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Abstract

Within a scenario of de-growth many may conclude that development in general, and equitable development in particular, may become outdated concepts and aspirations. In their minds this would immediately put the de-growth philosophy amidst the reactionary ideas and would favour world wide resistance to de-growth. The purpose of this paper is to explore institutional principles and tools that allow the conciliation between de-growth and equitable development, namely within economic thought. In this respect we will present human-rights based political economy as an institutional tool of this sort. We will show how a human-rights based political economy can at the same time respect ecological sustainability and social equity. The main reason for that consists in the fact that within a human-rights based political economy, welfare is not the result of economic growth, as within traditional political economy, but of justice. The main objectives of development will be attained, therefore, not through growth but through redistribution of resources.


In this paper more specific issues will be discussed by examining the human right to work. The main aspect which will be stressed is that within a human-rights frame full employment becomes disconnected from both growth and labour market deregulation. It will be shown that traditional policies not only do not solve unemployment but are also not environmentally and socially sustainable. The only policy that is not contradictory with either human rights and de-growth is work sharing by decreasing the length of the work day. When properly enforced this policy has, indeed, historically shown to be the only one that has created jobs qualifying to right-to-work specifications.
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INTRODUCTION


In the call for papers for this conference on de-growth its organisers declared taking for granted that the level of physical consumption in the North is unsustainable. For that reason they propose to explore scenarios of collective reduction and redistribution of financial capacity to gain and to use natural resources, within the boundaries of democracy, respect for human rights, ecological soundness and fairness. This statement means that they are aware of the risk of environmental sustainability being achieved on the back of the weakest layers of society.

Indeed, within a scenario of de-growth many may conclude that development in general, and equitable development in particular, may become outdated concepts and aspirations. This would immediately put the de-growth philosophy amidst the reactionary ideas and would favour world wide resistance to de-growth. The purpose of this paper is to explore institutional principles and tools that allow the conciliation between de-growth and equitable development in what concerns the employment issue. In this respect we will present a human-rights based political economy as an institutional tool of this sort. In other words we will discuss the ways in which a human-rights based political economy can at the same time respect ecological sustainability and social equity. The key issue in this respect concerns the fact that within a human-rights based political economy, welfare is not the result of economic growth, as it ensues from some traditional political economy, but of justice. The main objectives of development will be attained, therefore, not through economic growth but through a fair redistribution of resources.


Regarding the issue of job creation within a society where full employment has been impossible to achieve for over thirty years now it would seem that de-growth can only accentuate this tendency. This inevitability is acceptable only if one sticks to the mainstream economics frame, though. In providing work to everybody fit and willing, certainly the most emblematic of all economic, social and cultural rights, the conflict between mainstream economics and human rights languages reaches its paroxysm, indeed. Not only mainstream economics does not seem too worried about creating jobs for all, as according to its logic one should try to use the resources involved in production as parsimoniously as one can, but also not all jobs qualify to right-to-work specifications; in other words some jobs do not confer that dignity to people’s lives which is demanded by human rights proclamations.
A HUMAN-RIGHTS BASED POLITICAL ECONOMY


According to the United Nations, a human-rights based approach to development is a conceptual framework for the process of human development that is normatively based on international human rights standards and operationally directed to promoting and protecting human rights. In its essence, a rights-based approach integrates the norms, standards and principles of the international human rights system into the plans, policies and processes of development. Regarding the employment issue the main standard of international human rights concerned is the right to work.

The Right to Work


Although there are several references to the right to work since the French Revolution (see Harvey, 2002; Tanghe, 1989), as the US employment act of 1946, for example, which established full employment has being a right guaranteed to the American people and mandated the federal government to do everything in its authority to achieve it, it was not until 1948, in the surge of the discussion about universal human rights by the recently created United Nations Organization (UN), that the right to work got explicit general recognition as a human right. In article 23 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) it is proclaimed that:

1. Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and favourable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment.

(…)

3. Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration ensuring himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, and supplemented if necessary by other means of social protection.


