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In this book Erik Christensen, a Danish social scientist, makes a significant 

contribution to the study of the debates surrounding the question of Basic 

Income (BI). His discourse analysis is set in a Danish context and therefore offers 

valuable insight into how BI has been regarded in a country that represents the 

“Scandinavian welfare model.” His thesis is that BI has gone from being a 

radical, yet inevitable, part of the Danish political debate, to becoming the subject 

of a heretical and excluded political discourse, as the book’s title suggests.  

Some of the ambitious aims that are presented in this anthology include 

explaining the shift in the political and scientific discourses from welfare to 

workfare. Christensen analyses this change from legal, economic and political 

perspectives, arguing for a BI reform from a feminist, ecologist and social-

democratic perspective. The universal interest that this complex approach should 

have for any reader of Basic Income Studies ought not to overshadow the real 

contribution of the book, namely the BI-inspired analysis of political and 

theoretical discourses within a typical example of a generous welfare system. In a 

similar discourse analysis by Janson (2003) focused on the Swedish media, the 

notion of BI was found to be unanimously dismissed as a utopia. This rejection of 

BI is also obvious in the political history of Sweden; the “work strategy” policy 

(i.e., the aim of full employment and the idea that the social insurance system 

while being universal also should encourage people to enter the labor market) 

has been strongly vindicated by Swedish social democracy since the seizure of 

parliamentary power in the 1930s (Junestav, 2004). Symptomatic of this, such an 

important BI proponent as Adler-Karlsson has gained an audience in Denmark, 
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while being almost neglected in Sweden, his native country (Adler-Karlsson, 

1978). Thus, since the countries representing the Scandinavian model are quite 

limited in number, the nonexistence of a BI debate in Sweden adds to the 

importance of the Danish BI debate. 

The first two chapters are the most rewarding ones in terms of empirically 

grounded discourse analysis. They describe the historical transformation of the 

Danish welfare state and the changing role of the BI discourse. Centering on the 

varying meanings of “rights” and “responsibilities” in the labor party manifestos 

during the last 100 years, Christensen argues that “the agenda of the labour 

movement has in this period changed from a strategy for rights of labour to a 

right to labour and, with the new workfare strategy, to an obligation to labour” 

(p. 61). The parole of the 19th-century early labor movement to “do your duty and 

claim your right” was directed against all privileges of the upper classes whereas 

the “right to work” became established as an important part of the agenda in the 

1930s. In the 1990s “do your duty and claim your right” developed an entirely 

new meaning. The “duty” was no longer to protest but to work, and so work 

became mandatory, an obligation required to obtain social allowance – often 

motivated in euphemistic terms as “activation” or “empowerment.”  

Consistent with these discursive alterations, the public reception of the BI 

idea has cooled down in the last few years. With an analysis of how BI can be 

given metaphorical meaning within ideological, theoretical, political and 

technical narratives, Christensen demonstrates how BI emerged on the labor 

movement agenda as a radical idea in the 1970s and how it was finally excluded 

as being a “heretical discourse” in the mid-1990s. The interesting part here is 

how the question of BI managed to enter the arena of Danish realpolitik during 

the recession of the early 1990s. With massive unemployment (10–12%) the 

ideology of full employment had lost its credibility, and new ways of rethinking 

labor market politics and financial distribution were actualized. Hence, BI 

became recognized as not only an ideological project but also as a political and 

technical solution to the immanent conflicts of welfare capitalism. However, 

when the unemployment rate began dropping in 1995, the activation policy was 

implemented and the workfare discourse became hegemonic. 

Chapters 3 and 4 focus less on the public debate; they put the development 

described in the first two chapters into more academic frameworks. Chapter 3 

considers critically the lack of attention that Danish feminists have paid to BI. 

Instead of questioning the reign of paid labor, Danish feminists have tended to 

argue for expanding the sphere of wage labor. Inspired by Fraser’s “universal 

caregiver model,” Christensen promotes BI as a feminist project that dissolves 
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several dualisms that feminists struggle with. In chapter 4, Christensen compares 

the welfare state perspectives of Kirsten Ketscher, Jørn Henrik Petersen and 

Jacob Torfing, and observes that they all, in differing ways, legitimize the 

workfare direction of the Danish welfare state. Christensen concludes that for BI 

to reoccur as a conceivable political alternative, the discursive dominance of 

neoliberalism must be weakened so that social scientists other than the 

economists can gain influence in public commissions. Yet, sociologists and 

political scientists must first become “much more offensive and visionary” (p. 

117), according to Christensen.  

Note that Christensen not only aims to describe how the discourses related 

to BI and the Danish welfare state have varied through the years, but also to 

explain why BI is an alternative worth considering and how we may bring it 

back to the agenda. Consequently, and similarly to many other analyses inspired 

by the methodology of Norman Fairclough, the discourse analysis here seems to 

denote what formerly was known as a “critique,” in this case of the Danish 

workfare state. Critiquing dominating discourses is of course what the critical 

approach of Fairclough encourages, but some of the energy spent on repeating 

arguments in favor of BI might have been spent anchoring the analysis in other 

areas of discourse. For instance, the straggling media discourse of newspapers, 

radio, television and various fora on the internet is neglected, while the 

penultimate chapter “A Global Ecological Argument for a Basic Income” 

(chapter 5) has no particular relevance to the Danish BI debate. Despite this 

chapter’s excellence as a free-standing text, the anthology would have benefited 

if the chapter had been replaced with a more empirical study.  

However, this does not reduce the importance of what is undeniably an 

eminent and subtle, yet readable, anthology and a most welcome addition to the 

critique of the Scandinavian model phase-out. In these days of complete 

dominance of workfare ideology, The Heretical Political Discourse deserves careful 

reading – especially by those sustaining the workfare discourse that Christensen 

criticizes. 
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