declared that due to 

this lack of shifting the power 

relation between capital and labour, 

structural poverty would not be 

tackled by a basic income (ibid.). 

• From a macro-economic 

perspective, opponents assert that 

basic income would be outweighed 
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by increasing prices and inflation 

(Prochazka, 2016).	

Table 2: Main arguments for and against basic income  

 
These views on both sides only represent a fraction of the depth of the debate. Yet, it should 

be noted that these arguments show that there is not only a variety of claims and opinions 

about whether or not a basic income is desirable, feasible, or effective but also some 

inconsistencies in the understanding of which problems basic income is set out to solve in the 

first place. What is interesting, is that even though the concept of basic income is conceived 

to be implemented on a political level, the debates around it are mainly shaped by social 

activist and academic, while politicians are seldom part of the discussions4. 

1.2.	Academic	research	on	basic	income	and	research	aim	of	this	study		

The field of basic income is of major societal importance, especially today where it is 

discussed by various actors, in different countries worldwide, and in diverse areas of society, 

economy, politics, and, importantly, academia. It deals with a concept that can fundamentally 

change the way we live, work and earn in our societies. However, it seems like the different 

actors in the field have a variety of different understandings of the term and the concept basic 

income when they talk about the idea. It is assumed that they talk about the same concept, but 

taking a closer look at their arguments and the terms they use, this appears not to be the case. 

Related to their background, interests, and motivations, they use the idea of basic income to 

put forward dissimilar ideas about our current societal and economic system, the problems we 

are facing and the future paths we should pursue. 

Considering these tensions and inconsistencies in the field, it is startling that no study has yet 

scrutinised the field of basic income and the actors within in. In this part I will briefly outline 

the academic research that has been done in the field in order to show which gap in current 

basic income research my study aims to fill.  

Academic discussions of basic income as well as related policies, have been present in the 

fields of economics, political science, philosophy, sociology, as well as public policy for 

many years, even decades. Next to various journal articles, many of which have been 

presented at BIEN conferences over the years (BIEN, 2018c), more than 30 academic books 

on basic income have been published only in the last 10 years (De Gruyter, 2018). Since 

                                                
4 See appendix B for a brief overview of the current political interest in basic income.  
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2006, there is a scientific journal, specifically targeted towards basic income. The journal 

called Basic Income Studies (BIS) publishes articles that deal with basic income and related 

policies. In the description it says: “Contributions to BIS will typically discuss the empirical 

or normative analysis of basic income but may also include articles on related policies such as 

citizens’ pensions, stakeholder and sabbatical grants, negative income tax or earned income 

tax credits, and various job guarantee policies” (De Gruyter, 2018). 

This is interesting, as it portrays a noteworthy general phenomenon in the research on basic 

income. Namely, that most studies deal with analyses of the feasibility (see e.g. Major, 2016; 

Pena Miguel, De la Peña Esteban, & Fernandez-Sainz, 2017; Widerquist, 2017b), desirability 

(see e.g. Fukuma, 2017; Henderson, 2017; Jackson, 2017; Sherman, 2014; Van Parijs, 2013) 

or effectiveness (Forget, 2011; Mideros & O’Donoghue, 2015; Standing, 2015) of basic 

income schemes, sometimes in comparison to other social security, poverty alleviation, or 

welfare policies (Heydorn, 2016; Mencinger, 2017; Zelleke, 2012). Even though they base 

their studies and thoughts on different disciplines, use a variety of methods, and focus on 

diverse aspects, they all scrutinize the concept itself. Thereby they provide academic backing 

for many of the arguments mentioned above. Surprisingly, so far no study focused on 

understanding the field of basic income, the actors within it, and how their different 

perceptions and opinions shape the concept. 

A book published by Widerquist, Noguera, Vanderborght and De Wispelaere (2013) paints a 

similar picture. The book is aimed to be ‘a compilation of six decades of Basic Income 

literature’ (ibid.). The book assembles perspectives on basic income from different academic 

disciplines as well as theoretical and empirical arguments for and against the concept that 

have been published in the last 60 years. It is structured in nine main parts, that touch upon 

ideas and ideals of freedom (I) and justice (II), considerations of reciprocity and exploitation 

(III), feminist perspectives (IV), economic concerns (V), thoughts on post-productivism (VI), 

and finally concerns regarding implementation (VII), institutions (VIII) and politics (IX). 

Despite its diversity and complexity, this quite exhaustive compendium lacks studies that take 

a broader viewpoint and investigate the concept of basic income neither normatively nor 

empirically or theoretically, but by studying it as a field.  

Finally, it is interesting that many scholars studying basic income can be seen as strong 

proponents of the idea. Karl Widerquist, Guy Standings, Philippe Van Parijs, Jurgen De 

Wiselaere and Almaz Zelleke for instance prominently shape the academic conversations 
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around basic income - they publish a significant amount of papers and books on basic income 

and constitute a large part of the editors of the Basic Income Studies journal - while also being 

outspoken proponents of the concept. This is not to say that they are necessarily biased 

toward one side. However, it is reasonable to assume that scholars who themselves are 

advocates of the idea, have a higher interest in proving backing for the concept’s advantages 

through their research, than looking at the overall field of basic income. A related assumption 

is that due to the circumstance that they are deeply involved actors in the basic income field 

themselves, their personal investment weaken their ability to conceptualize the field in all its 

diversity and complexity. 

What can be said overall is that so far no one ‘zoomed out’ to gain a broader perspective on 

this global field and the actors within in. It might also be due to the current topicality of the 

issue, that no such studies have been published yet. The field of basic income is gaining 

massive interest right now. More studies taking this broader analytical perspective might 

follow soon. My study, therefore, aims to take a first step in this direction by asking the 

following research question:  

How do the actors, who are basic income proponents from different disciplinary and 

geographical contexts, discuss the concept of basic income and organize around it? 

To provide a more in-depth analysis, I will moreover explore the question, in how far this 

constitutes an emerging strategic action field?  

2.	Theoretical	Framework	
As a theoretical concept that will serve as the overall frame of the study I apply Fligstein and 

McAdam´s (2015) theory of fields. It will help me structure, analyse and understand my 

material, condense it into findings and eventually answer my research question. As I work 

inductively, this study is not set out to validate or falsify Fligstein and McAdam´s theory. The 

aim of the theory is much rather to support the production of findings from data, by providing 

a framework that helps make sense of the generated material. The theory conceptualizes 

society as being set up by so-called strategic actions fields (SAFs). These SAFs are described 

as “the meso-level social order in which collective strategic action takes place” (Fligstein & 

McAdam, 2011, p. 2), meaning that those are the fields in which different stakeholders try to 

act strategically to pursue their goals, build coalitions, and influence how issues are framed. 

With this set-up, the theory provides a framework that allows to understand stakeholders in 
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relation to a social issue, instead of stakeholders in relation to a given organisation. What 

makes the theory stand out is, that due to its development out of institutional analysis and 

social movement studies, it employs notions of agency as well as structural notions to explain 

field emergence, field stability and field change.  

Taking this into consideration, I argue that the theory is well suited to analyse basic income as 

a SAF. It enables me to understand in how far the field of basic income is currently emerging, 

which actors are relevant in the field and what their abilities to take action are. It further 

provides some useful ideas of how actors behave in a SAF and which strategies and social 

skills they employ. Finally, SAF theory helps me understand what external factors can 

influence the basic income SAF. In the following, I will go into more detail of Fligstein and 

McAdam´s theory in order to be able to relate its different aspects to the field of basic income 

in my analysis later on. I will then discuss the theory in light of other theoretical concepts, 

mainly those of institutional and social movement studies. Finally, I will engage with some 

relevant studies that have employed the concept of SAFs in different contexts. This enables 

me to formulate a sound critique of the theory as well as explore different extensions of SAF 

theory which will be helpful for my analysis. 

2.1.	A	theory	of	strategic	action	fields		

The general aim of the SAF theory is to understand “the overall structure of contemporary 

society and the forms of action endemic to that structure” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 2). 

The two authors argue that this is the underlying aspiration of anyone who studies any 

institutional actor, may those be scholars in organizational or social movements studies. 

Moreover, they claim that their theory allows to “explain the underlying structure of, and 

sources of change and stability in, institutional life in modern society” (ibid, p. 3).  

Fligstein and McAdam argue that all social spaces are made up of different SAFs and that 

those SAFs are existent on different levels. For instance, a larger political, social or economic 

field can be a SAF, while one collective actor can be made up of smaller-scale SAFs. SAFs, 

as the fundamental unit of collective action, are described as the meso-level social order in 

which (individual or collective) actors interact. Importantly, those actors know of one another, 

and have a common understanding about the purpose of and the relationships within the field. 

They have a shared understanding of who has power, why the power relations are set up in a 

certain way and they know the field’s rules. This means that they all know what is at stake in 

the field, and they are aware of the legitimate tactics and moves that are possible within the 
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field. However, this does neither mean that all actors agree with those power relations and 

rules, nor that they see problems and issues in the field alike and act towards them in a similar 

way. Moreover, Fligstein and McAdam expect that there are differences in the perspectives 

and interpretive frames through which actors see and interpret the moves of others. This is an 

essential aspect of the theory, as it allows to explain how change can happen, a common 

difficulty in other institutional theories as shall be elaborated later on. It is also a key point for 

my study in understanding the field of basic income, as it allows to explain why different 

actors have different interpretations of what basic income is, even though all actors are aware 

that basic income is the issue at stake in the field. Seeing SAFs as consisting of actors that 

share a common understanding of the field but might be in disagreement how to act upon this 

understanding, also helps comprehend the inner workings of SAF as Fligstein and McAdam 

conceptualise them. They argue that at the core of a SAF is a constant struggle for who gets 

what.  

To understand this better, it makes sense to take a closer look at the actors that are present in 

SAFs. Building upon a distinction first introduced into social movement theory by Gamson 

(1975), the different actors are broadly categorized into incumbents and challengers. 

Incumbents are the dominant actors in the field. The have huge influence within the field, 

their interest and views tend to be heavily reflected in the main organizations of the SAF and 

the field´s purpose is shaped in their interest. They claim the lion´s share of the resources and 

thus have a very prominent and powerful position in the field. Moreover, the rules tend to 

favour them, and the shared meaning tends to legitimate and support their privileged position. 

This is often supported by so-called governance units. They are described as field-internal 

units that oversee compliance with field rules and facilitate a smooth functioning of the 

system. This could e.g. be a trade organization, but also certain favourable laws or political 

entities. By doing that, they uphold the status-quo and thus support the incumbent’s dominant 

position in the field. 

In contrast to that, challengers usually have little influence over what happens in the field. 

They occupy less prominent positions and thus have less power. Even though they recognize 

the nature of the field as well as the dominant logic and can be expected to conform to those, 

they usually articulate an alternative version of the field. Fligstein and McAdam (2015) argue 

that this does not, however, lead to an instant open battle against incumbents. Challengers 
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rather try to function within the existing system until they see a viable opportunity to change 

the rules, structures and logics of the prevailing order.  

What is important to notice, is first that field boundaries are not stable and second that 

different SAFs have a big influence on one another. As mentioned above, SAFs exist in 

different ‘sizes’ and one SAF can be made up of other SAFs. Fligstein and McAdam (2011) 

employ the picture of Russian dolls to showcase how SAFs are embedded in one another. I 

would even argue that one would have to imagine each Russian doll to be filled with not one 

but manifold smaller dolls on each level to fully grasp the set-up of SAFs. In regard to field 

boundaries the authors argue that fields are socially constructed on a situational basis, 

meaning that their boundaries depend on how the situation and the issue at stake is defined. 

This also means that an actor can simultaneously be part of many different SAFs and that 

changing collections of actors can construct new SAFs. This is again relevant for my study, 

due to two reasons. First, my study rests on the assumption that field boundaries are not fixed, 

which allows me to propose one conceptualization of the basic income field without claiming 

that this is the only right way to delimit and define the field. Second, understanding that 

actors can be part of different overlapping SAFs can explain some of the inconsistencies in 

the field.  

Considering both, the embeddedness and interrelatedness of SAFs, and the potential for actors 

to be part of different SAFs, makes it clear that SAFs must have a strong influence on one 

another. The theory differentiates between different contrasting types of field relations, two of 

which are relevant for my study: distant vs. proximate, and vertical vs. horizontal. Fields are 

seen as proximate if they have recurring ties and if their actions routinely influence the given 

field, whereas distant fields lack those ties and have no capacity to impact the field in 

question. Those fields that do influence each other can have different types of links. Vertical 

links, which express that one field exercises formal authority over the other which 

consequently is in a subordinate position, and horizontal links, that describe a mutual 

dependency.  

These interrelations are an essential part of the SAF theory, as it allows to explain field 

change not only through internal, but also through external influences, most importantly 

through what the scholars call ‘exogenous shocks’  (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). The authors 

argue that exogenous shocks, in form of crises in proximate fields, have various influences on 

the players within a given SAF, and the way in which those players react leads either to 
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stability or change. They describe the immediate consequences of an exogenous shock in a 

three-step process, consisting of (1) the actors’ recognition and interpretation of an exogenous 

event as a new opportunity and thread, (2) the organizational appropriation of this thread or 

opportunity, meaning the mobilization of resources to act upon it, and (3) innovative action 

taken by one of the players. This innovative action can either be in defence of one’s interests 

and power (most likely coming from incumbents) or to support and improve one’s aims and 

position (as to be expected from challengers). Whether or not actors are able to act 

innovatively in this sense, is depended on their level of social skill. Social skill is described as 

“how individuals or collective actors possess a highly developed cognitive capacity for 

reading people and environments, framing lines of action, and mobilizing people in the 

service of these action frames” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 7). The aim of developing and 

employing social skill is to perform strategic action. Strategic action refers to the attempt to 

create and maintain control over social worlds by securing the cooperation of others. Fligstein 

and McAdam argue that actors always act strategically, but that certain actors have better 

social skills than others and are thus more successful with their strategic action. 

Once other actors react on this innovative action, the field moves into an episode of 

contention. An episode of contention is defined by a shared sense of uncertainty or even crisis 

by all actors in the field. They are aware that the rules, positions and power relations have 

been broken loose and called into question. While incumbents will most likely try to get back 

to the prior status quo, this now presents a situation that can enable challengers to fight for a 

change of the prevailing order in the current system in order to become incumbents 

themselves. What happens in a phase of contention, is that actors try to define new meanings 

of situations and issues, try to occupy new, more dominant positions and gain more power in 

relation to other players. Strategies for this can e.g. be to use newly available resources, to use 

existing resources in a new way (e.g. inspired by how those are used in the proximate field 

that created the exogenous shock, similar to ‘spillover’ (D. S. Meyer & Whittier, 1994) or 

‘spin-off’ (McAdam, 1995) movements), or to form coalitions with other players around a 

certain cause or aim. Wholly new groups might also arise in this period. Once fields begin to 

gravitate towards a new institutional settlement, consisting of new rules and understandings, 

the field is no longer in contention. 

Putting all of those aspects of the theory – structure of SAFs, the incumbents, challengers and 

governance units, social skills, episodes of contention and settlement – together, allows to 
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categorise three different states that fields can be in: emergent fields, stable fields, and field 

crisis, all of which shall be described briefly. As my study will analyse basic income as an 

emerging field, this state will be put into focus. 

Fields emerge when “unorganized social space becomes organized through a crescive social 

process akin to a social movement” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 11). In this state, social 

skilled actors play an important role in translating existing rules and resources into new 

orders, by producing new frames and understandings, and by bringing together different 

groups to act in their interest. In a phase of emergence, a field is transitioning between being 

unorganized space, which means that (collective and individual) actors frequently enter and 

leave the space and no stable social relationships or shared understandings are in place, and 

being a stable field, which relates to commonly shared rules, a mutual comprehension of the 

issue at stake, well-known structures etc. In addition to this, the theory claims that “new SAFs 

are likely to emerge nearby existing SAFs. They are likely to be populated by existing groups 

who ‘migrate’ or by offshoots of existing groups [… Moreover,] frames can be borrowed by 

actors in nearby social space” (ibid, p. 12-13). When trying to understand field emergence, 

one should therefore always be aware of external influences, (new) actors entering or exiting 

the field, and different frames being employed. But one should also look for newly formed or 

changing coalitions of actors. 

Stable fields relate mostly to what has been described at the beginning of this chapter. They 

consist of well-known roles and structures, actors in incumbent as well as challenger positions 

and clear rules. While incumbents aim to stabilize the field in status quo, challengers await 

opportunities for change and rupture to improve their position in the field. 

Finally, field crisis describes the phase when a formerly stable field falls into contention and 

before a new settlement can be reached. As described, SAFs are often destabilized by external 

shocks emanating from another SAF, but potentially also by the invasion of other groups or 

by large scale crisis such as wars or depressions. Once in crisis, challengers will try to create 

new rules in their favour and advance their field positions by forming coalitions with other 

groups and forming new shared identities. After a crisis, the field either reimposes the old 

order with some adjustments, breaks down into unorganized space, partitions into several 

social spaces, or challengers unite to produce a new SAF. 
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2.2.	Strategic	action	field	theory	in	the	context	of	institutional	theory	and	social	

movement	studies	

As mentioned before, SAF theory was developed mainly out of institutional theory and social 

movement theory. While Neil Fligstein from Berkeley University has a track record in 

organizational studies from an institutional viewpoint, Doug McAdam at Stanford University 

is specialized in social movement studies. However, the scholars did not only integrate 

perspectives from these two research fields into their theory, they also employed aspects from 

various other theories, concepts, and study disciplines. They claim that even though all of 

them contribute important parts, none of them is able to individually offer “a general theory 

of social order with the reach that our theory has” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 19). In this 

part, I will deal with aspects of (neo-)institutional theory, social movement theory including 

framing theory, Gidden´s theory of structuration, Bourdieu´s field concept, and network 

analysis. I will reflect upon how Fliegstein and McAdam integrated them into their theory of 

fields and elaborate in how far SAF theory moves beyond those other conceptualizations. 

This reflection further portrays that SAF theory is the most suited theory for this study.  