This proclamation clearly states not only that people have the right to a job but also to a decent job, and therefore that ensuring the right to work and favouring any kind of job are not synonymous. Furthermore, people have the right to protection against unemployment, which should be understood as a set of mechanisms protecting an individual from becoming unemployed and not only from the consequences of being unemployed. In other words, not only should he have the right to a monetary compensation for being out of a job, for example, but also that he is entitled to some kind of job security.


As seen in the first chapter, and despite the legal weight that it has assumed over the years, the Universal Declaration on Human Rights did not impose binding obligations on the governments of the signatory states. In order to allow individual countries to assume such obligations concerning the right to work, international community designed the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which came into force in 1976, ten years after having been approved by the General Assembly of the United Nations.


Concerning the right to work, the ICESCR proclaims the following:


Article 6

1. The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right to work, which includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living by work which he freely chooses or accepts, and will take appropriate steps to safeguard this right.

2. The steps to be taken by a State Party to the present Covenant to achieve the full realization of this right shall include technical and vocational guidance and training programmes, policies and techniques to achieve steady economic, social and cultural development and full and productive employment under conditions safeguarding fundamental political and economic freedoms to the individual.

Article 7

The State Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right to everyone to the enjoyment of just and favourable conditions of work which ensure, in particular:

(a) Remuneration which provides all workers, as a minimum, with:

(…)

(ii) A decent living for themselves and their families in accordance with the provisions of the present Covenant.


There are two main dimensions to the right to work in both the UDHR and the ICESCR. The first one is quantitative and sustains that the right to work means the existence of sufficient jobs for everyone, not only the right to compete on terms of equality for scarce employment opportunities (Harvey, 2005, p. 9; Canotilho, 1984, p. 35). It is not incidentally that The United Nations Charter, drafted in 1945, proclaims in article 55 that the United Nations shall promote ‘Higher standards of living, full employment and conditions of economic and social progress and development’. The second dimension of the right to work is qualitative and regards those criteria that determine whether a particular job qualifies as decent work. These criteria sum up what could also be called the rights of an individual at work, and concern wages, working hours, working conditions, the right to join and form unions to protect one’s interests, and so on. Different policies are usually demanded to secure each of these dimensions, and although trade-offs between them could be expected, ensuring the right to work should not tolerate them. That is why some public action aiming to just create jobs may not qualify as right-to-work securing policy if, for instance, it despises the rights at work.

GROWTH, REDISTRIBUTION AND EMPLOYMENT 

In traditional economic theory, economic growth is supposed to expand the demand for work, however not only are there serious doubts about the sustainability of growth in the long run (see for example Daly, 1997; Goodland, 1997), but also the ability of this same growth to increase the amount of work to be done, in other words to create new jobs, has not been be unequivocally demonstrated. The fact that in France, between 1970 and 1992, there was a 70% increase in total output and only 6% in employment (European Commission, 1994, p. 149) is a good example of the inexistence of a tight relationship between growth and jobs. This absence of relation is not so obvious in the United States for example, but it is undeniable that, since the 1970s, unemployment has been climbing side by side with economic growth in major industrialised countries. Now, if economic growth is not the panacea for solving unemployment, what reasons are there for the unemployed to fear de-growth?

The main reason for fearing de-growth is the expected preservation of the status quo. Indeed, if the current distribution of resources, including jobs, was to be preserved, the weak layers of society would have much to fear of de-growth. But, continuous growth being unsustainable, the key issue is no longer so much de-growth as redistribution. In what regards employment, distribution policies should concern first of all work-sharing, which means reshaping the work load. Under the designation of reshaping the work load two substantially different sets of measures are usually taken into consideration.

The first one concerns reducing labour supply, in other words the permanent or temporary early retirement of workers from the labour market, and the second refers to work sharing, or better said, to work-time redistribution. None of these policies intend to create more jobs in the sense that they would increase the total amount of work demanded by the economy. They operate the other way around. Reducing the labour supply is one very obvious way of filling the job gap even if it does not mean more jobs available but just fewer people willing to work. Indeed, it is quite simple to understand that if labour supply is reduced, all things remaining equal, unemployment will decrease. Sharing the work time, in turn, is supposed to create more jobs because the already demanded amount of work would end up being shared by more people, that is to say by more jobs.

