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Abstract


This article considers the exploitation objection to basic income. A basic income would guarantee at least a subsistence-level income to everyone whether or not they work. The exploitation objection is that anyone who benefits from the social project without making a reciprocal contribution exploits those who do make contributions. Based on this duty, it is often argued that redistribution toward the propertyless should be conditional on a fulfilling lifetime commitment to working to help reproduce the benefits of social cooperation, usually through accepting employment.


One response to this objection is that free individuals should be able to choose their obligations. A free person can join or refuse to join any cooperative project, but to have the effective power to refuse, and individuals must have access either to income or to sufficient resources to secure their own consumption needs. Basic income is one way to secure that power. If there is an enforceable duty of active contribution, either the power to refuse is unimportant, or some other important value outweighs it in a particular situation. What could ground a duty strong enough to override a commitment to an individual’s freedom to make and refuse voluntary agreements with others? What are the limits on government’s power to force individuals to fulfill duties?


Section 1 argues that the connection between duty and social contribution is much weaker if the rewards for participation derive from shared resources. The propertyless passively contribute to the welfare of others because they receive the smallest share of natural resources and of products of previous generations. The connection between duty and labor market participation has to rely on a duty to contribute actively. Section 2 examines interdependence as justification for a duty to contribute actively, arguing that that an active contributory duty requires not only interdependence but also the inability to personalize rewards for contribution.


Section 3 concludes that respect for individual freedom implies three important limits to the power to enforce an active duty. First, enforcement of the duty must be necessary. Second, the duties must be applied as equally as possible to all people. That is, everyone who is capable performs the same or an equivalent duty for the same reward. Third, if enforceable duties of active contribution are justified, society is in an emergency situation, and the group imposing the duty has the responsibility to minimize the impact of the emergency on everyone, and to get out of it as quickly as possible. These limits make it extremely difficult for duty to support mandatory labor market participation. It can, however, justify time-limited national service that is as onerous on the wealthy as it is on the propertyless.