 

Put simple, one could argue that institutional theory masters at explaining field stability but 

struggles to understand how and why fields change, while social movement theory can give 

detailed account of field change but offers little insight on what happens once a field 

stabilizes. Combining aspects of the two, SAF theory masters both aspect. While those parts 

of the theory that describe field emergence, the onset of contention, and field crisis relate 

more to social movement theory, phases of field stability are similar to how fields are 

understood in institutional studies. In order to understand the contribution the theory of fields 

makes it needs to be asked, why is it not possible to grasp the full process of field emergence, 

stability, and transformation, when employing institutional theory respectively social 

movement studies?   

According to Fligstein and McAdam, the inability of institutional theory to explain any kind 

of field transformation derives from a lack of acknowledging notions of agency, power and 

conflict. Instead of understanding power relations, and individual interest and motivations, 

institutional theory is prominently built upon the idea of ‘taken-for-granted’ logics and 

stresses the influence that structures on the societal level have on organizations and fields. 

When institutional scholars, such as Meyer and Scott (1983), DiMaggio and Powell (1983), 
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Jepperson (1991) and Meyer (2010), talk about fields from an institutional perspective, they 

describe the actors in the field neither as having their own interest nor certain resources. 

Meyer (2010), employing a phenomenological or social constructivist version of new 

institutionalism, explicitly goes so far as to say that “institutionalized systems construct the 

actors as well as their activities” (p. 2), leading to actors being seen as “derivative on a very 

rich institutional environment” (p. 4) which goes against any notion of personal agency. This 

leads to the problem, that none of them are able to provide an extensive explanation and 

conceptualization of how exactly transformation happens. Some institutional scholars propose 

the idea of institutional entrepreneurs to be able to attend to field change (DiMaggio, 1988), 

others in contrast disapprove of this argumentation on the grounds that “‘actors’ carrying a 

specific ‘interest’ represent only one category of possible social change explanations” 

(Jepperson, 1991, p. 158) and that one should rather consider institutional contradictions as 

change arguments (ibid.). 

While Fligstein and McAdam do take into account the influence that institutional logics and 

social level structures have, they also acknowledge that aspects such as individual and 

collective interest, agency, social skill and strategic action play an important role, which 

becomes obvious if one for instance employs a perspective based on social movement theory. 

This consideration makes it difficult to only work with institutional theory to explain how 

fields are shaped and how they develop.  

Social movement theory helps to see exactly those issues. It talks about power relations, 

different motivations and interests, individual and collective action. Fligstein and McAdam 

admit that “many of our key concepts - framing, political opportunity, rupture and settlement, 

episodes of contention, incumbents and challengers – have been borrowed directly from 

social movement theory” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 22). As an example, inspired by 

social movement scholars Robert Benford and David Snow (Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow & 

Benford, 1988; Snow, Rochford, Worden, & Benford, 1992) they utilize framing theory in 

explaining how socially skilled actors manage to act strategically to improve their position in 

a certain SAF. It is argued that those actors actively discover, articulate, and propagate frames 

to create understandings that other actors can identify with. This enables them to create shared 

identities which are used as a basis for coalition forming (Fligstein & McAdam, 2015). 

Moreover, they stress that “collective identity and shared meanings are central to the 

‘existential function of the social’ that we see both as motivating and enabling strategic 
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action” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012, p. 50, italics are mine). With this, they are reacting to a 

critique by social movement researchers Goldstein and Useem (2012), who challenged SAF 

theory as neglecting values, norms, identities and leadership, which are all essential concepts 

within social movement theory. Even though these aspects might have been falling short in 

their initial article about the theory (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011), the book on their theory of 

fields includes a whole chapter on micro foundations, describing exactly those social 

movement inherent considerations (Fligstein & McAdam, 2015).  

Why then compose a whole new theory if so many aspects of it are already established in 

another research area, one could ask? Fligstein and McAdam put forward two defences. First, 

they claim that their theory is simply broader and can therefore be applied to more contexts 

rather than just social movements. This argument holds true, however one could still counter 

that their theory is just an extension of social movement theory. The other argument they 

bring forth is that social movement theory not at all takes into account the concept of fields. 

This is, in my view, a much stronger argument as it stresses the innovative approach the two 

authors employ. Not only do they extend social movement theory and make it possible to 

employ aspects of the concept in many different contexts, they also manage to innovatively 

combine it with the idea of fields, which as shown above is often used in institutional theory. 

This combination leads to two mayor advantages, which will also become relevant in my 

analysis. 

First, it enables us to see both, individual agency, motivations, interests, and power relations 

on the one side, and societal level structural determents on the other side. This allows to see 

and understand their constant interplay in the formation and change of society. One could 

argue here that Giddens (1977) in his theory of structuration also assumes a duality of 

structure and agency. Fligstein and McAdam (2015) themselves name his theory as a 

legitimate alternative to their perspective. However, as Giddens’ theory lacks a clear 

conceptualization of a space or an arena where social action takes place, it proves less useful 

and somehow intangible compared with SAF theory, in terms of making sense of what actors 

are doing on the meso-level of social structure. 

The second advantage is that it makes it possible and emphasizes to see not only actions and 

interactions within a field, but also between fields in a larger field environment. This view-

point is crucial to be able to explain all phases from field emergence over field stability to 
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field transformation, especially taking into account the strong focus on exogenous shocks 

within SAF theory. 

This second aspect mentioned above also presents one of the main advantages SAF theory has 

over Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital, and fields in political and social life. When 

Bourdieu talks about fields, he describes a field of production as being bound by its 

participants, their products, and the value that is attributed to various resources and practices 

(Bourdieu, 1993). His concept acknowledges both heterogeneity of and hierarchy between 

actors, it incorporates notions of power and of social structure (ibid.). However, it limits the 

mobility of actors in the sense that it does not reflect extensively upon actors moving between 

different embedded fields but rather sees those fields as autonomous. It thereby misses to 

understand how fields influence one another within a larger field environment, interestingly 

similar to social movement theory. Moreover, in comparison to SAF theory, Bourdieu takes 

less account of collective action and rather focuses on understanding what individuals do 

(Bourdieu, 1996). Fligstein and McAdam, therefore, argue that their theory “adds a layer of 

complexity to the way that social life works that is distinctly social and attributes to actors the 

need to maintain forms of social cohesion and not just be in a competition for valued 

outcomes” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 20).  

Finally, one should take into account that some theorists strongly relate fields to networks that 

connect organizations to one another (Owen-Smith & Powell, 2004; Powell, 1990). However, 

it is argued that network theory describes a technique that invokes other theoretical concepts 

like power, resource dependence, co-optation, information, or trust (which are common to 

partly institutional theory and partly social movement studies) to explain social structures 

(Fligstein & Dauter, 2007) rather than giving an explanation of the underlying organizational 

structure and behaviour. Network analysis might prove useful as a technique to display 

relationships, potentially also those within and beyond SAFs, but it cannot keep up with 

understanding fields as precisely and all-encompassing as SAF theory allows to do.  

 

In light of all these other contributions to the broad field of interest of understanding “the 

overall structure of contemporary society” (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011, p. 2), it has to be 

acknowledged that SAF theory provides a huge contribution to both institutional research and 

social movement studies. Moreover, it proves to be the most relevant framework for this 

study, which tries to understand basic income as a field in all its complexity. It will allow me 
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to investigate both internal and external influences on the field and consider notions of 

structure as well as agency that impact the actors shaping the field. Nonetheless, there are 

certain points that are vague in their theory and the concept has been criticised for various 

aspects. In the next part, I will reflect upon those weaknesses and shortcomings. In order to 

support my critique, I will refer to some relevant studies that have worked with Fligstein and 

McAdam’s theory of fields. 

2.3.	Extending	and	criticizing	strategic	action	field	theory	

The subsequent part will reflect upon SAF theory in the light of how it has been used by other 

scholars in selected relevant academic studies. I will examine how those scholars use SAF 

theory, which aspects they find most and least useful, and discover what elements they add to 

the theory. This will build a basis to critically engage with Fligstein and McAdam’s concept 

to uncover weaknesses in the conceptualization, such as aspects that are unclear, less-well 

developed or missing in comparison to other concepts and theories that have been mentioned. 

It also provides a starting point to suggest how SAF theory could be adapted or extended and 

adds another layer of useful theoretical concepts to my further investigation. 

The studies that I will look at are Rebecca Taylor and James Rees’ (2016) work on “UK 

employment services: understanding provider strategies in a dynamic strategic action field”, 

Ilkka Kauppinen, Brenan Cantwell and Sheila Slaughter’s (2017) paper on “Social 

mechanisms and strategic action fields: The example of the emergence of the European 

Research Area”, and finally Canzler et al.’s (2017) work on “From ‘living lab’ to strategic 

action field: Bringing together energy, mobility, and Information Technology in Germany”. 

Each of these studies provides a unique insight into SAF theory, relevant for my research on 

the basic income SAF.  

 

Taylor and Rees (2016) examined UK employment services as a SAF, consisting of public, 

private and third sector organisations in what they call a “distinct quasi-market in which the 

state plays a central role” (ibid., p. 254). They mainly looked at how resources are used in this 

field, to examine the goals, strategies and choices of the different players in the field. They 

explored “how in practice, providers […] made sense of shifting challenger and incumbent 

roles, developed strategic responses, re-orientated services and shifted frames of reference in 

order to secure position and resources” (ibid., p. 258, italics in original). A specific focus was 
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laid on the power relationships between providers and state actors, and the providers’ agency 

to not only respond to but shape their quasi-market environment. 

What I find very interesting in their analysis, is their critic of the challenger-incumbent 

dichotomy in SAF theory as too broad to sufficiently reflect the diverse power relations in a 

field. They argue that “[t]he concepts of challengers and incumbents […] are very broad and 

while this makes them widely applicable to different field cases they do not comfortably 

account for the complexity of field-based hierarchies of position in employment services” 

(ibid., p. 265). They claim that this is especially important in a field with many players who 

can be defined as challengers, yet all of them applying very different strategies in regard to 

dealing with the dominant rules and potentially improving their position in the field. 

Their concern can be related to an argument raised in a critique of SAF theory by renown 

scholars Goldstone and Useem´s (2012). Fligstein and McAdam provide an elaborate reply to 

their critique (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012), yet some of the points that were raised remain 

disputed. The oversimplification of challengers and incumbents can be seen as one of those 

controversial points. While my study is not primarily set out to improve SAF theory, the 

critique provides a relevant matter to be aware of in my analysis, as the emerging field of 

basic income consists of many challengers, however not that many incumbents (yet). Taylor 

and Rees’ (2016) study encourages me to be attentive towards the complexity of relationships 

amongst those challengers. I will build upon this point in my work and scrutinize in how far 

SAF theory falls short in explaining complex relationships between challenger in the field of 

basic income. 

 

Kauppinen, Cantwell and Slaughter (2017) use SAF theory to understand the emergence of 

the European Research Area (ERA). By exploring the ERA as a SAF, they find that social 

mechanisms are implicitly used by Fligstein and McAdam, however not explicitly 

conceptualized within SAF theory. They define social mechanisms broadly as “a process 

involving at least two agents engaging in forming, maintaining, transforming, or dismantling 

a […] strategic action field”. The social mechanism they describe are seen as potential 

alternative explanations for field emergence and field change, that work in parallel to 

exogenous macro-events and social skill-triggered moments of contention which, they argue, 

Fligstein and McAdam rely too much on when explaining emergence and change in their 

theory. 
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For the case of ERA, they find a multitude of more specific social mechanisms that fuelled 

the field emergence, the most interesting of which for my study is boundary deactivation. The 

authors use boundary deactivation to describe three different cases. First, they refer to the 

deactivation of boundaries between different SAFs. Second, they talk about deactivating 

boundaries between certain actors to form coalitions. And third, they refer to the deactivation 

of national and organisational boundaries within a SAF. In all three instances they refer to the 

creation of shared frames in order to deactivate the existing boundaries. Many of the social 

mechanisms they find are very similar to the processes that Fligstein and McAdam describe 

as the mechanisms that shape the onset of contention (Fligstein & McAdam, 2011). Yet, by 

specifying this aspect, Kauppinen et al.’s concept of boundary deactivation can be considered 

a valuable addition to SAF theory. 

Additionally, they create another bridge to framing theory, as framing is pivotal for the 

success of social mechanisms. With their study, it becomes visible that SAF theory can 

certainly be extended with more insights from this field of research. As Furnari (2018) points 

out “extant research has not systematically conceptualized the relationship between field 

structures and frames” (p. 325). In his recent paper, he consequently conceptualized this 

relationship, proposing a model that links two types of frames (adversarial vs. collaborative) 

with two types of field structures (centralized vs. fragmented). Based on this model, he argues 

for instance that “in a fragmented field, collaborative […] frames are likely to attract a critical 

mass of support and trigger field change; and when they do, the type of field change triggered 

is likely to be a new field settlement aligning the fragmented actors in the field” (ibid., p. 

339). As the basic income SAF is in emergence and very fractured, there are parallels to the 

study of the emergence of the ERA, as well as interesting insights in regards to Furnari’s 

findings. Extending SAF theory to include a closer examination of social mechanisms, 

especially boundary deactivation, as well as a more detailed conceptualization of the 

relationship between certain frames and field structures provides a valuable added perspective 

to my study of the basic income SAF.  

 

Lastly, I will consider Canzler et al.’s (2017) study on ‘mobility-to-grid living labs’ in 

Germany as another study that tries to understand field emergence through SAF theory. 

Describing those living labs as test spaces for industry change through micro-level innovation 

activities, they examine the emergence of a new mobility-to-grid field consisting of actors 
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from the fields of energy, mobility, and information technology. This allows them to employ 

SAF theory to comprehend the interconnections and interaction between those different SAFs 

and the actors within them. What is interesting in their study is their explicit focus on actors 

who they call ‘border crossers’. By building upon Fligstein and McAdams idea of socially 

skilled actors, they argue that border crossers are those socially skilled actors, who “operate 

between different sectors and act as intermediaries. They know established sectors as well as 

emerging fields, so they are able to translate between different organizational and epistemic 

cultures” (Canzler et al., 2017, p. 33). The authors argue that those border crossers play a 

pivotal role in field emergence, as they speak the stakeholders’ different languages, are 

familiar with different reputation systems and are able to align competing goals. They are 

essential in fields that consist of very heterogeneous actors (which is the case for the mobility-

to-grid living labs). Border crossers can be individuals as well as organizations, companies or 

networks, and link to the concept of institutional entrepreneurs (e.g. DiMaggio, 1988). 

Considering the heterogeneity in regard to the understandings of basic income, the idea of 

border crossers, who efficiently cross the borders between the field of basic income and other 

SAFs, is a fruitful approach to consider in the analysis of the field. I use the concept to 

identify border crossers between the basic income field and other SAFs and investigate the 

role they play in the emergence of the field.  

 

As delineated in this part, SAF theory serves well as a theoretical framework to analyse the 

field of basic income. It provides an extensive and profound theory that allows to look at the 

meso-level of collective action, studying the stakeholders to a certain cause and their ability to 

act in the field. In the following part, I will outline the setting and design of my study, 

including a further elaboration on how the theory helps me as an analytical framework in my 

research.  

3.	Methodology	

The aim of this study is to investigate the key actors and their position in the field of basic 

income, in order to understand how they shape the field and the concept of basic income. 

What I, therefore, set out to do is to scrutinize the meaning these key actors attribute to the 

concept of basic income. Accordingly, I chose to apply a qualitative approach, which is 

helpful when studying the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a problem and a social 
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issue (Creswell, 2013). In order to gain knowledge from my data I use a grounded-theory 

inspired research approach. I gather and analyse my data in an iterative process, taking the 

Basic Income Earth Network, BIEN, and its actors as a starting point. I use online and offline 

publications by those actors and analyse them using line-by-line coding with the help of the 

coding software NVivo. The coding allows me to categorize and interpret my data to come up 

with findings in regard to my research question. I conduct my study from the perspective of a 

realist social constructivism.  

This research paradigm as well as my study design, the process of data generation and data 

analysis and the setting of my study will be outlined in more detail in the following parts.  

3.1.	Research	paradigm	

The research paradigm or philosophy of science describes the researcher’s ontology, which is 

the view of how reality is constituted, and her/his epistemology, the view of how knowledge 

about this reality can be acquired. The most common research philosophies are pragmatism, 

interpretivism, realism, and positivism (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016). Each of these 

philosophies is legitimate and none should be seen as superior to the other. However, the 

research paradigm has to be in accordance with the research question and aim of the study 

(ibid.), as the ontological and epistemological beliefs a scholar holds effect her/his research 

design. 

I aim to build my knowledge from the data I collect. This will allow me to understand the 

emerging field of basic income in all its complexity from what I find in my analysis. My aim 

is to scrutinize the meaning different actors in the field of basic income ascribe to the idea, to 

understand their positions in the field as well as how they shape the concept. This approach is 

in line with the belief that truth, reality and meaning do not exist in an external world, but are 

created by individuals, who build their own distinct meaning in interaction with the world 

(Gray, 2009). Hence, the meaning of certain phenomena is not externally given and then 

discovered but created (ibid.). This relates to the idea of social constructivism (ibid.), which is 

usually seen as part of an interpretivist research paradigm (Saunders et al., 2016). Social 

constructivism seems to be a fitting perspective regarding the philosophy of science of this 

study. 

However, I use SAF theory as a theoretical framework to help me understand my data. Even 

though I will only employ it in instances where it helps me understand the data I generate 

from the field, this choice should be in accordance with my philosophy of science. Fligstein 
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and McAdam (2015) suggest that one can employ either a realist or a positivist approach 

when using their SAF theory in qualitative studies. While positivist studies aim at testing the 

theory (or critical parts of it), for instance through different case studies, engaging a realist 

approach makes sense if the aim of the study is to “explain a particular phenomenon of 

interest” (ibid., p. 184). In my study, the main interest is to explain the concept of basic 

income. Hence, it would make sense to apply a realist approach, seeing SAF theory as an 

orienting concept to make sense of the actors and the actions that I find in my data from the 

basic income field. 

Social constructivism as part of interpretivism is often seen as contradictory to realism. 