At first view distributing subsidies to convince people to withdraw from the job market either temporarily or definitively does not seem to undermine the right to work ideal, and, furthermore, appears to have many positive aspects. It allows people to concentrate on activities they would not otherwise have been able to engage in and to which they attach great value, such as bringing up children or taking care of the elderly, for example. One should be cautious of eventual perverse effects that may surge, though. Early retirement incentives may put excessive pressure on eligible workers that nevertheless prefer to stay in the labour market, and contributes to the development of an age stigma. Temporary retirement with the intention of favouring families that have young children, for example, can also be transformed in an instrument of gender discrimination, as it may especially push women out of the labour market. 


Redistributing work time by reducing work hours could, then, seem the only instrument available to reduce the job gap. French economist Marcel Maréchal states that, since the end of the nineteenth century, job creation in France has been, precisely, the outcome of working time reduction, not of economic growth. Here, between 1949 and 1991, the truly active population rose by 16.5%, from 19.074 million to 22.204 million people (Maréchal, 1999, p. 203). However, according to Marcel Maréchal, these 3.16 million jobs were mainly created thanks to the reduction in the average annual working time per worker, which in the same period decreased from 1952 to 1537 hours, confirming, as a matter of fact, an historical trend, as in 1837 the average annual work time summed up to 3041 hours (Maréchal, 1999, pp. 203-205).


The concept of job sharing needs to be specified in order to avoid some objections due to misunderstandings, though. Job sharing considered above as an instrument of securing the right to work should not, by any means, concern a mechanism within which employed workers come to share their meagre wage with the unemployed through the implementation of involuntary part-time jobs, which constitutes a softer version of technical unemployment, frequently used by several firms in order to reduce the global wage burden. In this view, work redistribution has to be understood in terms of a broader redistribution of wealth, and this should concern the whole of society. The former way of understanding work sharing means that the redistribution of wealth would be done amongst wages only. Work sharing experiences that have been implemented within this philosophy resulted mainly in lower wages and job precariousness (Collin, 1997, pp. 96-98), not qualifying, though, as right to work securing policies even if the job gap has apparently been reduced.

Work sharing that meets the demands for right to work securing policies imply a reduction of working hours without a reduction in wages, which means that income redistribution is not done within wages only but within global income, including income from capital, therefore. In doing so, work sharing meets its major obstacle, which is the capital-versus-labour conflict concerning the distribution of income, or in other words the conflict between wages and rents. It doesn’t seem probable, then, that this distribution of income will be accepted without significant transformations in the political and economic systems.

As a matter of fact, mainstream economics’ obsession with economic growth as the one solution for human welfare is not just a matter of faith. It comes from the very foundation of this school of thought. It is one of its most important constitutive parts. In 1751, going on equality, David Hume in his Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals stated that:


It must also be confessed, that, wherever we depart from this equality, we rob the poor of more satisfaction than we add to the rich, and that the slight gratification of a frivolous vanity, in one individual, frequently costs more than bread to many families, and even provinces (…) Render possessions ever so equal, men's different degrees of art, care, and industry will immediately break that equality. Or if you check these virtues, you reduce society to the most extreme indigence; and instead of preventing want and beggary in a few, render it unavoidable to the whole community (Hume, 1751).


It was in order to solve this dilemma, in other words to reach a more harmonious society without having to cope with the alleged drawbacks of extensive wealth redistribution, that Adam Smith, ultimately, wrote his Wealth of Nations. In it, economic growth was clearly put forward as the only effective instrument to alleviate poverty free of the risk of social clash. In David Ricardo’s model also only perpetual growth, that is to say steady growing factor productivity, could stop both capital holders and workers from seeing their share of the national income inevitably decrease when compared to that of land owners, and, therefore, avoid social conflict and hopeless deprivation. In conclusion economic growth, in other words expansion of global wealth, has been for a long time the miraculous instrument put forward by mainstream economics in order to simultaneously pacify the lower classes and avoid an extensive redistribution of the wealth historically accumulated by the upper classes.

