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Book Reviews
Welfare to Work in Contemporary, European Welfare
States—Legal, Sociological and Philosophical Perspectives on
Justice and Domination, by Anja Eleveld, Thomas Kampen and
Josien Arts (eds.), (Bristol: Policy Press, 2020), 364pp, £80 (hbk),
26.99 (ebk), ISBN: 9781447340010, 9781447340140.

This book is not just the next one in the long list of edited volumes following upon
a conference or a seminar, which at best centre around an overarching theme and
bring together a collection of different contributions. Such books are often eclectic
in the sense that the contributions do not adhere to a specific approach, standard
or set-up. Authors are free to choose their own perspective. Nothing wrong with
that of course. I edited a number of such books myself, some of the contributions
may be very good. The problem is, however, that these edited volumes do not
provide a deeper understanding of the subject than what the individual contributions
have to offer. There is no added value.
But this book, edited by the Netherland’s scholars Eleveld, Kampen and Arts

(with an additional role for Eleveld who contributed to a number of chapters and
wrote the conclusions) is different. There is a compelling inner logic. This logic
exists despite the fact that the book approaches welfare to work policies from
different angles (law, sociology and philosophy), that it deals with a four countries
(Denmark, the Netherlands, Switzerland and the UK) and that the chapters are
written by academics in various stages of their careers (some being PhD candidates,
others well established professors).
The glue that sticks the chapters in this volume together is not formal but

substantial. The inner logic follows from the choice to investigate welfare to work
policies through the lens of a particular philosophical strand: the republican theory
of non-domination. This theory which has been developed, amongst others, by the
Irish born theorist Philip Pettit and the American political scientist Frank Lovett,
identifies political liberty with the absence of arbitrary and uncontrolled power.
The theory (of which I frankly had no active knowledge) underscores that the

risk of domination is most prevalent in relationships characterised by high power
imbalances where one party is dependent on the other and exit costs are high.
Obviously, this makes it well suited for evaluating welfare to work practices where
there is a lack of symmetry in power relations between bureaucrats and social
security recipients and where there is a high degree of dependence on these benefits
as a last source of income. But, according to the editors, there are more advantages
of using the theory of non-domination as an analytical tool. The theory goes beyond
ideal doctrines which preach the catechismus of social inclusion, responsibilisation,
employability and empowerment. It compels us to take into account the quality of
de facto power relationships between social assistance recipients and welfare
officers, frontline workers and work supervisors. Also the de jure power relations
will have to be addressed in order to assess the arbitrary nature of—and the degree
of democratic control. Finally, the theory of non-domination offers an overarching
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framework to connect these specific philosophical, sociological and legal
perspectives.1

So this is how the theory dictates the substance of this volume, with all
contributions paying attention to power asymmetries in welfare to work
programmes. The first part of the book focuses on legal issues. While Paz-Fuchs
is interested in the broad legal and philosophical foundation of welfare to work,
Dermine develops a number of criteria for assessing the conformity of programmes
with the prohibition of forced labour and the right to freely chosen work. Other
authors then consider the extent to which the national laws of Switzerland,
Denmark, the Netherlands and the UK comply with these criteria. The legal
safeguards include: (1) the quality of work; (2) sanctioning policies; (3) capability
for voice; (4) time to train and look for regular work; (5) the programme’s goals
and effects; and (6) procedural requirements. As it happens these safeguards partly
correspond with the theory of non-domination, because they impact upon two
central concepts for rolling out the theory: “exit” and “voice”.
The second part of the book develops a sociological perspective, concentrating

amongst other things on how actors are involved in the design and implementation
of welfare to work policies and how they experience the power relations. The
chapter includes the outcome of qualitative research conducted in Switzerland
(Bonvin and Perrig), Denmark (Nielsen, Danneris and Andersen), the UK (Dwyer)
and the Netherlands (Arts and Van Kampen). A common theme in these chapters
is the social assistance recipients’ lack of voice in the implementation of welfare
to work.
The contributions in the third part are philosophical. The first chapter elaborates

upon the theory of non-domination and explains how this theory can be used for
a normative analysis of welfare to work relations (Eleveld). The other two chapters
(Birnbaum and White) consider the ultimate exit strategy out of welfare to work,
namely a universal basic income. Birnbaum argues that the republican roots for a
universal basic income are partly rooted in patriotism and civic duty, which is
different from the approach taken by the libertarian left. White considers recent
critique against a universal basic income which in his eyes provides a valuable
corrective to simplistic and exaggerated claims about basic income and domination.
Still he adheres to the core of the republican argument for a universal basic income.
All these chapters are taken together by Eleveld in the final chapter. The human

rights perspective presented in the legal part of the book and the republican theory
of non- domination are discussed along the two axes of “exit” and “voice”. Perhaps
unsurprisingly, the UK does not score very well in these terms, while Denmark
takes the highest score with the other countries being somewhere in the middle.2

The last chapter ends by proposing a number of institutional, organisational and
legal improvements to welfare to work policies. These recommendations are
surprisingly practical for a profound work such as this, dealing with a number of
organisational changes and corresponding legal requirements. They cover the
themes of client representation “welfare-as-community” (voice) and sanctions,

1A. Eleveld, T. Kampen and J. Arts,Welfare to Work in Contemporary, European Welfare States—Legal,
Sociological and Philosophical Perspectives on Justice and Domination (Policy Press, 2020), p.16.

2A. Eleveld, T. Kampen and J. Arts,Welfare to Work in Contemporary, European Welfare States—Legal,
Sociological and Philosophical Perspectives on Justice and Domination (Policy Press, 2020), p.340.
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duration of the programmes, the deployment of evaluation instruments and
employment protection (exit).
This is a good piece of research in two ways. First, it offers a thoroughly

convincing and grounded argument for criticising contemporary welfare to work
ideologies and practices. Everybody who feels uneasy about these, without finding
the proper words to explain why, should put this book under their pillow. Secondly,
it is constructive in that it actually develops a range of standards and options which
are open to policy makers. The recommendations are down to the ground and can
be implemented straight away.
A point of weakness is perhaps that the analysis has a bit of blind spot for the

architecture of social assistance itself. In particular, it fails to address the range of
options that are available in the spectrum in between a universal basic income on
the one hand, and the present repressive social assistance regimes on the other
hand. But this last remark should be interpreted more as a call for further research
in this direction than as a critique of the present volume.

Gijsbert Vonk*

Professor of Social Security Law, Faculty of Law, University of Groningen, the
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