Realists believe that “there is a world out there that can be understood by getting at the 

underlying structures and mechanisms that produce the actual changes we observe” (Fligstein 

& McAdam, 2015, p. 185). Social constructivists say that meanings are “formed through 

interaction with others […] and through historical and cultural norms that operate in 

individual’s lives” (Creswell, 2013, p. 24). Even though these views are often seen as 

conflicting, I agree with Elder-Vass (2012, p. 23) that “realism is thoroughly compatible with 

moderate versions of social constructionism and indeed provides stronger ontological backing 

for it than the anti-realist approaches that are often associated with more extreme versions of 

social constructionism”. I argue that a realist approach can be combined with social 

constructivism in a way that allows to understand the constant interplay between underlying 

structures (which themselves are constructed yet collectively agreed upon as relatively fixed, 

or in that sense real), and the individually constructed meaning actors ascribe to a certain 

concept. Employing a realist social constructivist view allows me to understand the 

underlying structures and mechanism that produce change within the basic income field 

(realism), while it also acknowledges that those structures develop out of interaction between 

the actors and the meaning they subscribe to them (social constructivism). A realist social 

constructivist viewpoint, hence, enables me to include macro-considerations and micro-

foundations of SAFs in my study. Finally, it also provides a perspective that allows to deal 

with the related sociology-inherent dilemma of structural determinism vs. individual agency. 

It makes it possible to see the constant interplay and interdependencies of 

societal/organizational/systemic structures and aspects of individual agency, such as for 

instance individual skill or personal motivation, allowing to see both as determents of stability 

and change. 
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What is important to accentuate is that even though I do use a theory as a framework to 

understand and structure my data, I work inductively in my study. I do not use my study to 

test the existing theory, which would be a deductive approach (Creswell, 2013). I employ the 

theory in instances where it helps understand the data I generate. I use it as an overall 

theoretical frame, acknowledging that no inductive work can naïvely suggest to not be 

influenced by any prior insights, but that “the construction of a theory [or concept], whether 

empirically grounded or not, cannot start ab ovo, but has to draw on already existing stocks of 

knowledge” (Kelle, 2005). With an (open-minded yet not empty-headed) inductive study 

design, I seek to discover patterns and associations based on the data (Creswell, 2013; Kelle, 

2005). Working inductively allows me to be more flexible in terms of putting different 

emphases and focus points during the data generation based on insights from this process 

(Saunders et al., 2016). This flexibility was an important advantage as it allowed me to steer 

my study in a promising direction throughout the process, instead of being struck with an 

inflexible theoretical framework. It enabled me to discover new ideas, and move fluently 

between data and theory, particular experiences and more general sets of propositions. This 

kind of inductive work is very compatible with ideas from grounded-theory, which is why I 

choose to employ a grounded-theory inspired study design, as outlined in the next part.  

3.2.	Methodological	approach	and	study	design		

I conduct my study with a grounded-theory inspired approach, where data generation and 

analysis happen in an iterative manner. Grounded Theory was introduced by Barney G. 

Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) as a concept that is meant to guide scholars in developing 

new theories on the ground of data. It is therefore rather a meta-theory than a theoretical 

approach, as it advocates “developing theories from research grounded in data rather than 

deducing testable hypotheses from existing theories” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 4, italics in original). 

The scholars developed the meta-theory in the 1960s when positivistic approaches dominated 

the scientific landscape. In contrast, qualitative research was seen as unsystematic and biased 

(Charmaz, 2006). As a reaction to that, Grounded Theory describes a systematic approach of 

collecting, coding, comparing and analysing data from the field to orderly develop new 

theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). While Glaser and Strauss (1967) talk about the discovery 

of new theories, other scholars working with the concept, such as Charmaz (2006), suggest 
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that theories are rather constructed through Grounded Theory. This resonates more with the 

(realist) social constructivist approach I employ.  

In this thesis, I do neither aim nor claim to develop a holistic theory from the data I collect in 

the field of basic income. What I do in my study is using the approach of Grounded Theory as 

an inspiration for my data generation and analysis process. As will be outlined in more detail 

in the subsequent part, I follow a systematic approach of iterative text collection, data 

generation, coding, comparisons and analysis that is similar to the one introduced by Glaser 

and Strauss. The material I use are original texts on basic income, including publications by 

relevant actors in the field, newsletters or blog posts by relevant actors or groups, books or 

articles written by those actors, transcriptions of talks and interviews, as well as media articles 

about basic income, relevant actors or basic income pilots. Through grounded-theory inspired 

text analysis I generate findings about the complex field of basic income from this data. As 

my insights will be grounded within the data, I will use SAF theory only as a supportive 

theoretical framework to help me understand my data whenever suitable. This aligns with 

what Glaser and Strauss (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) call ‘theoretical sensitivity’, meaning that I 

will reflect upon the relevant empirical data with the help of theoretical terms. In line with 

Charmaz (2006, p. 10) I argue that the findings are constructed in my study and can only be 

an “interpretive portrayal of the studied world, not an exact picture of it”. 

3.3.	Text	collection	and	data	generation		

As it is common in newly emerging fields, both definitions and practices are still in flux, and 

consequently there is no one clear entry point into an analysis of the basic income field. My 

interest in the topic was triggered when I joined a conference on basic income in Lisbon in 

September 2017. After some initial desk research on the organization which hosted the 

conference, the Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN), I realized that it is a significant network 

in the field of basic income. I, therefore, decided to take BIEN and its most prominent actors 

as a point of entry. Starting from there, I seek to map the various actors in the field of basic 

income and investigate how they shape the concept of basic income through discussing the 

idea in different settings, with diverse stakeholders and using a variety of frames. 

The way material is generated is very significant as it influences what phenomenon the 

researcher sees, how s/he perceives them and consequently what findings s/he makes from 

them (Charmaz, 2006). As I want to analyse how these actors speak about basic income in the 

field, the best data I can generate are texts written by and about these actors in relation to 
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basic income as they portray how they articulate their views in the field. I considered 

interviews as an additional data source, however weighting the effort of gaining access to a 

suitable interviewee against the insignificant benefit these data sources could bring in addition 

to the texts, led to the decision to rely solely on written texts as well as some online videos 

and podcasts with these actors. As the interest in basic income rose steeply in the recent years, 

there is an enormous amount of data in form of texts and online videos available, which is 

another advantage for my study.  

As I used a grounded-theory inspired research approach, my text collection, data generation, 

and data analysis went hand-in-hand. I speak of both text collection and data generation as I 

see them as two separate points in my study. As I worked with existing texts, I did not 

generate all my material as it would be the case for example in an ethnographic field work, 

where the researchers creates the data from immersing her/himself in the field, or when 

conducting interviews (Given, 2008). What I did was collecting texts and documents that 

already exist. However, I argue that these texts are not data in themselves. They become 

empirical material that I use as data though my active treatment of those texts, by choosing 

one over the other and putting them together in a certain way. I argue that data are not “‘out 

there’ just waiting to be collected; rather, data are produced from their sources using 

qualitative research methods” (Given, 2008, p. 193). This again fits with the realist social 

constructivist understanding I base my study on.  

The grounded-theory approach starts with gathering rich data to provide solid material for 

building a significant analysis. Working with the iterative process, I started collecting texts, 

generated empirical material, analysed this as data and went on to collect more texts on this 

basis. The first texts I collected were publications by BIEN. On their website they have both a 

news section, where they inform about recent developments concerning basic income and 

about events, as well as an opinion section, where they publish op-ed pieces, interviews, 

reviews, and blog posts by BIEN affiliates. In addition, they publish the papers and talks that 

are presented at their yearly conferences. They have a huge variety of authors expressing their 

views in these sections. As I was planning to find the most relevant actors, that could be 

mapped in a basic income SAF, I first did a primary scan of these texts to find out which 

actors were most often mentioned and referred to. From the conference in Lisbon, I had 

already learned that the two BIEN co-founders Guy Standing and Philippe Van Parijs as well 

as former BIEN co-chair Karl Widerquist were prominent figures in the network. This view 
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was confirmed from the publications on BIEN’s website which frequently referred to and 

engaged with these persons. I picked a variety of texts by and about those actors, that 

included opinion pieces they wrote for BIEN, talks and interviews they gave to different 

audiences, as e.g. at conferences in different countries, public events or for newspapers, as 

well as parts of books and research articles they wrote. This practice of sourcing data from 

different input streams is called triangulation. It is meant to enhance the credibility of the 

evidence as it allows to recognize consistency as well as identify inconsistencies that need to 

be clarified (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2014). It is most commonly used in case studies, However, I 

find it to be a valuable approach for my research, too. In my study, it is not only important in 

terms of credibility of my findings, but also because it allows me to reveal inconsistencies in 

the argumentations actors use when they talk about basic income to different audiences. For 

instance, I found that the same actors used and present different arguments, viewpoints and 

angles of the field depending on whether s/he believes to speak to people who have the same 

or a very different opinion on the issue. 

After an initial coding of these texts, I used a form of snowball sampling to find other actors 

and texts to engage with. Snowball sampling is more commonly used when working with 

interviews where it describes the principle of gradually developing the pool of prospective 

participants as the data collection proceeds (Noy, 2008), meaning that interviewees point the 

researcher towards the next potential interview participants. In my study, I used my data to 

find out which other actors are relevant, by identifying those that are often mentioned and 

referred to. The process of snowball-sampling is sometimes criticised for being too informal 

as a data sourcing method (ibid.). Yet, I argue that it is a very useful strategy for my study as I 

aim to map the field of basic income, which means that I want to understand which actors are 

seen and heard in the field. The strategy of snowball sampling, therefore, allows me to follow 

the actors in the field and bring me as close as possible to their conceptualization of the field 

structures. This also fits the theoretical frame of SAF theory, as it aligns with the idea that 

SAFs are not strictly bound, but socially constructed on a situational basis, depending on how 

the situation and the issue at stake is defined (Fligstein & McAdam, 2015). 

It should, however, be mentioned at this point that due to language restrictions I only used 

English and some German publications. As the international debate about basic income 

happens to a large extend in English, this should not distort my findings too much. 

Nonetheless, it has to be acknowledged as a potential limitation of the study. 



 32 

Having broadened my data sourcing beyond BIEN, this procedure led me to the Dutch 

journalist Rutger Bregman as well as to Facebook co-founder and initiator of the Economic 

Security Project Chris Hughes. Both are prominently featured in international newspapers, 

videos and other publications about basic income. Again, I collected texts, online videos as 

well as a podcast from different sources that portrayed the perspectives of those two actors in 

different contexts. The podcast, as well as interviews and videos were very helpful as they 

allowed to see the different actors in interaction with one another or other people. Another 

important actor I found in this process is Juliana Bidadanure, who leads Stanford University’s 

Basic Income Lab. She speaks about basic income from both a philosophical viewpoint as 

well as under consideration of technological progress and is therefore seen as an important 

figure in a diverse set of contexts in which basic income is discussed. 

I continued the iterative process of text collection, data generation and analysis until I felt like 

I had relatively consistent findings, which aligns with Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) idea of 

saturation (Czarniawska, 2014). In the phase of focused coding, I went back into data 

sourcing whenever I was unsure about the strength of a certain category. This process of 

going back and forth between data generation and analysis allowed me to move flexibly 

between raw data and findings, between broader and more focused views and between more 

general insights and examples from the field. In other words I was “moving from the field to 

the desk and back” (Czarniawska, 2014, p. 24), or, as Glaser and Strauss called it, taking “a 

set of double-back steps” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 16 italics in original).  

3.4.	Data	analysis		

Being inspired by grounded theory, I used an approach of line-by-line coding, focused coding 

and memo writing for my data analysis. Charmaz (2006, p. 71) calls coding “that first part of 

the adventure that enables you to make the leap from concrete events and descriptions of them 

to theoretical insight and theoretical possibilities”. I used coding as the first adventurous step 

into understanding the basic income field, starting to comprehend its structures and actors, on 

my way to generate finding and insights. 

The initial phase of grounded theory coding involves naming each word, line, or segment of 

data (ibid.). I used this line-by-line coding strategy to analyse the initial set of data I sourced. 

The aim of this initial coding was to “mine early data for analytic ideas to pursue in further 

data collection and analysis” (ibid., p.46). It involves a very close reading of the text, where I 

named every line, sometimes even every word or line fragment. I used the coding software 
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NVivo. NVivo allows to name the codes (or nodes as they are called in the software) while 

coding instead of defining codes and categories beforehand, which means that in this initial 

coding I could stay very close to the texts. I also used in vivo codes, using certain words or 

fragments of sentences from the text as a code for a section of text. This allowed me to use 

the actors’ language and capture the meaning they were putting to the concept of basic 

income in my codes (Charmaz, 2006). An example of this is the re-occurring phrase 

‘milestone of civilization’ when describing basic income. I discovered it in one of the first 

texts I analysed and coded it as an in vivo code. Similar phrases kept coming up in different 

variations throughout my data and I later developed it into a category. By reading the material 

thoroughly line-by-line, sometimes word-by-word, trying to answer the question ’what is this 

an example of?’, I was able to get a first overview over what was going on in the material and 

in the field of basic income. I found first linkages, ideas for categories, repeated words, and 

sentence fragments but also tensions that I could explore further. My focus was sharpened in 

this initial process, so that I could get to a deeper layer of the basic income field and continue 

with focused coding.  

In this phase of focused coding I worked more selectively and used those of my initial codes 

that were the most significant or frequent to organize my data. I was able to sort and 

synthesize the categories, integrate them with each other and find relations between different 

concepts and categories. By coding my material with those categories, I could also find out if 

I had missed any insights, if certain categories were redundant, or if new categories had to be 

developed. What is important to remember at this point is that in grounded theory one works 

with an iterative approach, where data and empirical material is compared from the beginning 

on, not after all the data are collected and that data is always compared with emerging 

categories (Charmaz, 2006). This means that when I moved into focused coding, I re-coded 

some of my data, but also still generating more material and data, constantly comparing it to 

the categories that emerged throughout the analysis. 

It is also important to mention at this point, that my analysis was shaped by my theoretical 

framework, SAF theory. Charmaz suggests several safeguards to make sure that a theoretical 

concept is not imposing on the data, but actually works to help understand the data. She 

recommends asking yourself the following questions: “Do these concepts help you understand 

what the data indicate? If so, how do they help? Can you explicate what is happening in this 

line or segment of data with these concepts? Can you adequately interpret this segment of 
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data without these concepts? What do they add?” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 68). In applying SAF 

theory, I always had these questions in mind, answering them along the way whenever I 

considered using SAF theory. In addition, I was inspired by Taylor (2016) who used SAF 

theory to analyse US Higher Education. He conducted an inductive, thematic document 

analysis, using jottings, memoranda and drafts to enable progressive abstraction and 

refinement of analytical categories, yet paying particular attention to SAF-relevant themes 

(i.a. positioning of challengers and incumbents, government units, new entrants/ border- 

crossers, rules of the field, contention, social skills/ socially skilled actors, exogenous shocks, 

related SAFs). I also used ‘jottings, memoranda and drafts’, or memos to write down my 

thoughts and analytical perceptions. This enabled me to keep up with the continuous analysis 

of my data and development of theoretical concepts and ideas. It allowed me to increase the 

level of abstraction of the ideas developed in the process, while constantly comparing them 

with the data. This is why the process of memo writing is seen as a “pivotal intermediate step 

between data collection and writing drafts of papers” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 72). In this phase 

when I moved between focused coding and memo writing, I used a similar approach as Taylor 

(2016). I created categories from the codes I found in the data, and when writing first memos, 

I compared these categories to concepts from SAF theory to see if they can help me sort and 

synthesize my findings even more, as well as put them into context. This allowed me to gain a 

deep understanding of my phenomenon of interest, the concept of basic income, but with SAF 

theory as an orienting concept to make sense of the actors and the actions in the field.  

Overall this grounded-theory-inspired approach of data analysis enabled me to analytically 

and systematically unify the ideas and concepts that emerged from my data. I was able to stay 

close to the data I analysed while simultaneously developing the possible theoretical 

meanings of my data and codes on different levels of abstraction.  

3.5.	Setting	

Before I move into describing my findings from analysing the data, I will briefly elaborate on 

the setting of my study. In my study, I aim to map the overall field of basic income, which 

implies a global perspective. In my text collection, data generation, and analysis I, therefore, 

did not exclude any actors based on their country of origin or residence and actively tried to 

have a global perspective and include actors from different countries. At the start of my 

research, I considered limiting the field of study to Europe, however I soon realized that the 

basic income debate spans beyond continents and it would not be able to portray the field 
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without considering actors from outside Europe. Nonetheless, my entry point at BIEN, which 

can be seen as a rather ‘Western’-focussed network, undoubtedly shaped the data I gathered, 

as well as my findings. I, therefore, do not claim to portray a perfect representation of the 

field, but a well-grounded interpretation of the field and the actors that I found to be most 

important in my study.  

As the field of basic income gained more and more interest after the financial crisis in 2008, 

and gained increasing relevance in the recent years, it makes sense to focus the analysis on the 

last decade, with a specific focus on the current debate about basic income. Focussing on this 

time period, moreover, allows me to investigate in how far basic income is currently 

emerging as a strategic action field. All texts I coded were published between 2008 and 2018, 

with the majority from 2016 - 2018. Yet, in my initial scanning of texts I also drew on some 

older documents for comparisons or to gain deeper understanding about certain issues.  

In the process of my research, I collected and read more than 750 pages of texts as potential 

data and transcribed four videos and two podcasts. In NVivo, I analysed 26 of these 

documents, with an approximate total length of 65 pages, with line-by-line coding and 

focused coding. 

It is important to note that the actors I included are all proponents of the basic income idea, as 

I focused on those who drive the concept forward and thereby shape the field. Opponents 

certainly talk about basic income as well, yet based on my analysis I argue that the most 

prominent voices in the field are those who put forward diverse arguments in favour of a 

basic income. The following outline will provide an overview the most important actors, who 

I studied in my research. 

 
Name Country Background information 

Rutger 

Bregman 

Nether-

lands 

Rutger Bregman is a 30-year-old Dutch historian, author and 

journalist. He published four books on topics spanning from history 

to philosophy and economics, with his most popular one being 

“Utopia For Realists. And How We Can Get There” (Bregman, 

2017), which became a worldwide bestseller. The Guardian once 

called him “the Dutch wunderkind of new ideas” (Snowdon, 2017), 

and his TED Talk on basic income called “Poverty isn’t a lack of 

character; it’s a lack of cash” was chosen as one of the top10 TED 
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Talks in 2017 (Anderson, 2017). With his ideas on basic income, he 

was interviewed and featured in various newspapers, as for instance 

The Guardian and The Washington Post. In the field of basic 

income, he tends to be described as the progressive, young, 

considerate yet courageous proponent of a realistic utopian future. 

