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Power, exclusion, and the widening gaps between those with agency and
those without is the foremost question of our time among scholars across
humanities and the social sciences. This series speaks to the main drivers of
power and exclusion in contemporary society: digital technological
advances that are rapidly transforming society. Titles in this series will
investigate and propose different ways to think, analyse and understand
inequalities in the digital age. Themes covered include, but are not limited
to, how digital inequalities persist vis-a-vis economic class, gender, sexual-
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field forward. Thematically, the series will examine both problems and
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ones. On the other hand, we also welcome monographs that chart out
how these technologies can be used to tackle social exclusions and
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

I recall vividly watching the coverage of the Iowa caucus for the Democrats’
candidates for the US 2020 presidential election as the world drifted
towards COVID-19 lockdowns in early 2020. While the focus of most
viewers was on the most well-known politicians, those scrolling down the
list of candidates would see what was then an unfamiliar name at number
six: Andrew Yang. While Yang was not the first non-politician to gate-
crash a major US party’s presidential selection process, my particular inter-
est in him relates to his main policy platform, the championing of a
universal basic income (UBI). It is important not to under-state the sig-
nificance of this, as when he first entered the race UBI was pretty much
Yang’s sole policy, something he had previously articulated in book length
form (Yang, 2018). Yang’s book was important in solidifying my growing
sense that UBI could help to mitigate many of the social and economic
problems generated by our increasing dependence on the digital economy.
As I have argued elsewhere, the structural logic of the digital economy as
presently constituted widens inequality and, through its use of automation
for increasingly complex, as well as mundane, tasks, threatens jobs (White,
2014,2015,2016,2019). While UBI in and of itself cannot address these
structural issues, it can go some way in providing material and psychologi-
cal support for those marginalised in this economic dispensation.

One of the difficulties advocates of UBI encounter when they are try-
ing to win converts is that while many agree that the digital economy is
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2 A WHITE

responsible for widening inequality, they worry about the cost of intro-
ducing a UBI scheme. This is not an unreasonable concern, especially
when one considers the projected costs of some of models: one model
where $10,000 would be paid to each recipient in the USA was projected
to cost $2 trillion in 2010 prices (Sheahen, 2012; cited in Gans, 2014,
p. 83). While one should not be dismissive of these concerns, making UBI
dependent on its supposed financial viability is problematic. This is because
UBI should be viewed as nothing less than a crucial component of the
radical re-structuring of society. This position, which I will adopt through-
out this book, focuses on UBI’s positive impact on individual wellbeing,
overall society and environmental sustainability rather than solely its eco-
nomic cost or financial benefit. As Neil Postman (1993) brilliantly articu-
lated in his book Technopoly, the introduction of new technologies into
existing society is rarely an additive or subtractive process, where the new
technology is simply ‘added’ to existing social practices while older tech-
nologies become obsolete or ‘subtracted’ without much perturbation.
Instead, the introduction of new technologies interact with existing social
practices in such ways that more often than not are unpredictable and
potentially transformative in their impact on existing social practices. An
example of this is the introduction of the smartphone into our existing
media and social sphere in the first decade of the twenty-first century. The
introduction of UBI into a major economy will be similarly transforma-
tive, with the unpredictability of its precise impacts rendering many of the
models of projected costs open to contestation.

This extends to some of the other political criticisms of UBI, the most
prominent of which is the Malibu surfer archetype, the person who will
use their UBI merely to pursue their hobby to the exclusion of more
socially progressive activities (Birnbaum, 2011; Caputo, 2005; Pérez
Munoz, 2016). Not only might the assumption that people behave this
way not hold true, but even if it did this might not necessarily be problem-
atic in a situation where sophisticated forms of automation have elimi-
nated many jobs from the workplace and where inactivity might even be
celebrated for its lessening of one’s carbon footprint. While it would be
intellectually disingenuous to dismiss every single objection to UBI as
speculative due to their incapacity to read the future, we should view as
equally disingenuous arguments which assume that UBI is a good idea but
not practical. This does not mean that my arguments for UBI will not try
to address some of these practical objections, but that that my advocacy
will focus mainly on the ethics and social justice of introducing such a
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scheme. Having indicated the general approach of the book, I will now
turn to a description of the different sections and discrete chapters.

The book opens with a general introduction, which you are reading
now in the form of Chap. 1. After that, there are three main sections in
which the central arguments are laid out. The first part focuses on the digi-
tal economy, inequality and work and comprises two chapters. The first of
these, Chap. 2, discusses the digital economy’s role in widening inequality
and increasing insecurity. Its main purpose is to firmly locate advocacy for
UBI within the context of a digital economy whose contemporary charac-
ter and ubiquity works against the type of social organisation that is needed
to promote sustainable ways of living. In its scaling up of virtually all mar-
kets to the global level, the digital economy has significantly accentuated
what Rosen (1981) identified as the tendency for markets to be monopo-
lised by a small number of global “superstars” (White, 2019). Those at the
top can thus command an ever greater share of economic wealth, while
the vast majority of, comparatively much poorer, citizens compete for
what is left. This tendency has been exacerbated in recent years by ever
more sophisticated forms of artificial intelligence which enable the auto-
mation of an increasing number of tasks in the workplace. The net result
of this is persisting, if not rising, inequality among workers as well as a
reduction in ‘worthwhile’ jobs. The main purpose of this chapter is to
highlight that there is a major structural problem with the contemporary
economy and that existing modes of organizing work and providing wel-
fare to those that do not are inadequate. In short, it provides the intellec-
tual argument for a new approach.

Chapter 3 alludes to the need to reconfigure our notion of paid employ-
ment. In its advocacy of a new vision for the concept of ‘work’, and how
that would impact on the notion of the ‘worker’, Chap. 3 makes the need
for this reconfiguration explicit. There is an inextricable link between vir-
tually all UBI schemes and work/non-work. Whether it relates to the
need either to supplement the income of those in precarious jobs (Standing
& Jandri¢, 2015) or to provide income to all those whose jobs are likely to
be lost as a result of the increasing effectiveness of automation in a variety
of workplaces (Ford, 2016), basic income schemes are usually seen as pro-
viding material support when this cannot adequately be obtained through
paid employment. Arguments which essentially downgrade the status of
work as a means of both material support, and moral and intellectual fulfil-
ment tend to unite left- and right-leaning people in opposition. Whether
it is through the Right’s invocation to ‘pay their way’, ‘support



