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The Intellectual Origins and Policy Choices of Western Welfare States

Zhou Hong
(Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Beijing 100732, China)

Abstract: Contemporary Western welfare states are founded upon two principal sources of thinking:
welfare universalism, which asserts welfare as a fundamental right, funded through state taxation and
delivered equally to all in pursuit of social equity; and the concept of social solidarity, which emphasizes the
correspondence between rights and obligations, linking welfare entitlements to individual contributions and
achieving collective risk-sharing through social insurance mechanisms. During the post-war expansion of
the welfare state, these two ways of thinking interacted, reconfigured various pre-war welfare models into
blended welfare systems that integrated elements of both approaches. From the 1970s onward, under the
influence of neoliberal pressures, Western welfare states entered an era of austerity-driven retrenchment.
Within the policy trade-offs of austerity-driven reforms, welfare universalism and social solidarity each
exerted distinct influences, resulting in divergent national responses and strategies. Examining these welfare
ideologies not only enhances our understanding of the historical evolution of welfare states but also provides
a rational basis for selecting future reform directions and strategies.

Keywords: welfare universalism; shared approach (social solidarity); welfare state construction;

embeddedness; universal basic income
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