More generally, he is portrayed as someone in the left political 

spectrum of society, who does not only complain about current 

problems, but proposes ambitious yet feasible solutions, something 

that seems to be perceived as lacking on the left in the recent years 

(Checchin, 2017). 

Guy 

Standing 

UK Guy Standing is a labour economist who currently holds a position 

as professor of Development Studies at the School of Oriental and 

African Studies at the University of London. Standing was born in 

1948 in the UK, received his doctorate in economics from 

University of Cambridge in 1977 and co-founded BIEN in 1986. 

Before re-entering academia in 2006, Standing worked for the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) for 31 years. His main 

responsibility was being director of ILO’s Socio-Economic 

Security Programme, which amongst others worked towards 

creating reports and indices on socio-economic security and decent 

work worldwide. He has a special interest in and passion for the 

issues of the class of the precariat5 on which he writes in different 

books and articles (e.g. Standing, 2011, 2012). He was involved in 

several basic income trials, recently in a pilot in India. He is well 

known for his passionate talks and articles about the problems of 

the labour market, the challenges of the precariat and basic income 

as a solution thereof. Still today, he is a renown and respected 

figure in BIEN. 

Karl USA Karl Widerquist is an American economist and political 

                                                
5 In the Oxford Dictionary the precariat is described as a term that has its origin in the words precarious and 
proletariat and that relates to “people whose employment and income are insecure” (Oxford Dictionary, 2018). 
Standing can be seen as a prominent figure who brought the term into current general language, which is why I 
will outline how he understands the precariat when I present my findings.  
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Widerquist philosopher, specialised in the area of distributive justice, who 

currently works at the Georgetown University-Qatar. He is a 

prominent proponent of basic income, serving as co-chair of BIEN 

between 2010 and 2017, being the founder of the US Basic Income 

Guarantee Network and the initiator of BIEN News in 2011. 

Widerquist is known as strongly critiquing (right-) libertarianism in 

his writings, a viewpoint that also influences his perspective on 

basic income. Besides publishing in academic journals, he has 

commented on political, philosophical and economic issues, 

including prominently basic income, in different news outlets and 

in several of his books (e.g. Widerquist, 2013; Widerquist et al., 

2013). Last year, he stepped down as BIEN co-chair to write a book 

on basic income for the Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s 

Essential Knowledge Series (McFarland, 2017a). 

Chris 

Hughes 

USA Chris Hughes is most prominently known as the co-founder of 

Facebook. Due to Facebook’s success, the 34-year-old became a 

millionaire and one of the richest US-Americans at a very young 

age. Hughes left Facebook in 2007 to volunteer for Barack 

Obama’s presidential campaign, where he was praised for 

revolutionizing Obama’s online strategy and digital social media 

campaign (Stelter, 2008). Since then, he has been involved in 

several charitable organizations while still contributing to 

Facebook’s development as well as working for a venture capital 

firm. In 2016, he co-founded the Economic Security Project (ESP), 

a network that aims at discussing and promoting the idea of basic 

income, including plans of testing it in the US-context. On the ESP 

website, the team describes itself as a “group of organizers, 

policymakers, artists, and technologists exploring how cash can 

help people adapt to the new economy” (Economic Security 

Project, 2018). Earlier this year, Hughes also published a book on 

the issue called „Fair Shot: Rethinking Inequality and How We 

Earn“ (Hughes, 2018). 
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Philippe 

Van Parijs 

Belgium Philippe Van Parijs, born 1951, is a Belgian philosopher and 

economist. He holds a position as professor for economics and 

social ethics at the Université catholique de Louvain, and for 

several years was a regular visiting professor at University of 

Oxford and Harvard University. He co-founded BIEN in 1986 and 

is seen as one of the earliest and still most prominent proponents on 

basic income. He wrote several books and articles about it, the most 

popular ones being “Arguing for Basic Income. Ethical foundations 

for a radical reform” (Van Parijs, 1992) and “Real Freedom for All: 

What (if anything) can justify capitalism?” (Van Parijs, 1997). In 

his academic work he engages a lot with conceptualizations of 

freedom and justice. He is commonly referred to as a left libertarian 

or liberal egalitarian thinker in the basic income field (Bidadanure, 

2017; Standing, 2017a). 

Juliana 

Bidadanure 

France/ 

USA 

Juliana Bidadanure, originally from France, is an assistant professor 

of political philosophy with an affiliation to the McCoy Family 

Center for Ethics in Society at Stanford University. She holds a 

PhD in political philosophy from the University of York, and 

focuses her research on justice and egalitarian thought, calling 

herself an egalitarian theorist. At Stanford she teaches courses on 

the philosophy behind basic income and leads the Stanford Basic 

Income Lab, which was established in 2017 to support both 

research and policy development in the area of basic income 

(Stanford BIL, 2018). The Lab received seed funding from the 

Economic Security Project, in which Bidadanure serves in the 

steering committee. 

Table 3: The most important actors in the field of basic income  

 

These are the actors who I found to be most dominant in the field and who’s voices will be 

included in the following as part of an analytical conversation, aiming to portray their 

perspectives through interpreting their actual words (Creswell, 2013).  



 39 

4.	Order	and	Disorder	in	the	Basic	Income	Field	–	Findings	from	

Analysing	the	Data	

A main aim in this thesis is to map the actors in the field of basic income, and to understand 

how they shape the concept. Through my analysis I find that the field of basic income is 

rather fractured. Even though all actors align to the overall frame of seeing basic income as an 

essential concept to promote civil progress and as an idea that needs courageous actors to 

implement it, there is a variety of different actors with different understandings of the concept 

of basic income itself. I cluster those actors into three broad categories along the lines of their 

conceptualization and suggestions of who will benefit from a basic income. I, moreover, 

explicate the social skills and strategic actions these actors use to promote their 

conceptualizations, beliefs, and opinions. 

4.1.	A	common	frame	across	the	field	of	basic	income		

When you start looking at the field of basic income and the actors within in, you find a very 

prominent overall frame that keeps coming up repeatedly. This frame relates basic income to 

notions of utopia and the next big milestone for society or civilisation. It paints a picture of 

basic income as the only possible next step, urgently needed, if we want civilisation to thrive 

and develop further. Words and phrases that explicitly state this ‘urgency’ are often used to 

create a sense of criticality. While Bregman (2017, VII6), in an opinion piece for The 

Guardian, clearly calls basic income a ‘milestone of civilisation’, other actors use more 

nuanced words, however all leading in the same direction of comparing it with the 

establishment of civil or human rights, inserting utopian ideas about society. In an interview 

with The Irish Times, Philippe Van Parijs claims that basic income builds on the abolition of 

slavery, and relates it to voting rights, when he says: 

“In a past that is not that remote, the majority of the population could not even 
imagine a society in which no one would be born in slavery. Even more recently, most 
people found it natural that only a fraction of the adult population could vote. An 
unconditional income is no more utopian than those two other major steps in the 
progress of civilization and, once made, will seem just as self-evident.” (Van Parijs, 
2017, XIII) 

 

                                                
6 All references in this part refer to empirical material. In the bibliography, there is a separate section with an 
overview over all texts that were analysed as empirical data, labelled I - XXXIV.   



 40 

Several others, such as Karl Widerquist, describe basic income as a human right that everyone 

should be able to access. Similarly, ‘utopia’ keeps coming up as a word to describe basic 

income. When Juliana Bidadanure reviews Van Parijs’ recent book on basic income for the 

Stanford Social Innovation Review, she calls basic income a ‘radical utopia’. However, she 

adds in the next sentence: “UBI [universal basic income] may be a utopia, but it is starting to 

look like a realistic one” (Bidadanure, 2017, IV). This connotation is interesting, as it is a 

commonly used association in the field. Actors tend to describe basic income as utopian or 

radical, however, in the same measure as an ‘easy’ or ‘simple’ solution. Philippe Van Parijs 

connects it to utopian thinking and describes it as a ‘radical proposal’ and at the same time as 

a ‘disarmingly simple idea’ (XXVI). Rutger Bregman published a book on basic income 

under the title ‘utopia for realists’, which seems to put this overall frame into words.  

Connected with this are calls towards society and politicians to make a courageous choice for 

basic income. This portrays it as an achievable goal, something that we just need to be 

courageous enough to decide for, to make it happen. In the Guardian Guy Standing 

proclaims:  

“It will […] be up to the courage and integrity of politicians to build a basic income 
system” (Standing, 2017, XXIV).  
 

Similarly, in an interview Chris Hughes declares: 

“The question is, do we have the political will to do it, not is it actually affordable to 
do so” (Hughes, 2017, XXVII).  

 
What is also striking in this framing of the issue is that considerations of both feasibility and 

macro-economic effects are hardly present in the conversation. Depending on the audience 

(and their questions) these issues are sometimes mentioned but they never receive a 

prominent place in the debate. The overall strategy within the field is rather to convince 

people that basic income is a vitally needed concept, as it can be seen in the actors’ frames 

above, implicitly proposing that it will be feasible if we really want it and are therefore 

willing to put resources to it. As to macro-economic outcomes, the words of Guy Standing in 

his book “Basic Income: And How We Can Make It Happen” are a good example of how 

these concerns are pushes aside as less important. Standing grants these ‘Economic 

Arguments’ only one (surprisingly short) of twelve chapters in his book, and starts it with:  

“Although, in the view of the writer, the primary justification for basic income are 
social justice, freedom and security, a basic income system would also have a number 
of economic advantages. These include higher, more sustainable, economic growth, a 
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stabilizing impact on the economic cycle, and protection against possible large-scale 
unemployment as a result of disruptive technological change.” (Standing, 2017, p. 97, 
XXIII) 

 
Standing mentions these (macro-)economic considerations only as a side-note to other 

apparently more important social concerns.  

Despite this shared overall framing in the field of basic income as an urgently needed concept 

to promote civil progress and as an idea that needs courageous actors to implement it, my 

analysis found a rather fractured field and identified a variety of different understandings of 

the term and concept of basic income. The different understandings cannot be clearly 

categorised and separated from one another. Quite often, they overlap, blend into each other 

in certain aspects but contradict in others, or one actor employs different frames depending on 

the audience s/he is speaking to. Nonetheless, the dominant actors in the field can be 

classified along their perception and proclamation of who will benefit from basic income. I 

chose this line of categorization, as the question regarding the main beneficiaries can be seen 

as an essential distinguishing criterion, considering that basic income is a concept that is 

supposed to (re)distributes money to certain people. It is often one of the first questions asked, 

and I found it to be one of the most relevant issues discussed between the actors in the field. 

This categorization, therefore, allows me to draw some clusters in the field, that can be 

expected to be quite visible. Yet it also enables me to reveal underlying tensions within each 

cluster, discovering that the visible structures in the field might not suffice to be as clear as 

they seem.  

First, there is a set of actors who describes basic income as an idea that will help the 

disadvantaged. These actors mainly employ a structuralist view and argue for the 

emancipatory potential of basic income. Second, there are actors who claim basic income to 

benefit most people, however with the exception of very rich people, who are supposed to 

‘pay back’ in this redistributive conceptualisation of basic income. Finally, there is a group of 

actors, who predict basic income to have direct positive effects society as a whole. Their 

arguments are based on ideas related to freedom and egalitarian ideals.  

In the next sections I will put forward my analysis of these three groups of actors. I will 

describe how the idea of basic income is shaped between them, and how they shape the field 

of basic income. To sufficiently expose the complexity of views in the field, for each group I 

will first outline the main commonalities that unite the actors within one group and 
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distinguish them from the others but then also identify some distinctions between the actors of 

each group.  

4.2.	Basic	income	for	the	disadvantaged	–	the	emancipatory	view		

4.2.1.	Commonalities		

The first group of actors proposes basic income as a concept from which, once implemented, 

the most disadvantaged in society would benefit. These actors describe various ills of our 

current society, that leave people in poverty or precarious work situations, and propose basic 

income to solve many of those. Their main commonality is that in their arguments, they 

employ a structuralist view on these problems and argue that we need to stop looking at the 

individual as the problem. Instead we need to retain a perspective that realizes structural 

problems in our societies. They argue that the solution is to structurally emancipate people 

with a basic income to free themselves from the disadvantaged positions the system puts them 

in.  

Two prominent actors who support this view of basic income are the Dutch journalist Rutger 

Bregman and the British professor and co-founder of BIEN, Guy Standing.  

Rutger Bregman prominently calls for helping people out of poverty with basic income. He 

proclaims that the poor are the most disadvantaged in our societies and those who will benefit 

most from a basic income. With this, he is in line with many actors in the basic income field, 

who put forward the potential of basic income to eradicate poverty as one of its strongest 

advantages, especially in comparison to existing social programs (see e.g. Forget, 2011; 

Kentish, 2017). Interestingly though, Bregman, in his reasoning why we should help people 

out of poverty, does not talk about pity or even necessarily empathy for the poor. He rather 

speaks about the potential we waste by having people live in poverty. An opinion piece, he 

wrote in The Guardian in 2017, he powerfully starts with proclaiming: “Keeping people poor 

is a political choice we can no longer afford, with so much human potential wasted. We need 

a universal basic income” (Bregman, 2017, VII). Whenever Bregman talks about basic 

income, he employs this potentiality view. He often refers to a concept from behavioural 

science, called scarcity mentality, explaining that:  

“People behave differently when they perceive a thing to be scarce. What that thing is 
doesn’t much matter; whether it’s time, money or food, it all contributes to a ‘scarcity 
mentality’. This narrows your focus to your immediate deficiency. The long-term 
perspective goes out of the window.” (Bregman, 2017, VII) 



 43 

 
This relates to losing potentiality in the sense that it leads to people making “dumb decisions 

[not] because they are dumb, but because they’re living in a context in which anyone would 

make dumb decisions” (ibid.), and clearly portrays a structuralist view on the problem. 

Following this line of thought, what is needed is an instrument that helps people come out of 

poverty to emancipate them to make better decisions. Bregman’s answer is basic income. 

What he does with this way of framing the problem is that he shifts the definition of the 

problem of (and consequently also the solution to) poverty from an individual to a 

structuralist level.  

Next to Bregman, Guy Standing is an important actor, who strongly supports an idea of basic 

income as structurally emancipating the disadvantaged. Standing does not necessarily talk 

about the poor, but he still refers to the most disadvantaged, whom he perceives to consist of a 

group in society he calls the precariat. Broadly, he describes the precariat as a group in society 

that suffers from severe labour insecurity. Similar to Bregman, in explaining the problem, he 

employs a structuralist frame. In his book on basic income, he talks about the conditions of 

the precariat as “chronic” and “systemic insecurities” and criticised the exploitation of the 

precariat in our current labour market system (Standing, 2017, XXIII). After describing the 

problem as structuralist, he enlarges this frame to argue that accordingly this problem needs to 

be countered on a systemic level. He puts forward the need for a structuralist solution instead 

of an individualist one and the potential of basic income to provide such solution to 

strengthen a person’s capacity to escape from oppressive and exploitative labour 

relationships. In a talk he gave in 2012, he critiques individualist solutions for instance when 

he says:  

“[T]alking about the personal characteristics of ‘the poor’ or about the need to increase 
their ‘social inclusion’ or ‘employability’ is like redistributing the crumbs of the cake 
[…] I believe – and have done for the past 30 years – that we should have a basic […] 
income.” (Standing, 2012, XXII) 
 

He also relates this to the problem of unpaid care and voluntary work, condemning the current 

labour system as neglecting forms of work that go financially and socially unrewarded. In his 

recent book on basic income he argues: 

“This [the currently dominant view] is to assume that only labour in the marketplace 
has value, which is clearly nonsense. All forms of ‘work’ have value, even if it is hard 
or impossible to put a figure on it.” (Standing, 2017, p. 164, XXIII) 

 



 44 

He argues that a basic income would help legitimise those forms of work and enable a society 

in which not only paid labour is seen as work but also different forms of unpaid efforts. 

Moreover, it would allow to take time off work, and spend it on leisure, which Standing sees 

as extremely beneficial for participation in civil society. In the book he argues: 

“My contention is that a basic income would increase both the amount and the 
productivity of ‘work’, and could also increase the quality of ‘leisure’[…] would it be 
so bad – socially, economically and ecologically – if some people took advantage of a 
basic income to reduce the amount of labour and/or work? Long hours of labour are 
not necessarily conductive to productivity, quality of output or service, or decision-
making; indeed, there is plenty of evidence that long hours are counterproductive, as 
well as damaging to health.” (Standing, 2017, p.159, XXIII) 

 
He talks about these progresses through basic income as emancipatory structures, in the way 

that they enable people to lead a better and healthier life. Talking about a basic income pilot 

he was involved in in India, he explicitly says “the emancipatory value of the basic income, in 

terms of transforming people’s lives, was greater than the very modest monetary value” 

(Standing, 2017, XXIV).  

4.2.2.	Distinctions		

Despite the commonalities in their structuralist view as well as their conviction that the most 

disadvantaged would benefit from a basic income, there are some noteworthy differences 

between Bregman and Standing. In this part I will, therefore, outline the three main 

distinctions within the group between the two actors. 

