Basic Income, Effective Control Self-Ownership, and Market Power
I feel I should begin by saying that I am always impressed by Karl’s work, and that although I don’t agree with him about everything – indeed, it would be strange for me to be here if I did – I think that as a whole it makes a really valuable contribution to the debate, a debate that Karl has done much to start and sustain. So I hope these comments can be taken in that spirit. My disagreements with Karl I think don’t really centre around the idea of status freedom as effective control self-ownership, or the importance of the power to say no, but rather around whether a distributive scheme built around a basic income is either necessary or sufficient in order to grant everyone their proper status as a free person. That, of course, is not to say that there might not be other perfectly good arguments for a basic income; it is just to cast some doubt on this one. In particular, I want to ask whether a guaranteed income is necessary to ensure that labour market interactions are not coercive in the way that would deprive people of the power to say no. I want to do that, though, initially by asking what the power to say no implies not about relationships in the sphere of production, where for understandable reasons attention has been focused, but rather about relationships in the sphere of consumption. 

Karl’s argument for a basic income depends on the thought that if you have to participate in the labour market, then, even if you have the power to say no to any one potential purchaser of your labour, you do not have the power to say no to all potential purchasers of your labour. You have to work for someone, and so you cannot say no to all of them. Thus you lack the power to say no to that form of interaction. It does not, in Karl’s view, have to be the case that there is a labour market monopsonist or cartel for you to lack the power to say no. It does not matter whether any one potential employer can dictate terms: the fact that some relationship or other where someone gives you enough money to live off has to be entered into or sustained is enough for you to lack the power to say no. Consider though an analogy with relations of consumption. In an economy in which all the necessities of life are owned by someone, even one with a basic income, everyone has to purchase any consumption goods they lack, and there are consumption goods which we require for bare existence. Does it then follow that anyone who does not have consumption goods we require for bare existence – food, shelter, and so on – lacks the power to say no in the same, morally troubling, way as someone who does not have the wealth to avoid having to enter the labour market?
It doesn’t seem like it to me. The fact that I have to buy food from someone doesn’t seem to leave me without effective control self-ownership. That is not to say that there are no situations where my relationship to holders of consumption goods could deny me the power to say no. Monopolies in the possession of food or water – as Karl has himself argued – would deny me the power to say no, since those who had the monopolies could dictate terms to me. However, the bare fact that I require sustenance which I am unable produce myself and so have to cooperate with someone else to obtain does not seem to deprive me of my status as a free person; indeed, I think it would be a reductio of Karl’s position if it did, since that would mean the only way we could be free would be by going back to all being subsistence farmers. The question then becomes why this is, and what relationship the explanation has to the situation in the labour market; can the relationships we stand in to potential employers be similar to the relationships we stand in to potential suppliers of consumption goods without us having a basic income? Is it necessary for us to in strict sense be able to avoid entering a market for us to have the effective control self-ownership? Do employment relations differ in some relevant and important way from those we stand in to shopkeepers? Is the interaction involved in working for someone one which it is more important to be voluntary than the one involved in buying things from someone?
It seems sensible to begin by trying to isolate what it might be that prevents the bare fact of having to enter the market for consumption goods from depriving people of the power to say no in a morally troubling sense. Now, the obvious difference between cases where someone has a monopoly on some essential consumption good and where there are a number of competing suppliers is that no one is compelled to enter into a relationship with any one of those suppliers in particular. More than that, as long as the market is genuinely competitive and everyone has the resources to access all of it, they should have a choice not only about who they enter into a relationship with, but also the type of relationship that they enter into. Whilst I have to buy some food from someone unless I grow enough to live off myself, I have some choice about both whom I buy it from and what I buy from them. That choice exists because in a competitive market consumers have some market power: they can play the various firms off against each other. Of course, there could be situations in which consumers having market power does not result in choice, because certain preferences dominate the relevant market. If everyone apart from one person has a strong preference for good x from supplier y in market z, then the one person who does not share that preference is probably going to lack market power, since it is unlikely they alone will have enough purchasing power to force the market to cater to their demands. In such situations, at least where variety in the forms of the good is important enough, it might well be the case that people do lack the power to say no in a morally troubling sense. Worries about the subtle forms of coercion involved in the dominance of majoritarian preferences in patterns of cultural consumption should be familiar, after all, to anyone who has ever read any J.S. Mill. If such worries are justified, of course, then unless a basic income assures a diversity of preferences, a basic income would not guarantee effective control self-ownership. Basic income does not guarantee market power, and market power can be crucial for the ability to say no, for effective control self-ownership.
It is worth noting here that if we accept what I am going to call the Millian thought about the possibility of a loss of the power to say no to certain consumption relations, that does not imply that we think every example of a loss of diversity in the market for a given good results in that kind of morally troubling loss. Imagine I had a preference that I do not buy electricity from companies which employ anyone who is not a member of my ethnic group. Although there is a degree of choice of electricity suppliers, none of them will assure me that they only employ members of my ethnic group. I cannot say no to being supplied electricity by one of these suppliers, but I would not think that we would be particularly morally troubled by that. It is not only the case then that market power, rather than the power to avoid entering the market, guarantees the morally significant power to say no, but that in certain cases certain preferences about the goods I supplied may not have to have any prospect of being met for me to retain the morally significant power to say no. I can have the power to say no whilst being required to enter a market in which I cannot meet my preferences, because, presumably, my preferences can be either trivial or objectionable and be legitimately discounted. Now, I’m pretty sympathetic to the thought that someone’s only reasons for not wanting to work when that employment will often be highly casualized and marked by various hierarchies will be trivial or objectionable, but that does not mean that there could not be any situations where someone’s reasons for not working would be trivial or objectionable. A sufficiently wide choice amongst a number of potential occupations where each of those choices met some independent standard of acceptability – flexibility over the demands made on one’s time, the minimization of hierarchical decision-making procedures, the enforcement of certain workplace standards, and so on – might be enough to ground any refusal to accept one of the posts in trivial or objectionable reasons. That would make a basic income strictly unnecessary for effective control self-ownership, although obviously still necessary in the cases where such a choice could not be provided, which might always be the majority and even the vast majority.
Now, I have not argued conclusively that a basic income is neither sufficient nor necessary to guarantee the power to say no, since I have barely gestured in the direction of cases where one of those two things seems to be the case. It may be that the set of Millian worries about the dominance of majority preferences over patterns of cultural consumption is actually empty, just as the set of cases where refusing work rests on trivial or objectionable reasons may also be. It may be that the ways in which market power gets exercised or preferences can be objectionable or trivial in markets for consumption goods cannot be replicated in labour markets, that the goods at stake in them are just too different for the analogy to work. What I am aiming at in making these beginnings of criticisms of Karl’s argument is a demand to think at a more concrete level about the power relations which structure people’s option sets and so determine how much control they have over their lives. The world of work is not the only place where we are vulnerable to power relations, and if we are serious about structuring our political and social institutions so as to minimise our coercive exposure to power relations – as I take it Karl is – we need to think all of these institutions and how they inter-relate, rather than any one of them in isolation. Thinking about any one of them in isolation can, I think, lead to a failure to see where the logical extension of an argument takes us too far. Or at least that is what I have tried to argue by comparing relations of consumption and relations of production. Thank you.
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