First of all, Bregman and Standing differ in their conceptualization of who exactly the most 

disadvantaged in society are. While Bregman speaks of the poor, Standing refers to the 

precariat. Broadly, he refers to insecure labour conditions when he speaks of a defining 

characteristic of the precariat. In more detail, Standing describes the precariat as ‘a-class-in-

the-making’, consisting of a highly diverse group of people in or out of labour, in different 

industries and positions, and with varied educational backgrounds. What connects them is that 

they are all affected by insufficient conditions of labour security. He describes them as 

suffering from labour market, employment, job, work, skill reproduction, income and 

representation insecurity, all of which lead to an existence in a constant state of anxiety and 

struggle, yet they are not necessarily poor (Standing, 2011, XXI). In a speech he gave after his 

book “The Precariat” was published, he described the precariat as follows: 

“Many millions of people are experiencing a precarious existence, in temporary jobs, 
doing short-time labour, linked strangely to employment agencies, and so on, most 
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without any assurance of state benefits […]. Most lack any sense of career, for they 
have no secure social and economic identity in occupational terms. The precariat is not 
‘socially excluded’, and that term is misleading. And the precariat is not adequately 
appreciated if we focus on income poverty alone. The precariat is socially and 
economically vulnerable, subject to anomic attitudes and without any social memory 
on which to draw to give them a sense of existential security.” (Standing, 2012, XXII) 

 
This distinction is important, as it shows that despite their agreement that the problem is 

structuralist, the structures they perceive to be the problem are different ones. Standing 

focussed on the labour market structures7, while Bregman does not talk about these as the root 

cause of the problem. For him, it is enough to claim the problem to be structural, and then 

introduce basic income as a structuralist answer.  

This links to the second distinction, which is that Bregman beliefs that basic income will 

completely end poverty, even stating that it is “the easy way to eradicate poverty” (Bregman, 

The Guardian, 2017, VII), while Standings thinks basic income can be a part of the solutions 

of ending poverty. He rather sees it as “reduc[ing] the threat of poverty, faced by all those 

hovering just above it”, as he describes it in his book on basic income (Standing, 2017, p. 79, 

XXIII).  

A third difference lies in their strategy of acting in the field of basic income. Interestingly, 

Bregman and Standing use two contrasting strategies to build coalitions in the field, to 

convince people of the idea of basic income and to engage them to act in their interest. 

Bregman’s storyline, when he talks about basic income, is very personalized. In his book on 

basic income, in a TED Talk he gave on the topic, as well as in interview and media articles, 

he refers to a mind shift he himself went through. He explains: 

“The view that there’s something wrong with poor people is not exceptional. To be 
honest, it was how I thought for a long time. It was only a few years ago that I 
discovered that everything I thought I knew about poverty was wrong.” (Bregman, 
2017, V) 

 
This makes Bregman a strongly socially skilled actor, to use Fligstein and McAdam’s term. 

By admitting that he had been wrong himself, he manages to articulate and propagate a frame 

that creates understandings so that other actors can identify with it. He makes himself 

vulnerable and thereby allows others to realize and admit that their earlier convictions and 

understandings of poverty were false. He creates a shared identity, describing himself as 

                                                
7 This strong focus on labour market conditions in his perspective on the precariat might very well be informed 
by Standings 31 year long experience working for the International Labour Organization. However, he does not 
explicitly refer to it.  
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belonging to the same group as his audience, which allows him to form a coalition in favour 

of basic income with people who usually would have seen poverty as a ‘personality defect’, 

or at least something that lies in the individual´s responsibility. This makes him a very strong 

actor in the field and can explain why his views on basic income, in form of books, articles or 

talks, have gained prominent attention and been featured in a variety of outlets, even though 

he only entered the basic income field in recent years.  

While Bregman uses his social skill to create a shared identity with his audience (who he, 

however, does not construct as the main beneficiaries of the basic income), Standing attempts 

to create a shared identity among the whole precariat, who would benefit. Using Kauppinen et 

al.’s (2017) term he engages in ‘boundary deactivation’, in a dual sense. First, he tries to 

deconstruct the boundaries between the different people who he sees as constituting the class 

of the precariat. He admits that these people, diverse as they are, do not necessarily see 

themselves as consisting one group. At the same time, he calls upon a “need to revive an 

ethos of social solidarity” (Standing, 2011, p. 181, XXI) between the precariat, and proclaims 

that “the precariat is today wanting control over life, a revival of social solidarity and a 

sustainable autonomy, while rejecting old labourist forms of security and state paternalism” 

(ibid.). Second, he aims to deactivate the boundary between himself, and with him networks 

as BIEN, and the class of the precariat. BIEN and other basic income proposing networks are 

highly shaped by academics, some of whom might be part of the precariat, yet not the 

majority. Standing tries to open the field up to the people who he sees benefitting most from a 

basic income, aiming to make the precariat itself one of the strongest forces in the fight for 

basic income. This would not only emancipate them through a basic income but also in their 

thrive towards it.  

 

In summary, it can be said that this first group consists of actors who are linked through three 

main commonalities. Most importantly, they understand and promote a basic income as 

benefiting the most disadvantaged in society. Second, what essentially unites them is that they 

employ a structuralist view to frame both the problem and the solution. And third, they think 

of basic income as an idea that will structurally emancipate those most disadvantaged people. 

However, there are also some dissimilarities between these actors. They define the group of 

the most disadvantages somewhat different – the poor vs. the precariat. Standing criticizes the 

labour market system while Bregman ignores this issue. And finally, they use different social 
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skills and strategic action to build coalitions in the field, which is an indicator for a field in 

emergence.  

4.3.	Basic	income	for	most	people	paid	for	by	the	very	rich	–	the	redistribution	view	

4.3.1.	Commonalities		

The commonality between the actors in this group is that they see the capitalistic system as 

causing inequalities between certain groups of society. They turn away from particularist 

understandings of complete individual responsibility for one’s successes and failures in life, 

and instead look into the global capitalistic market system for reasons why some people fall 

behind while others thrive. In contrast to the first group described before, this second group of 

actors does not focus on poverty alleviation or emancipation of disadvantaged groups like the 

precariat. They much rather employ a view that suggests that today most people suffer from 

economic inequalities, while only very few with a lot of capital and property benefit. Their 

common main aim is, therefore, to use basic income as a redistributive tool that takes from 

the rich and gives to the rest of society. 

Two actors, who present basic income as a solution to the problem of inequality, are former 

BIEN co-chair Karl Widerquist and Facebook co-founder Chris Hughes.  

What Widerquist argues overall, is that the structures of contemporary capitalism lead to 

massive inequalities in terms of both capital distribution and labour market relations. In a 

TED talk, he refers to the example of the US where GDP grows while wages stagnate, to 

make this point: 

“Something is going wrong […] in the US, where GDP grows but workers don´t get 
more wages over the past 40 years.” (Widerquist, 2015, XXXIII) 
 

The solution he proposes is a redistribution of capital through a basic income. Widerquist 

suggests introducing basic income as a form of redistribution within a capitalistic market 

system, built mainly upon property and capital tax to pay back to society for what one owns. 

He explains:  

“What I am proposing is a basic income where you pay back for the property you own. 
When you have property you are imposing a duty on everyone else in your country 
and saying these resources are mine, you cannot access them without their permission. 
When you impose duties on others, you should pay for that and you should be paid for 
the duties that others put on you.“ (Widerquist, 2015, XXXIII) 
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It can be argued, that he perceives basic income as a way to fix capitalism. He paints a picture 

of capitalism being able to be a good system, however one that needs some fixing in order to 

continue serving everyone. He argues: 

“You can still be rich, and be an investor, it´s good to have a private space. But you 
should pay back to your neighbour for the resources they can’t use because you own 
it. So you build and support this system for your community.” (Widerquist, 2015, 
XXXIII) 

 
It can also be said, that he proposes to structurally include an element of community or 

solidarity into contemporary capitalism to counteract inequality.  

Someone, who argues similar to this is Chris Hughes. He also proposes a basic income that 

redistributes from the rich to the rest of society. In an opinion piece in The Guardian, he even 

goes so far to say explicitly: “We should provide a guaranteed income […] paid for by raising 

taxes on the top one percent” (Hughes, 2018, XI). Similar to Widerquist he refers to the 

capitalistic system as creating massive inequalities. In the same Guardian article, he says:  

“[T]he fact that I could make nearly a half billion dollars for three years’ worth of 
work – while at the same time half of Americans can’t find $400 in case of an 
emergency – is a testament to what is wrong with our economy.” (Hughes, 2018, XI) 

 
Hughes consequently calls for a basic income to “stabilize the financial lives of much of the 

middle class” (Hughes, 2018, XI). Hence, what unites these two actors is that they both 

primarily argue for the need to redistribute capital in our current capitalistic system in order to 

counteract rising inequality. The solution they both propose to achieve that is a basic income. 

4.3.2.	Distinctions		

Even though Widerquist and Hughes both argue for a redistributive basic income, they have 

different opinions and evaluations of what exactly the problem in our current economic 

system is, which might very well have something to do with their different social, economic, 

and educational backgrounds. Moreover, they have dissimilar understandings of work. In this 

part, I will outline these two main distinctions within the group.  

Karl Widerquist is rhetorically probably one of the most radical proponents of a basic income 

and he is similarly radical in his idea of how we should understand the capitalistic system. In 

his view, all owners of property have unfairly appropriated the possessions they have. The 

problem is that this seems normal to us today, and we do not question it, even though it is not 

how we humans used to live in the past. In a recent TED Talk he claims:  
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“Everything that you need, is owned - and that seems natural to us - but it was foreign 
to our ancestors” (Widerquist, 2015, XXXIII).  
 

Building on this argument, his rhetorically strongest motivation for basic income is that “you 

deserve it [because] you have been blocked from access” (Widerquist, 2015, XXXIII). He 

visually underlines his argument by offering the following analogy, in which he positions the 

owners of capital and property as illegitimate appropriators:  

“Imagine someone with property in the atmosphere. We use the atmosphere as our 
ancestors used the earth, use what we need and give back. We would be upset if some 
entrepreneur took the atmosphere and maybe improved it, made it very clean and then 
said: ‘Okay I´ll sell you the atmosphere back if you do some services for me and 
follow my orders.’ We would be very upset. ‘Well, if you pay me for my labour - what 
did I get for my lost access to the atmosphere?’ ‘Well, nothing.’ A job is payment for 
my labour not for my lost access to this. That is how we see it. […] Basic income is 
very much the opposite from something for nothing, it is receiving something back.” 
(Widerquist, 2015, XXXIII) 

 
Hughes understanding of the capitalistic system and whom to blame within it is very different 

from Widerquist’s. He does not at all portray the people with capital and property as a threat 

to society or capitalism. This makes sense as he himself, as co-founder of Facebook with an 

estimated wealth of about USD 430 million, can be counted toward one of the richest people 

worldwide. Hughes rather blames the economy itself and politicians who were not able to 

control this economy, instead of accusing rich people for the unequal situation. In his piece 

for The Guardian, instead of blaming capital owners, he appeals to their responsibility to care 

for their fellow citizen. Talking as a fellow Silicon Valley tech millionaire he pleas:  

“Our political leaders over the past 40 years lowered taxes on corporations and the 
wealthy and encouraged globalized trade with few protections for American workers. 
At the same moment, automation reduced the number of factory jobs and created Lyft 
drivers and Etsy sellers in their place. We created an economy where median wages 
haven’t budged in 40 years, and jobs have become increasingly piecemeal. But we 
have the power to change this.” (Hughes, 2018, XI) 

 

Whereas Widerquist blames capital and property owners as having unrightfully appropriated 

their belongings, Hughes appeals to them to contribute to change.   

The second dissimilarity related to the understanding of work. The capitalistic system, 

especially the US-American understanding of it, is prominently based on the idea that you 

should work for what you get. Widerquist however argues that this is a wrong understanding 

of capitalism and that basic income would ‘fix’ this wrong conceptualisation of work in a 

capitalistic system that we have today: 
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“Everyone should work for what they get? If you believe that, you have to throw 
capitalism in the toilet. Because that´s not what capitalism is. Capitalism is about 
return on investment. Money gets you more money. You can start out with property, 
invest it, make more money. Work must not be a part for it.” (Widerquist, 2015, 
XXXIII) 

 
He argues that in our capitalistic system today, you do not need to work to gain capital if you 

already own property or money. He goes on specifically explaining what is wrong with the 

current conceptualization of work. His main argument is that we should understand work as 

making an effort, independent of whether or not it provides us monetary resources:  

“Work is a strange concept. It does not mean today what it meant in the past. Our 
ancestors, hunters and gatherers, would go out and work for themselves, no one but 
themselves. But now, what we mean by work, is time spend making money. And if 
you work for yourself, just for yourself, - if you work just for yourself, go out and fish, 
take care of your family, that´s not work. Work for someone without property is if you 
go to an office and take orders from someone. And work for someone with property is 
maybe managing their resources and making money on that. But work is not just 
following resources, not just following orders for someone else so they give you 
money. Work is making an effort.” (Widerquist, 2015, XXXIII) 

 
This understanding of work as making an effort, he complains, has been lost and replaced 

with the idea that only labour that you do for someone else and that earns you money, can be 

considered legitimate work.  

In comparison to Widerquist’s quest to right the idea of what work is, Hughes seems to be 

caught in and convinced of exactly this ‘wrong’ idea of work in a capitalistic system. He is 

very convinced of the idea that one should work for what one gets. In a Facebook Live 

Stream from Los Angeles, where Hughes answers question on Universal Basic Income and 

his Economic Security Project, he says that basic income will “make sure that the American 

dream stays alive” (Hughes, 2017, XXVII), an ideal deeply grounded within the idea that if 

you work hard enough you will be successful. In line with this, with his Economic Security 

Project he proposes a basic income that is targeted towards every working adult who makes 

less than US$ 50,000. Using BIEN’s definition of what a basic income is, one could argue 

that conditioning basic income to work takes the idea ad absurdum. One of the defining 

characteristics is that it is “unconditional: it is paid without a requirement to work or to 

demonstrate willingness-to-work” (BIEN, 2018a). Even though his idea is not according to 

this definition, Hughes is seen as a prominent proponent of basic income.  

The difference in Hughes and BIEN’s idea of basic income can be explained by Hughes’ 

comparably recent entry into the SAF. Fligstein and McAdam  (2011, pp. 12–13) put forward 
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in their theory that “new SAFs are likely to emerge nearby existing SAFs. They are likely to 

be populated by existing groups who ‘migrate’ or by offshoots of existing groups [… 

Moreover,] frames can be borrowed by actors in nearby social space”. One group of actors 

that entered the basic income field, when it started emerging as a SAF, are actors from a field 

of technologically disruptive businesses. Hughes, as a Silicon Valley tech founder, can be 

seen as one of those actors, who migrated into the basic income SAF. Consequently, he brings 

with him ideas from this Silicon Valley/tech SAF, where for instance the ideal of success 

through hard work is a core frame.  

 

Overall, my findings show that the actors in this field are united through their 

conceptualization of basic income as a tool that should redistribute from ‘those who have’ to 

‘those who have not’, who are seen as the bulk of society. The actors are aligned in their 

claim that contemporary capitalism created a system that leads to huge inequality, and that 

basic income can rebalance this. However, they diverge in their idea of where the root of the 

problem lies. Widerquist sees it in the concept of private property and a misconceptualization 

of work in contemporary capitalism. Hughes does not critique these points and simply argues 

for a purely redistributive solution in a system, which should apart from that be left 

unchanged. 

The comparison between Hughes and Widerquist portrays an interesting phenomenon in the 

basic income SAF. It shows that different actors might argue for the same ideas, in this case 

redistribution against economic inequality. They can easily be perceived as arguing for same 

conceptualisation of basic income, which is why I unite them in one group of actors. Taking a 

closer look though, it can be seen that they use very different strategies, which might very 

well be based upon contrary perceptions and understandings of the world we currently live in 

as well as the future we want to build – especially if those actors entered the SAF from 

different other SAFs. This is also another argument for why the basic income SAF is still in 

emergence. The positions in the field are not yet clearly assigned and every actor tries to take 

innovative action and work strategically to win power in the field and make his/her definition 

of basic income the dominant norm in the field. 



 52 

4.4.	Basic	income	for	all	in	society	–	the	freedom	and	egalitarian	view		

4.4.1.	Commonalities		

The third group of actors proposes basic income as an idea that benefits society as a whole. 

Their reasoning derives from an egalitarian understanding of justice and ideals of ‘real’ 

freedom. They proclaim that everyone should have the same social rights and possibilities and 

the freedom to access those social rights at any point. In this group the decoupling of work as 

the justification for income, which is only mentioned by other actors, lies at the core of the 

argumentation. The actors in this group argue that we need to let go of the idea that labour is 

required for income. Instead, an income should be seen as something everyone deserves 

universally, independent of any work conditions. It is seen as a necessary precondition to 

have ‘real’ freedom, in the form of equal access to social and civic rights. Two debaters who 

propose basic income as the way to secure this ‘real freedom for all’, are BIEN co-founder 

Philippe Van Parijs and Juliana Bidadanure, who leads Standford University´s new Basic 

Income Lab.  

The term ‘real freedom’ was coined by Van Parijs. It builds upon the idea of negative 

freedom, which means that an individual must not be prevented from acting in their own will. 

On that it add the notion that an individual must also possess the resources and capabilities to 

carry out their will (Van Parijs, 1997). In his recent book Van Parijs calls basic income the 

‘instrument to freedom’, and elaborates that it will fairly distribute freedom between all: 

“An unconditional basic income is what we need […] if what we care about is 
freedom, not for just a few but for all. We thereby appeal to an egalitarian conception 
of distributive justice that treats freedom not as a constraint on what justice requires 
but as the very stuff that justice consists in distributing fairly” (Van Parijs & 
Vanderborght, 2017, p. 104, XXX).  

 
In relation to basic income, he further refers to ‘real freedom’ as follows: “A basic income 

[gives] people the real freedom to turn down unattractive or degrading work” (Van Parijs, 

2017, XXX). The underlying idea he puts forward, is that basic income would spread real 

freedom, in form of equal possibilities as well as real freedom of choice, so that everyone will 

have the freedom to flourish, through work and outside work. In this understanding, he does 

not put a certain group of society (the poor/the precariat/all but the rich) in the focus as basic 

income beneficiaries. He rather argues that it is a concept that our society needs as a whole.  

Juliana Bidadanure is very inspired by Van Parijs explanations of basic income and justice. 

When she speaks about basic income, she often refers to him and his ideas. Similar to him, 
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she employs egalitarian ideas of justice and freedom. When reviewing VanParijs’ book on 

basic income in the Stanford Social Innovation Review, she proclaims that basic income “can 

free us from the need for survival that forces us into jobs no matter how badly paid, useless, 

dangerous, or demeaning they may be” (Bidadanure, 2017, IV). Moreover, she often refers to 

the circumstance that basic income allows recipients to decide freely what to spend the money 

on, as one of the greatest advantages of this concept. She sees this as a great benefit in 

comparison to other social welfare models, which she calls paternalistic and stigmatising.  

Interestingly, this societal view of basic income does not seem to get as much public assent as 

ideas that propose basic income as a way to eradicate poverty, empower the precariat or 

redistribute the wealth of the rich. In interviews, for instance, the questions these actors get 

asked are more often concerned with questions on poverty or mass unemployment than ideals 

of liberal egalitarianism. As a consequence, both Van Parijs and Bidadanure use these notions 

of helping the poor or disadvantaged to get people hooked and gain their attention. 

Bidadanure, being placed at Stanford University close to Silicon Valley, also uses the recent 

prospect of dystopian/utopian technological futures to get people’s attention for basic income. 

However, I argue that they use those frames only as a hook, as they only employ them when 

entering a debate, but never as a fundamental argument once they dive deeper into the 

discussion of basic income. For instance, talking about a course she gives on the 

philosophical background of basic income, Bidadanure explicitly says that she tries to make 

her students understand that technological advances are not the main reason for why we need 

a basic income (Bidadanure, 2018, XXVIII).  

This thought also portrays how, with her role as an egalitarian theorist and political 

philosopher at Stanford University, she holds an interesting position in the field. Using the 

words of Canzler et al. (2017), her role can be called a ‘border crosser’. According to the 

scholars, border crossers “operate between different sectors and act as intermediaries. They 

know established sectors as well as emerging fields, so they are able to translate between 

different organizational and epistemic cultures” (Canzler et al., 2017, p. 33). Being part of 

both the Silicon Valley/tech SAF, as well as the emerging basic income SAF, enables 

Bidadanure to speak the language of both, basic income advocates and tech savvy futurists, 

and act as a strategically skilled actor who can potentially align the goals and aims between 

the two fields. She thereby plays a pivotal role in shaping the field of basic income, which is 
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increasingly inhabited by actors from the Silicon Valley/tech sphere, as for instance Chris 

Hughes.  

Even though Bidadanure and Van Parijs might also employ frames of poverty or 

redistribution, what unites them in this group and distinguishes them from the other actors 

portrayed before, is that they hold and promote the belief that basic income will directly 

benefit society as a whole and not only the certain groups within societies. Moreover, they 

both base their claims on ideas of freedom and egalitarian ideals.  

4.4.2.	Distinctions		

Despite their commonalities, there is one aspect where the two actors strongly diverge from 

one another. Van Parijs mainly talks about a ‘euro-dividend’, a basic income that would be 

targeted towards EU member states and tied to EU citizenship. He argues for this limitation 

on two grounds: (1) he sees the European Union as a (more feasible) test ground for a basic 

income system which can potentially be enlarged to a global system later on, (2) he argues 

that solidarity, as a necessary precondition for implementing a basic income system, does not 

work well on a global scale. In an interview with The Irish Times, he reasons:  

“Increase[d] cultural heterogeneity of the population [weakens] the spontaneous 
solidarity of the more advantaged with the less advantaged, while also weakening the 
capacity of the less advantaged to mobilise together in order to fight for their 
interests.” (Van Parijs, 2017, XIII) 

 
This argument also leads to Van Parijs putting forward the strong conviction that a basic 

income should be tied to citizenship (and not e.g. to residency). While other actors largely 

ignore to talk about this controversial point, Van Parijs actively engages with it and tries to 

use it as an argument to strengthen feasibility claims for a basic income. In an interview, led 

by Bidadanure, Van Parijs argues: 

“Making the European project succeed requires some form of European patriotism. 
[…] It must be acknowledged that redistribution on a national or continental scale is 
incompatible with open borders. This regrettable but undeniable fact is at the core of 
the most cruel of all dilemmas faced by Northern progressives – they cannot be as 
generous as they feel they have to be with their own folk while being as generous as 
they would like to be with those knocking at the door.” (Van Parijs, 2013, I) 

 
Again, he stresses the point that the basic income system can only function if rolled out at 

European scale and given only to EU citizen. However, he seems to be aware of critique to 

this point, calling it a ‘regrettable but undeniable fact at the core of the most cruel of all 

dilemmas faces by Northern progressives’. This can also be seen in an interview with the Irish 
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Times, where he defends that this is not a unique disadvantage of basic income, but a problem 

existent in all social welfare schemes: 

“Whether adopted at the national, sub-national or supra-national level, no 
redistributive scheme that goes significantly beyond insurance can survive with fully 
open external borders that allow any newcomer to enjoy straight away the full benefit 
of the scheme. This holds for an unconditional basic income, but also for means-tested 
social assistance and for in-work benefits.” (Van Parijs, 2017, XIII) 

 
This point of open borders and citizen-based basic income is where Bidadanure drastically 

deviates from Van Parijs view. Explicitly referring to the situation of migrants, she appeals to 

morality in an opinion piece in the Boston Review, when she says: 

“Insofar as we are interested in basic income because we see it as an instrument that 
will free people from abject economic deprivation, it is morally dubious to exclude a 
group that contains some of the most marginalized and deprived members of society, 
leaving them even more disproportionally vulnerable to exploitation. […]	For moral 
and political purposes, basic income should be asserted as a right of residency, not 
citizenship.” (Bidadanure, 2017, II) 

 
She strongly and openly appears as an agent for this view of global solidarity. For her, basic 

income needs to be conceptualized as a system that includes all people, and that inevitably 

means including migrants and other marginalized groups. Reacting to the often put forward 

concern that a residence-based basic income would bring with it massive pull-effects that lead 

to enormous migration into the countries with basic income, she argues two-fold. First, she 

questions the validity of this common assumption by explaining that “no studies show 

convincingly that the decision to migrate to one country rather than another correlates to 

social protection systems.” (Bidadanure, 2017, II). In addition, she warns that with a 

restrictive implementation of basic income, the concept would be co-opted by nationalists or 

white supremacists, who have everything but ideals of ‘freedom for all’ on their minds. She 

elucidates: 

“Far-right populist parties often embrace the welfare state in an exclusionary and 
xenophobic manner, proposing reforms that would protect the rights of the ‘deserving’ 
poor over the rights of migrants (and their children) unduly free-riding on benefits. 
The problem here is xenophobia, not basic income” (Bidadanure, 2017, II) 

 
Overall, my findings show this group of actors as proponents of a basic income that is 

supposed to directly benefit all in society. Based on shared ideals of freedom and 

egalitarianism, Bidadanure and Van Parijs argue for a basic income that provides ‘real 

freedom for all’. Yet, they have different ideas on whether to delimit the roll-out of a basic 
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income geographically. While Van Parijs argues for an EU-focused basic income, Bidadanure 

pushes for global solidarity and a worldwide basic income. Despite this distinction line the 

actors frequently interact and refer to one another when speaking of basic income. 

4.5.	Peripheral	voices	–	racial	justice	and	the	feminist	perspective	

Next to the three groups I outlined above, there are some perspective in the periphery of the 

basic income field that cannot be grouped along those lines, yet in my analysis I found them 

to be relevant in the field, as they are quite often referred to. These perspectives relate basic 

income to ideas of racial justice and to feminist claims. 

The debate in regard to global solidarity and inclusion of marginalized groups of society links 

basic income to ideas of racial justice, both in terms of providing a solution for the Global 

South, as well as suggesting basic income as a reparation system for racial marginalization in 

the US (and potentially other ‘Western’ countries).  

The idea of basic income for development in the Global South is reflected in different basic 

income trials that are taking place in countries such as Kenya, Namibia or Uganda (Basic 

Income Grant Coalition, 2014; GiveDirectly, 2018; Standing, 2017a). In these contexts, the 

money for the basic income is often not provided by domestic governments but fundraised by 

international NGOs. A prominent example is the US-based non-profit organization 

GiveDirectly, which raises money to give out a basic income of about UDS 400 - 1000 per 

year to people living in extreme poverty in Kenya and Uganda (Haushofer & Shapiro, 2016)8. 

Basic income for the Global South is often seen as a new tool for development aid in form of 

direct cash transfers. Even though the experiments with this concept have shown some 

positive results, the idea of basic income for the Global South is not given much space in the 

overall basic income SAF. This is mainly due to the reason that the field is shaped most 

dominantly by actors who are from and talk about the European and the US-American context 

and possibly because the underlying issue is framed around an unequal labour market in these 

countries. One could argue that actors who work for and with notions of basic income 

development aid are currently what Fligstein and McAdam describe as challengers, who have 

less power in the field. Using a different interpretation of this field structure, it could also be 

argued that these actors are not part of the basic income SAF at all. This view would conceive 

them as part of a separate development aid SAF, in which they appropriate some of the basic 

                                                
8 See appendix C for an overview of the most important basic income pilots. 
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income frames. Both explanations are conceivable, and do not dramatically influence the 

overall findings of this analysis.  

A related issue is a claim voiced by the Movement for Black Lives in the US. The group, 

which recently endorsed basic income into their platform, sees the concept as a potential 

instrument for racial justice. They propose to implement a basic income for all Americans, 

however a slightly higher one for Black Americans. This, they argue, would make up for 

injustices against black people in the US in the past. It would “take into account the historical 

and cumulative disadvantages of income, wealth and inheritance afflicting black 

communities” (Warren, 2016). On their website, they name this ‘basic income PLUS’ as part 

of their ‘Policy Demands for Black Power, Freedom, & Justice” and explain:  

„It would effectively function as reparations, in a grand bargain with white America: 
All would benefit, but those who suffered through slavery and continuing racism 
would benefit slightly more.” (Movement for Black Lives, 2018, XIV) 

 
Similar to the actors who talk about basic income for the Global South, these actors who 

promote a basic income for racial justice can be conceptualized as either occupying a 

peripheral challenger position in the basic income field, or as being part of a proximate SAF. 

Suggesting that they are part of another SAF, makes sense in terms of Fligstein and 

McAdam’s theory. It allows to see the field of development aid and the field of racial 

justice/movements for black lives as related SAFs that are proximate and horizontal to the 

basic income SAF. This means that they have recurring ties, that their actions routinely 

influence one another and that they are mutually dependent. This also gives an explanation of 

similar frames and arguments used in the fields. The emergence of basic income as a SAF can 

be seen as an exogenous shock towards the development aid SAF and the racial 

justice/movements for black lives SAF. Actors in these fields reconditioned this exogenous 

event as a new opportunity, appropriated it for their own organizational aims, and finally took 

innovative action by creating basic income concepts that related to their core goals. It remains 

to be seen if these peripheral voices gain broader attention and a more central position within 

the basic income SAF.  

 

A comparable interpretation can be made for the feminist perspective on basic income. There 

are several actors who support the idea of basic income for its potential to enhance gender 

equality. The arguments are mostly based upon critiques of gender-related constraints on 

choices and the current gender division of labour, which are both argued to be 
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disadvantageous for women (Robeyns, 2001, XV; Schulz, 2017, XVIII). It is for instance 

argued that a basic income would provide a remuneration for all the unpaid work that is being 

done, mostly by women, in the household and in form of care. This would give women, who 

do not have a paid job, the possibility of providing for themselves, freeing them of possibly 

exploitative or even abusive dependency relationships. It would thereby “help tackle the 

structural inequalities inherited from the past, due to the sexual divide between the public and 

private sphere” (Schulz, 2017, XVIII). It is however also cautioned that basic income would 

only contribute to gender equality if it is paired with other social policy measures that ensure 

justice and real freedom for all women (Robeyns, 2001, XV). One actor who can be seen as a 

feminist voice in the basic income movement is Almaz Zelleke, who uses Nancy Fraser´s 

(1994) Universal Care Giver Model to argue:  

“Basic income compensates care and society’s other unpaid work without reinforcing 
the existing gendered distribution of labor or the primacy of the public sphere by 
equating care with work. [...] Because no one has to choose between being a ‘worker’ 
or a ‘caregiver’ to receive income, basic income has the most potential of any 
redistributive scheme to transform over time the relation of both men and women to 
the provision of care and to the world of paid employment.” (Zelleke, 2008, XXXIV) 

 

She argues that in comparison to other social policies that aim to empower women and re-

balance gender inequalities, basic income is the most promising one, because it allows to be a 

caregiver and a worker simultaneously. This is a situation many women find themselves in at 

different stage of their lives, most prominently as a working mother. With basic income they 

can carry out both, without worrying about losing their income for caregiving if they also 

have an income from work. 

Zelleke does not only argue for a basic income from the feminist perspective. Serving on the 

International Advisory Board of BIEN, as well as on Board of Advisors of the US Basic 

Income Guarantee Network, she regularly speaks about basic income and its advantages from 

various perspectives. Zelleke, as an actor, is certainly part of the basic income SAF. 

Nonetheless, it is questionable if feminist advocates of basic income in general can be seen as 

a group of actors within the basic income field. Another plausible conceptualisation could 

again argue that the field of feminism and the basic income SAF are proximate horizontal 

interrelated SAFs, that influence the respective actions in the other field. In relation to this, 

the question can be asked in how far the circumstance that most of the dominant actors in the 

basic income field are men relates to an underrepresentation of feminist voices in the field 
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(some interesting perspectives to consider in this regard are put forward i.a. by Ashcraft & 

Mumby, 2004; Burke & Major, 2014; Hearn & Collinson, 2018). This investigation, however, 

goes beyond the scope of this thesis.  

4.6.	Summary	of	analysis		

Overall, the analysis indicates that the field of basic income is very fractured. There are three 

main understandings of the concept of basic income that differ along their perception of who 

benefits from such a scheme. One group employs a structuralist problem and solution framing 

and argues that the most disadvantaged, the poor and the precariat, benefit from a basic 

income. Another group says that the problem lies in rising inequalities and a basic income 

will, hence, be to the advantage of most of society, as it will redistribute from the rich to the 

rest of the people. A third group employ ideals of freedom and egalitarianism and proposes 

basic income as an idea that creates ‘real freedom for all’, a societal ideal that benefits 

everyone. It is interesting to see that the first two groups seem to gain more attention than the 

last. My analysis found the first two being more prominent in the field. A reason for this can 

be that the actors with these views are more socially skilled and apply better strategies to 

convince people of their ideas. However, the analysis also shows that even within those three 

groups actors still have differing underlying understandings of concepts such as work and the 

justification of an income. This adds another layer of complexity to the field, into which I will 

now dive in my discussion of the findings.    

5.	Basic	Income	at	all	Costs?	–	Discussing	the	Findings	
The rather fractured structure of the basic income field, including actors with a variety of 

different perspectives, triggers two questions. First, what are the underlying structures, lines 

of thought, views and understandings in the field of basic income that make it so fragmented? 

And second, is this an advantage for the field, because the basic income SAF managed to 

combine many different voices in one ‘meso-level social order’ in which collective strategic 

action between those actors can take place? Or is it a disadvantage, as the diversity of views 

will tear the movement apart and hinder it from having one collective strong voice against its 

opponents? To put these questions together, in what sense is the field of basic income 

emerging as a SAF? In the following these questions are explored and discussed on the basis 

of the analysis. 
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5.1.	What	justifies	an	income?		

The deepest dissimilarity in the field of basic income, one that underlines all other 

conceptions and understandings in the field, is the difference in fundamental apprehensions of 

work respectively labour and its relation to what justifies an income. There are two main 

variations of this in the field. Some actors insist on basic income introducing a re-

conceptualization of income as something you deserve universally, independent from your 

work situation. This is in line with the initial definition of basic income as unconditional. In 

this view, work is understood as something you can do (or not do) for different reasons, may 

this be because it brings you joy, it provides meaning to your life, it is needed for societal or 

personal reasons or it provides you with an (extra) income. It is, however, not seen as 

something that is required of you to deserve an income. You can very well live a life that does 

not include work, especially work in the sense of paid labour as we see it today, and still 

deserve an income just as much as everyone else in society. This understanding of work and 

income requires a radical re-thinking of the mind-set that underpins our current economic and 

societal systems. It requires us to decouple work from income and re-imagine a system in 

which one contributes to society not necessarily by performing paid labour, but in other ways 

that are independent of one’s entitlement to an income. An income is something you deserve 

because you are a member of a society that sees an equal right to social participation and 

opportunities as a fundamental human right, of which having a decent income is an 

unquestionably essential part. 

The dominant view that most people and particularly many politicians hold today is one that – 

sometimes implicitly, in other cases more explicitly – depicts work as the ultimate purpose in 

an adult person’s life. Work is what entitles you to an income, and it is moreover what shapes 

your identity and belonging to a society. This way of thinking aligns with the second view 

that is present in the basic income field. Some of the actors seem to be more in line with this 

view that proclaims that you need to work to deserve an income. Those actors propose basic 

income as a way to help people overcome insecure times, however with the end-goal still 

being to get people into work. They paint a picture of basic income being the last resort when 

a person cannot be put into work that pays sufficiently, may this be for personal or 

societal/economic reasons. In putting forward this societal model, one could argue that they 

turn their backs on one of the initial building blocks of basic income: unconditionality, the 

claim that a basic income “is paid without a requirement to work or to demonstrate 
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willingness-to-work” (BIEN, 2018a). Nonetheless, they still call what they propose an 

‘unconditional’ basic income. However, they see their concept of basic income as 

unconditional in the sense that it is not excluding a certain (demographic) group of people in 

society and it comes without means testing, e.g. in form of testing the amount of additional 

income or savings. What they are actually talking about with this is basic income’s 

universality, which means that “it is paid to all, without means test” (BIEN, 2018a) - two 

concepts that are often mixed up in the debate.  

These two diverging ideas of the relation between work and a justified income deeply divide 

the basic income field. This is reflected in the basic income concepts that are proposed and 

influences the set-up of basic income as a SAF.  

The views are so oppositional that also the basic income concepts, that are proposed by 

different proponents, are at a closer look fundamentally different. A good example is Chris 

Hughes’ idea of providing a basic income to all working adults who earn less than US$ 

50,000 in contrast to Karl Widerquist’s idea of providing a basic income unconditionally to 

everyone. Even though they both argue for a redistributive view of basic income, their 

understanding of the relationship between work, income and justice is very dissimilar. Rutger 

Bregman’s proposals of proving a partial basic income to unemployed people versus Guy 

Standing’s ideal of a truly unconditional basic income for the whole of society, instead of 

privileging certain groups, is another point in case. Bregman points to approaches similar to 

what is currently tested in the Netherlands and Finland, where only certain disadvantaged 

groups get a basic income. In the Finnish model, the basic income also substitutes many other 

welfare programs, building upon a very liberal view of giving people money to take care of 

themselves9. Standing, on the other hand, warns that on the individual basis, this could put 

people under pressure to share their income, and on a societal level it would not be able to 

create the emancipatory advantages it has for a society to shift away from the linkage of work 

and income. These advantages constituting of personal benefits such as a higher wellbeing 

due to less stigma associated with receiving benefits, as well as societal advantages such as 

more inclusive economic growth, lower inequality and higher civil participation. All these 

benefits, however, will only be achieved if basic income is implemented in combination with 

other social security and welfare schemes, an element that is essential in Standing´s view of 

basic income. Again, even though they argue for a similar idea of basic income, one that 

                                                
9 See appendix C for an overview of the most important basic income pilots. 
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portrays it as emancipatory for the most disadvantaged, their approaches reveal differences in 

their underlying conceptualization of what kind of society in terms of work, income and 

justice they want to live in. 

Additionally, this divergence influences the structures of the SAF. The multi-layered 

structures in the basic income SAF provide a picture where there is currently no single 

dominant view. When no one can be clearly identified as an incumbent yet, which is possible 

in a state of field emergence as Fligstein and McAdam (2015) describe it, it would be helpful 

to have a concept that allows to differentiate in-between different categories of challengers 

(and possible incumbents), according to their position in the field. Fligstein and McAdam’s 

theory lacks such sub-categorization. Realizing this as a lack in my study, adds an empirical 

contribution to the theory of fields. It, moreover, speaks to the critique of oversimplification 

of the concept of challengers and incumbents in SAF theory, that was raised by both Taylor 

and Rees (2016) and Goldstone and Useem (2012). My study empirically shows that there is a 

need for scholars to further investigate the relations between challengers, respectively 

between incumbents, in order to develop clearer categorizations of the two types of actors in 

SAFs. 

Despite this lack of sub-categories, some interesting lines can be drawn in this particular field. 

From my findings, it seems like these more and less radical10 understandings of what work 

means, what justifies an income, and what a just society is, differ according to how long a 

person has been part of the basic income field. What this means is that actors who have been 

active in the basic income movement for many years, even decades, like Guy Standing, 

Philippe Van Parijs, and Karl Widerquist, tend to have the more radical opinion that we need 

to re-think what we understand as work, income and a just society. In contrast, those actors 

that entered the field in the recent years are more aligned with views that are dominant in 

society that propose work as what entitles you to an income. This view might be informed by 

understandings they bring from other SAFs, as can be argued in Hughes’ case as an actor 

from the Silicon Valley SAF. It can also be seen as a different strategic approach. Especially 

in the case of Rutger Bregman, it makes sense to reason that he uses this milder, or as he 

would say ‘more realistic’, version of basic income as a strategy to win alleys in the 

established political fields for the idea. In an article by Business Insider, he said: “Basic 

income is not one idea. It's a direction of thought. We can make our current welfare state 

                                                
10  ‘Radical’ is here meant in terms of radically diverging from the currently dominant view. 
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more basic income-ish in many ways. And there are a lot of politicians - mainly on the left -

who are in favor of that direction" (Bregman, 2018, XXXII). Such strategies of skilfully 

aligning own demands and recommendations to an exiting discourse have been found to be a 

successful social mechanism in SAFs (Kauppinen et al., 2017).  

And this approach might also be successful in the basic income field. As can be seen in the 

rise in interest in the concept, with even politicians at national and supra-national/ EU level 

(partly) picking the idea up11, the tamer strategy employed by the latter group of newer actors 

seems to work out. While it also again needs to be acknowledged that external factors, such as 

rising technological progress and labour market changes, are claimed to be responsible for the 

rise in interest, it can still be seen that the older generation of basic income proponents 

remained unheard for many years, while actors like Rutger Bregman and Chris Hughes have a 

much wider audience for their ideas. In any case, it needs to be asked, how far does this water 

down the claims the initial idea of basic income holds? Is it worth fighting for a basic income 

at all costs, even if this means that some of the core ideas of the basic income concept are lost 

in the process?  

5.2.	A	fractured	field	or	a	unifying	movement?	
This question of watering down the basic income claims links to the second part of this 

discussion, which will deal with the question, how far it is advantageous for the basic income 

SAF that it combines so many diverse voices. Can this be seen as strength of the field, as it 

holds the potential of unifying actors from diverse groups of society? Or will this divergence 

in views eventually tear the field apart, and hinder it from having a strong voice? Finally, 

what does this mean for basic income as an emerging SAF? 

Many in the field see it as a strength that the concept manages to bring so many people with 

diverse (political) backgrounds and perspectives together in the fight for basic income. It is 

portrayed as if everyone can find their niche in the basic income movement. Often the 

definition of basic income is actively kept broad and unspecific to make sure that many 

people can connect their causes and aims to it. From the perspective of framing theory 

(Benford & Snow, 2000; Snow & Benford, 1988), it can be argued that it is an advantage for 

the field, that the actors succeed to frame basic income in a way that so many diverse actors 

can relate to it. Furnari (2018), for instance, suggests that actors in heterogeneous fields might 

                                                
11 See appendix B for a brief overview of the current political interest in basic income.  
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succeed in creating a shared meaning and a shared identity in the field if they frame issues in 

“a way to appeal to the multiple interest and values” (p. 338) of the other actors. 

However, this claim of a shared identity creation is questionable in the case of basic income. 

As the analysis showed, the superficial union breaks apart as soon as one starts looking at the 

motivating future perspectives as well as the details of the basic income schemes proposed. 

Even though they use similar words, the underlying frames do not seem to be aligned. 

Creating a shared identity requires building and emphasising synergies (Furnari, 2018), yet if 

a basic income should really be implemented it comes down to discussing exactly these 

details in which the different actors drastically diverge. 

Based on the lack of a shared identity in the field, I argue that this current assemblage of so 

many different voices in the basic income field leads to two possible scenarios. A first 

scenario is that the movement gains voice through some of the strategies applied by the actors 

in the field, that try to adapt basic income to fit into the views and perspectives of politicians. 

It would lead to politicians deciding to implement some form of basic income. This is 

happening, for instance, in Finland and the Netherlands where politicians approve basic 

income trials. This development makes sense in regard to SAF theory. It means, that the 

actors who have the best social skills manage to align politicians with their ideas and thereby 

achieve to set up so-called ‘governance units’. These units ensure that the actors, who become 

incumbents in the field, hold certain position of power that allows them to define the field 

rules and what is at stake (Fligstein & McAdam, 2015), in this case what basic income means 

and how it should be implemented. Considering that the actors, who are trying to apply this 

strategy in the field, are currently those that propose ‘milder’ forms of basic income, the basic 

income that gets implemented is in most cases an adjusted form, one that fits the current 

political discourse. The basic income trial in Finland is neglected by many actors in the field 

as not providing a ‘real’ basic income, as it is only given out to unemployed people, and has 

the core intention of reducing government spending on social security and motivating people 

to get back into paid work. What can be seen here, is that the actors disagree dramatically on 

the type of change they want to see. In other words, “despite the fact that field actors may 

agree on the need for change, they may still disagree on what and how to change in order to 

address the issue” (Furnari, 2018, p. 328). The risk in this scenario is that the implemented 

basic income will only satisfy a fraction of the actors in the field, and that parts of the core 

idea of basic income will be lost in the process.  
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The second scenario describes a situation in which the basic income movement does not 

manage to gain a strong voice in the first place, because it is seen as too fractured. This 

means, that politicians will not seriously consider implementing a basic income, as the field 

cannot unify to work with one strategy. Looking at this from the perspective of institutional 

theory (DiMaggio, 1988; J. W. Meyer, 2010; Scott & Meyer, 1983), an explanation would be 

that the institutional structures in place as well as the taken-for-granted welfare and work 

logics are too strong to allow deviation and change initiated by a group of actors. Being too 

fractured and uncoordinated to put forward a disruptive new logic would then lead to the 

movements splitting apart without driving any meaningful societal change, a phenomenon 

that is sometimes also labelled as “issue non-emergence” (Carpenter, 2007; Furnari, 2018). 

The idea of basic income would probably not cease to exist. The concept would still be 

discussed in smaller circles and with less attention, as it has existed for many decades. It 

would mean though that it loses the momentum that is has in current political and public 

debates. 

I propose that this current situation in the field of basic income can be conceptualized by 

developing the idea of boundary deactivation a step further. Kauppinen et al. (2017) use 

boundary deactivation to describe three different instances: (1) the deactivation of boundaries 

between different SAFs; (2) deactivating boundaries between certain actors within a SAF to 

form coalitions; (3) the deactivation of national and organisational boundaries within a SAF. 

In all three cases they refer to the creation of shared frames in order to deactivate the existing 

boundaries.  

Building upon the analysis of my empirical data, I develop the concept of boundary 

reactivation and suggest it as the key dynamic for SAF emergence. What the actors in the 

field of basic income achieve is the deactivation of different boundaries, for instance (1) 

boundaries between different SAFs, such as e.g. the Silicon Valley tech-SAF and welfare-

related SAFs, but also SAFs of racial justice and feminism (2) most prominently boundaries 

between fundamentally different actors, so that people from the political left like Guy 

Standing and people from a more neo-liberal right like Chris Hughes organize around the 

issue, and (3) national and organisational boundaries, with BIEN for instance, which includes 

people from different countries in the world, and academics as well as social activists, 

business leaders and others. This was an essential first step towards field emergence, as it 

allowed a variety of actors to build coalitions around the issue of basic income in the field, 
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which Fligstein and McAdam (2015) describe as an initial step in forming a field. Yet, a field 

does not emerge simply because actors form coalitions around a certain issue. A field 

emerges, when those authors start to strategically organize within the field, so that some clear 

structures are formed. What is needed to create those structures, is that there is common 

understanding of the field’s purpose, a common knowledge of what is at stake and a shared 

comprehension of the relationships and power structures in the field (ibid.). This is what is 

lacking in the basic income field. What I argue is that this is due to a lack of boundary 

reactivation. I define boundary reactivation as the process of creating and institutionalizing 

new boundaries around a newly-formed SAF by creating a shared overall frame of the issue at 

stake, that all actors in the field can identify with. Building upon framing theory (Benford & 

Snow, 2000; Furnari, 2018; Snow et al., 1992), I argue that only by creating this shared frame 

will it be possible to construct a common identity. I, furthermore, reason that this shared 

identity is needed as the basis for constructing a common field purpose, clear structures and a 

common knowledge of what it is that is at stake in the field. I base this claim on my empirical 

data, in which it became visible that a lack of a shared identity hinders the creation of said 

shared structures. Building upon the creation of shared frames is similar to the 

conceptualization of boundary deactivation by Kauppinen et al. (2017). Yet, when 

reactivating boundaries, the aim of this frame is not to overcome existing boundaries, but to 

create a frame that allows to encapsulate a shared identity. This shared identity allows to build 

and institutionalize a new boundary surrounding a new SAF.  

Creating this empirically grounded concept of boundary reactivation, and coining this as a 

term in the process of field emergence is a contribution to both SAF theory and the field of 

basic income. For SAF theory, it adds an important layer to understanding the process of field 

emergence. It adds nuance and depth to Fligstein and McAdam’s (2015) theory and further 

develops Kauppinen et al.’s (2017) concept of boundary deactivation. It is now the task of 

future research to test this concept’s applicability in other contexts.  

As for the field of basic income, based on this, I argue that basic income does constitute an 

emerging SAF, however it is not clear yet, if it will be able to transition into a stable SAF or if 

it will fall apart in the struggle between too diverse voices in the field. Some initial structures 

and coalitions are there and the boundaries between different actors have been deactivated. 

However, the actors did not manage yet to create a frame that allows to build a shared identity 

in the field, a boundary reactivation has yet to be achieved. It will eventually come down to 
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the question whether or not the actors in the field will be able to reactivate new field 

boundaries to institutionalize basic income as a stable SAF.  

6.	Conclusion	and	Outlook	
The interest in basic income is rising steeply. Yet, no academic study has sufficiently mapped 

the actors involved with the idea and their different views regarding the concept. Inspired by 

this observed gap, in this thesis I mapped the actors in the field of basic income to understand 

how the field is shaped and how the different actors influence the concept of basic income. As 

the idea of basic income gained momentum after the financial crisis in 2008, and even more 

relevance in the recent years, I focused the analysis on the last decade, with a specific focus 

on the current debate about basic income. Through a grounded-theory inspired approach, I 

was able to generate and analyse my data in an iterative process, which allowed me to follow 

the main actors in my exploration of the field. I conducted a qualitative text analysis and used 

Fligstein and McAdam’s (2015) theory of fields as a theoretical frame to help me understand 

my data. Through my analysis, I was able to situate the most important actors in the field of 

basic income and describe their positions.  

The overall frame used in the basic income field is to present basic income as ‘the next 

milestone for civilization’, urgently needed for society to move forward. Interestingly, only 

very few actors in the field employ a macro-economic perspective and use arguments of 

feasibility. Except for this shared frame, the basic income SAF is rather fractured. The 

dominant actors in the field can most visibly be classified along their different perceptions 

and proclamations of who will benefit from basic income. 

First, there is a set of actors who describe basic income as an idea that will help the 

disadvantaged. These actors, prominently the young progressive journalist Rutger Bregman as 

well as BIEN-co-founder and labour economist Guy Standing, employ a structuralist view 

and propose basic income as an idea to structurally emancipate the disadvantaged. Second, 

there are actors who claim that a basic income will benefit most people, however with the 

exception of the rich, who are supposed to ‘pay back’ in this redistributive conceptualisation 

of basic income. Important proponents of this view are the political philosopher and former 

BIEN co-chair Karl Widerquist as well as Facebook co-founder Chris Hughes. Finally, there 

is a group of actors, who predict basic income to have positive direct effects for the whole 

society. Their arguments, prominently put forward by economic philosopher and BIEN co-
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founder Philippe Van Parijs and Stanford’s Basic Income Lab leader Juliana Bidadanure, are 

based on ideas related to freedom and egalitarian ideals. At the side of these dominant 

debates, there are some actors, who occupy a more peripheral position in the basic income 

field, who argue for a basic income that increases racial justice and gender equality. 

I chose to categorize the actors in this way, as the question regarding the main beneficiaries of 

a basic income can be seen as an essential and quite visible distinguishing criterion. However, 

I was also able to reveal underlying tensions within each group of actors, discovering that the 

visible structures in the field might not suffice to be as clear as they seem.  

Underneath their explicit claims of who will directly benefit from a basic income, the actors 

drastically differ in their understanding of work and its relation to what justifies an income. 

While some actors, especially those who have been basic income proponents for many 

decades, insist on basic income introducing a re-conceptualization of income as something 

you deserve universally, independent from your work situation, others, especially those who 

newly joined the field, are more aligned with the view that you need to work to deserve an 

income. Those latter actors propose basic income as a way to help people overcome insecure 

times, however with the end-goal still being to get people into work. Even though they tend to 

gain a broader audience for their less radical views, they simultaneously water down the 

claims the initial idea of basic income holds, compromising on aspects such as universality or 

unconditionality. Moreover, the fractured state of the SAF holds the risk of the field 

collapsing without bringing forward any meaningful societal change.  

In order to enable a more nuanced understanding of the current state the field of basic income, 

I developed the concept of boundary reactivation as an extension of the concept of boundary 

deactivation by Kauppinen et al. (2017). I describe boundary reactivation as an essential part 

of field emergence and define it as the process of creating and institutionalizing new 

boundaries around a newly-formed SAF by creating a shared overall frame of the issue at 

stake, that all actors in the field can identify with. This allows me to come to the conclusion 

that the field of basic income is currently emerging as a SAF and that the actors in the field 

have been able to deactivate various boundaries that separated them, however it is not clear 

yet if they will be able to reactivate boundaries around the field, in order to establish a stable 

SAF.  
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6.1.	Implications	of	the	study	for	the	field	of	basic	income	

Having listened to the debates in the basic income field, provides me with essential 

knowledge and understanding of how the field has been shaped, and who the most important 

actors are. In this part, I will outline some implications this study has for the field of basic 

income by formulating a recommendation for the actors in the field, based upon the here 

developed concept of boundary reactivation.  

I recommend that the actors within the basic income field should focus more on their 

disruptive utopian idea of the future of work. If they want to be able to reactivate new 

boundaries around basic income as a distinct stable SAF, they need to let go of arguing in the 

same vain as current politicians, who still see work as what legitimises you to have an 

income. Building upon the concept of boundary reactivation, I argue that the actors need to 

find a strong frame that can encapsulate the main actors under a shared identity. I propose that 

in order to convey a shared identity, the frame should be distinct from frames that are present 

in surrounding fields and areas. It should also hold a strong and clear conceptualization of the 

issue at stake in order to be able to align the majority of the actors in the field to this frame.  

A promising step in this direction is to re-frame the debate about basic income as one that 

undoubtedly sees income as something every person deserves unconditionally and 

universally, independent of their current work situation. It needs to be stated very clearly that 

the main aim of basic income is neither to bring people back into work, nor to decrease 

government expenditures on social support. Introducing a basic income system might have 

these side-effects. People might end up working more (paid or unpaid) as they can do so more 

freely without the fear of losing benefits. The state might also save money as a basic income 

system does not require all those costly measures that are currently employed to prove 

peoples’ eligibility to welfare benefits. However, it needs to be stated clearly that those are 

effects of and not the underlying motivations for a basic income. 

At the core of the call for a basic income should lie the intention to transition into a system 

that sees everyone as deserving an income. A decent income should be seen as an essential 

part of an equal right to social participation and opportunities, and therefore a fundamental 

human right. The frame puts forward the radical idea of a society in which labour is not seen 

as the only way to contribute to society. It proposes a society in which trust plays a bigger 

role than control, so that people are given money to have a decent life, putting the trust in 

them that they will contribute to society, may this be through work or through other efforts. It 
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includes the view of a world in which the state’s main aim is to take care of its people and not 

to find the most efficient way to save money.  

I propose that this presents a strong frame of a radical utopia worth fighting for, framing basic 

income as an idea that can radically change our current system. This is a frame that has the 

potential to create a strong shared identity between the actors in the field and reactivate a 

boundary around the basic income SAF, creating a strong field that can disrupt the current 

political mind-set and institutionalized system. 

Looking at the fractured basic income field, and the watered-down ideas of basic income that 

are put forward today, I see this as the most promising way for the actors to re-gain disruptive 

energy and to establish a stable SAF around the idea of basic income. What is needed to 

achieve this are courageous and socially skilled actors who employ and strengthen this frame. 

These actors need to come from different areas of society. The frame needs to align the 

academics, who are already speaking in this debate for decades, the Silicon Valley tech 

entrepreneurs, the precariat and the poor, as much as the rest of society. It also needs some 

politicians speaking up for this radical idea. Only if some skilled actors manage to work 

collaboratively, aligning the fragmented views in one overall frame, do they have a chance to 

build a stable SAF and trigger societal change. 

6.2.	Limitations	of	the	study	and	directions	for	future	research	

With my study I mapped the current state of the basic income field. I based my findings on a 

thorough analysis, engaging different sources, a variety of texts and employing a careful 

process of line-by-line and focused coding. Nonetheless, these findings represent my 

interpretation of the field, and do not claim any reality or truth, which would contradict the 

(realist) social constructivist research paradigm employed in this study. Moreover, I believe 

that different readers will draw different conclusions from what I found, considering that 

“reading and the production of meaning arise in a triangle: the text, the reader and the 

situation of the reading” (Czarniawska, 2014, p. 136). In the following I will outline what I 

see as limitations of this study as well as promising directions of future research this 

investigation opened up.  

In regard to SAF theory, my study proposes two distinct directions for further research. First, 

my analysis showed that SAF theory lacks sub-categories for challengers, respectively 

incumbents. Future research should aim at developing such sub-categorization to allow a 

more detailed understanding of the relations within SAFs. Moreover, grounded upon my 
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empirical data, I developed the concept of boundary reactivation in the process of field 

emergence. I encourage scholar to test the scope of applicability of this concept in more 

contexts to find out if it can help understand the process of field emergence in other areas as 

well.  

Regarding the field of basic income, I argued that it is emerging as a SAF in the recent years 

since the financial crisis. Nevertheless, it has to be acknowledged that the idea of basic 

income is not new, and that there have been actors long before the crisis of 2008, who 

discussed the concept. Interestingly, the idea often re-surfaced after major economic crises. A 

promising alley for future research would therefore be the exploration of the developments in 

the field over the last decades and even centuries. It would further the understanding of the 

structures in the field to gain deeper knowledge of how the idea of basic income has been 

interwoven with the progress of our global economy as well as the emergence and changes in 

the different welfare systems in countries around the world. 

Similarly, I acknowledge that my study does not span across the whole global field of basic 

income. The actors I found to be most dominant and who are displayed in this thesis certainly 

do not comprise the entire image of the basic income field. Further research should for 

instance put a stronger focus on the actors who criticize basic income. They were not 

considered as main actors in this work as they do not represent the voices that try to move the 

basic income forward and, therefore, only indirectly influence the emergence of the field. 

However, they unarguable shape the concept, by influencing the public perception as well as 

by challenging basic income proponents to re-phrase their arguments. Another interesting 

angle could be to study certain sub-groups in the periphery of the field and understand how 

they shape and use the basic income concept. It would for instance be beneficial to employ a 

feminist perspective and take a closer look at the gender and power structures in the field of 

basic income. This could lead to valuable insights on both how these gender structures shape 

the advancement of the basic income field, and what effects a basic income would have on 

gender inequalities.  

In addition to that, I am aware that my research was influenced by the fact that I took BIEN as 

a starting point, a network that due to its founding in Europe has a ‘European/Western’ focus 

at its core. Likewise, the data I analysed was mainly in English and German. Due to these 

decisions and language restrictions, I limit my view to a debate that can be expected to be 

shaped mostly by voices from the Global North. I, therefore, encourage research on the field 
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of basic income that takes a departure point in the debates held in the Global South, as for 

instance in Brazil where basic income is discussed as a progression of one of the states’ 

welfare scheme called Bolsa Família, which is meant to support families with an additional 

income independent from their work situation (however, on the condition that these families 

send their children to school) (see e.g. Paiva, 2012). These perspectives, especially from 

scholars with a background outside the Global North can provide essential new viewpoints 

and insights to this field of study.  

With this study I provided a first step toward understanding the basic income field, the actors 

involved, and the positions represented. Even though it can certainly not provide an 

exhaustive picture, I consider this an important stepping stone to comprehending this concept 

which has the potential to fundamentally change the way we currently live. I, therefore, hope 

that it will encourage more scholars to explore and scrutinize the past, present, and future 

developments in the field of basic income. 
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Appendix	

Appendix	A:	Overview	of	the	historical	development	of	the	idea	of	basic	income	

The idea of basic income is said to date back to the year 1516, when Thomas More wrote 

“Utopia”, in which he describes a fictional vision of an island with a society that lives with a 

system that has many parallels to what is discussed as a basic income today (More, 1516). 

While it took centuries until the idea with the name of basic income was established, More is 

said to have helped legitimize the idea of publicly funded and publicly provided poor relief 

instead of relying solely on charity from the rich and the church (Standing, 2017a). This can 

be seen as a necessary pre-conditional mind-set to even grasp an idea like basic income. 

Thereafter, the idea or variations of it under names such as guaranteed income or minimum 

income guarantee were picked up at several points in history. Standing (2017a) describes 

many of these instances in his recent book “Basic Income: And How We Can Make It 

Happen”. In the nineteenth century, the idea appeared in socialist writings that proposed 

unconditional transfers to all adults funded by taxes on inheritance, land, or gifts. Yet these 

ideas were not able to gain a lot of voice in a system that made income and benefits dependent 

on jobs. The idea resurfaced in the years of economic depression after the First World War, 

yet the political leaders at the time decided to instead implement a welfare system that is 

conditioned to paid labour, a system that was expanded even further after World War II 

(Widerquist, 2017a). 

A next phase of surging interest in basic income schemes took place when structural 

unemployment rose in the US in the 1960s. In 1972 President Nixon proposed his so-called 

Family Assistance Plan which was a form of a negative income tax aimed to support the 

working poor. It was not a full basic income in many ways, yet it was a proposal that would 

have advanced welfare into the direction of a basic income (Standing, 2017a; Widerquist, 

2017a). The plan was, however, never implemented, as it did not pass Senate. At a similar 

time civil rights activist Martin Luther King (1967) wrote the book ‘Where Do We Go From 

Here: Chaos or Community’, in which he stated: “I am now convinced that the simplest 

approach will prove to be the most effective – the solution to poverty is to abolish it directly 

by a now widely discussed measure: the guaranteed income […] a host of positive 

psychological changes inevitably will result from widespread economic security. The dignity 

of the individual will flourish when the decisions concerning his [sic] life are in his [sic] own 

hands, when he [sic] has the assurance that his [sic] income is stable and certain, and when he 
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[sic] knows that he [sic] has the means to seek self-improvement” (chapter V). However, 

King was never able to develop this idea further, as he was assassinated a year later. What is 

very interesting, looking at these developments in retrospect, is that the idea of basic income 

frequently resurfaced after major crises, a pattern to be continued after the crisis of 2008 

which is said to have influenced the current rise of interest in the concept (Sage & Diamond, 

2017).  

In the European context, the idea was explicitly picked up again in 1986 with the founding of 

BIEN, the Basic Income European (today: Earth) Network. BIEN was established to serve as 

a link between all individuals and groups interested in the concept of basic income. The 

network organises a yearly conference for its members and other interested parties. Moreover, 

it regularly publishes news articles and opinion pieces on basic income. On the BIEN website 

it is stated that “BIEN’s explicit mission is to remain neutral among competing arguments for 

and against basic income and the relation of basic income with other ideas and policies” 

(BIEN, 2018b). However, most of the BIEN members can be seen as basic income 

proponents. 

As a last and most recent phase the interest in basic income experienced a steep rise after the 

financial crisis of 2008 and with growing technological developments in the recent years 

(Hughes, 2018; Sage & Diamond, 2017; Widerquist, 2017a). Again, a major crisis can be 

connected to the rising interest in the concept. 

Appendix	B:	Overview	of	the	current	political	interest	in	basic	income	

Interestingly, even though the idea of basic income is conceived to be implemented as a 

political concept, politicians are seldom present in these debates. However, the idea of basic 

income has been picked up by some politicians or political groups in the recent years. Yet, 

these are usually figures that operate in the periphery of the political spectrum or fail to gain 

wider political support for their ideas.  

In the Netherlands, the rather small Groen Links party voted on integrating the idea of “the 

(eventual) implementation of an unconditional basic income” into their party program (Groen 

Links, 2016), yet in the end rejected the proposal as not enough members were in favour of it. 

Similarly, the Germany party DIE LINKE discussed the concept of basic income. The 

chairwoman of the party, Katja Kipping, has come out on favour of the idea (Kipping, 2017). 

Additionally, the party initiated a federal working group discussing the concept of basic 

income (Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft Grundeinkommen BAG BGE) (DIE LINKE, 2016). Just 
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some weeks ago in April 2018, the BAG BGE initiated a campaign that collects signature 

from the party members to integrate a basic income proposal into the party program (DIE 

LINKE, 2018). However, also in Germany the idea is discussed in a relatively small party.  

A month earlier in March 2018, Berlin´s mayor Michael Müller from the larger Social 

Democratic Party (SPD) had suggested implementing what he called a ‘solidarity basic 

income’ (Solidarisches Grundeinkommen), generating huge awareness and surprise by using 

this term (Müller, 2018; Rudzio, 2018). However, it turned out quickly that his idea had less 

to do with a basic income, but was rather a proposal for state-financed jobs for unemployed 

people (Blaschke, 2017; Werner, 2017). The concept that DIE LINKE is currently discussing 

is one of the first ones from the political side that is very close to the idea of basic income. 

In addition to this party engagement, there are some politicians who propose the idea of a 

basic income, yet with limited support from their parties. US politician Bernie Sanders said 

that he was “absolutely sympathetic to that approach” when he was asked about the idea of 

universal basic income in an interview with the US online news outlet Vox during his 

campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination in 2015 (Klein, 2015). However, he 

clarified that he was in favour of a fundamentally guaranteed standard of living, which would 

not have to be achieved through a basic income but potentially also through measures such as 

minimum wage and expanded social security benefits (ibid.). He was never seen as an active 

proponent of the idea of basic income and was moreover not elected as a presidential 

candidate. In France, Benoît Hamon, put the idea of basic income at the core of his campaign 

for presidency in 2017 (Hamon, 2017). He ran for the French Parti Socialiste (PS), where he 

is seen as a rather unknown yet radical figure, which is why he did not have a lot of backing 

for his proposal from within the party (Bogain, 2017; Pfeiffer, 2017). Even less so after his 

party had to take a big loss of only winning 6.4% in the presidential election. 

Another political arena where a form of basic income was mentioned, is the European 

Parliament (EP). In 2017, the EP´s Committee for Employment and Social Affairs voted on a 

proposal for ‘minimum income policies as a tool for fighting poverty’. The group behind the 

proposal put forward the idea of actively encouraging and supporting member states to 

implement different forms of minimum income policies, with the aim of harmonizing existing 

welfare systems with common access criteria as a way to alleviate poverty in the EU member 

states. As outlined above, minimum income schemes often come with conditions, yet the EU 

minimum income proposal was seen as a step in the direction of a basic income. The proposal 
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was initiated by the Italian party Movimento 5 Stelle, which is seen as a populist, EU-critical 

party. Representatives of other parties vehemently rejected the idea. Their reasons had most 

commonly to do with the conviction that people should be put in work in order to eradicate 

poverty and not given (potentially unconditional) cash, but also with concerns about EU-

interference with national social security policies (Sitting of 2017-10-23, 2017). Even the 

proposal itself still included many passages that stressed the importance of work, by saying 

for instance “Minimum income should be the last social protection network and should 

consist of adequate financial support in addition to a guaranteed access to quality services and 

to active labour policies […] Promoting inclusive and poverty-free societies must be based on 

enhancing the status of work with labour rights based on collective bargaining and providing 

quality public health, social security and education services that break the cycles of exclusion 

and promote development” (European Parliament, 2017). Despite the dissenting voices, the 

resolution was adopted in October 2017, and was passed on to the European Council and the 

European Commission (European Parliament, 2017).  

In general, it seems like politicians are slowly picking the concept up, but so far do not 

develop it further. It might be discussed at several points in the political discourse, however 

most commonly hardly anyone in the political spectrum stands in for a full universal 

unconditional basic income. It seems to be too different to their current way of thinking about 

work, income, and benefits to be seriously considered for policy developments.  

Appendix	C:	Overview	of	the	most	important	basic	income	pilots	

There is a number of basic income trials and pilots that have been and are conducted in 

different countries around the world. The aim of those pilots is to test the effects a basic 

income would have. However, many of them turn out only partly satisfy the criteria of a basic 

income. This is an outline of the most important basic income trial, yet not an exhaustive 

overview. 

One of the earliest, and often referred to, trial was an experiment that took place in Canada in 

the 1970s. The project, called Mincome, was a Guaranteed Annual Income (GAI) field 

experiment that ran in the province of Manitoba between 1974 and 1979. It was set up on a 

comparably large scale and over a relatively long period of five years. However, due to a 

change in government and accordingly in political priorities, the data from the experiments 

was not analysed until almost 30 years later. The Canadian researcher Evelyn Forget found 

the data, analysed it and drew exceptional findings from it. Forget and her research team 
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found that there was a significant rise in physical and mental health, longer years spent in 

educations as well as no significant decrease of working hours in the test population during 

those years (Forget, 2011). Even though the experiment was not a full basic income trial, as 

the money was for instance paid to families instead of individuals, it is seen as one of the 

most exhaustive pilot studies so far. Since then, in accordance with the rise in interest and 

attention for the concept, there have been more and more pilots coming up in countries both 

in the Global North and the Global South. 

Since 2009, the US charity GiveDirectly gives out direct cash payments to poor residents in 

Kenya and Uganda. In 2017 they announced a first long-term and large-scale randomized 

controlled trial of universal basic income (Huston, 2017; McFarland, 2017b). The experiment 

is planned to provide unconditional cash transfers to more than 16,000 people in 120 villages. 

Some residents are expected to receive payments for up to 12 years. With the high number of 

participants and the long duration period, the experiment is the largest of its type. The cost, 

amounted to $30 million, will be paid by private donors. GiveDirectly expects first results 

two years after project starts. A first pilot was already initiated in one Kenyan village in 2016. 

Initial results from this trial show that recipients reported improvements in their social 

relationships, particularly within their families, many recipients (67%) intended to continue 

working in the same way as they did before the experiment and participants said that they 

now had more space to think about long-term goals and plans (Teti, 2017). 

In India, a basic income trial found similar results in terms of working hours and long-term 

goals. Additionally, it found that participants’ health improved and that they spent more time 

and money on education. The experiment was set up in 2011 by the Indian government in 

cooperation with UNICEF, SEWA (Self Employed Women's Association) and a research 

group that included BIEN co-founder Guy Standing. For 18 months 6,000 individuals in eight 

Indian villages were provided with a monthly payment, unconditional of their current job or 

family situation and not bound to any restrictions what to spend the money on (Standing, 

2017a). Since the successful trial the Indian government considers implementing a larger-

scale basic income but has not come to a final decision yet (Khan, 2018; Roberts, 2017).  

In Europe, the Finnish government started paying a random sample of 2,000 unemployed 

people, aged 25 to 58, a monthly basic income of €560. The trial started in January 2017 and 

is planned to run for two years. Participants are not obliged to pick up any work in that 

period. If they decide to do so, they will still receive their monthly basic income (Kangas, 



 92 

Simanainen, & Honkanen, 2017). Nonetheless, the aim behind the project is to “remove 

disincentives” in order to get unemployed people back into work, as Marjukka Turunen, head 

of the legal unit at Finland’s social security agency, Kela, which is running the experiment, 

told The Guardian (Henley, 2018). What should be noted, is that with its random sample of 

unemployed people the Finnish pilot is neither universal (intended to be paid to all) nor 

unconditional (independent form work situation).  

A similar project, that is often referred to as a basic income trial is an experiment that was set 

up in the Netherlands in October 2017. The initial aim of the researchers who proposed the 

idea was a basic income trial, but State legislation, as for instance the Dutch Participation Act, 

that was implemented in 2015 to promote reintegration into the labour market, restricted what 

was allowed in the experiment (McFarland, 2017b). The pilot that is taking place now gives 

out cash payments to a random group of people in three Dutch provinces. These people will 

not be required to apply to a fixed number of jobs per week to receive the money. However, 

they will be tested to verify that they have made adequate job-seeking effort, so that a 

participant who has not made sufficient efforts to find employment during this time can be 

dismissed from the experiment (Gemeente Utrecht, 2018; Utrecht University, 2018). 

Additionally, the Participation Act still restricts participants to a certain amount of money 

they can earn per month before losing their benefits (ibid.). It is argued that the experiment is 

basic-income-like as it holds less restrictions than the current Dutch welfare system, in which 

unemployed people for instance need to send five job applications per week, attend group 

meetings and trainings to receive their benefits (McFarland, 2017b). Yet, due to the State 

legislated restrictions the experiment cannot really be counted as a basic income trial. 

What is also often mentioned in relation to basic income trials is Alaska´s Permanent Fund. 

It is a constitutionally set up permanent fund, established in 1976, that holds at least 25% of 

the profit that was made by Alaskan oil. It was designed as an investment for future 

generations, who would no longer have oil exports as an income stream. Currently, the Fund 

pays out $1,600 annually to every Alaskan citizen. As this money is distributed universally, 

unconditionally and on an individual basis it is often seen as a form of basic or guaranteed 

income. Yet, $1,600 annually are certainly not enough to cover basic costs. More pilots, as for 

example one in Stockton, US, initiated by the Silicon Valley start-up accelerator Y 

Combinator are expected to be implemented in the coming years (McFarland, 2017b; YC 

Research, 2018). 