Classical economists were genuinely concerned with the well being of the lower classes, the week link of society, though; but they were not too keen on changing the rules of society in order to reach that goal. Despite the fact that universal human rights share with mainstream economics both its liberal genealogy and its concern for the weakest links of society, ensuring the right to work, supposes, on the contrary, substantive societal change. Indeed, as we have seen above, guaranteeing the right to work demands global wealth redistribution consubstantiated in extensively sharing the work load, which not only deeply questions the dominant economic paradigm, but also claims for a new and global social contract.


We have taken for granted until now that mainstream economics’ solution for employment is based on economic growth, but that is obviously not entirely true. As a matter of fact, the majority of mainstream employment policies do not demand economic growth. These policies are usually centred on obtaining the greatest flexibility possible of the price of labour. Within this frame, trade unions, generous unemployment benefits, work contracts, and many other institutional arrangements, are considered obstacles to flexibility and, thus, to employment. Does that mean that these policies can constitute an alternative to economic growth in search for equitable development? In the following lines we will show that these policies are intrinsically opposed to the right to work.

First of all, promoting the right to work is not a synonym of fighting against the unemployment rate. Many countries have substantially reduced their unemployment rate with mainstream policies but very often they have done so by violating some of the qualitative aspects of the right to work. Indeed, the reduction of the working classes’ standard of living, the dissolution of job security schemes, the erosion of unemployment benefits, the fostering of involuntary part-time jobs, the promotion of trade union irrelevancy, that characterise mainstream employment creation schemes, must not constitute the core of policies intended to promote human rights in general and the right to work in particular. Secondly, promoting the right to work is not about work as much as it is about people. By taking humans as a resource like any other, economics, as seen above, inevitably tends to look for saving work. Now, in rights language, individuals are not mere resources holding productive specifications, but citizens holding rights. Therefore, policies that take people as disposable assets and sometimes plain liabilities, once again, must not be considered instruments for effectively promoting human rights.

Thus, there seems to be a contradiction between the purposes of purveying everyone with work and of effectively managing the human resource. While trying to demonstrate the importance of culture in economic performance, a recent study perfectly illustrated this confusion. This study compared the behaviours of two farming communities in Illinois, USA. The allegedly poorer economic performing farmers, descending from German Catholic immigrants, seldom sold their land and used labour intensive technologies in order to employ all members of the family. On the other hand, the better performing Protestant farmers, native from other states of the union, sold their land more often and used less labour intensive technologies (Guizo et al., 2006, p. 25). While trying to show that culture matters in economic performance, what these researchers ended up doing was plainly asserting that, for mainstream economics, purveying jobs to the community is not that valuable a goal as far as economic performance goes.
CONCLUSION

It seems quite natural that an economy that does not aim at full employment can only but expect to reach it through arts of magic, in other words by some sort of supernatural trickling down effect which takes full employment as the by-product of the attainment of superiorly ranked goals, such as perfect markets. But magic is no longer what it used to be, and therefore, it seems also quite clear that in fighting unemployment, mainstream economics happens to be not only shooting in the wrong direction but also causing excessive collateral damage. Indeed, we have seen that under the cover of employment policies, i.e. wannabe right-to-work policies, one can frequently end up facing as many attempts on this same right to work. Misstatements are countless as we have seen above.

Some last remarks should be added to these misstatements. The state is traditionally supposed to hold exclusive responsibility for implementing economic-rights promoting policies. In the wake of the progressive irrelevancy of the state in economic affairs, the main consequence of this equivoque is the progressive irrelevancy of economic rights, and thus of the right to work. In these conditions, if one shouldn’t have many expectations about the state’s ability to secure the right to work, one should expect even less the right to work to be secured through decentralized decisions by the market only. Economic rights, unlike rights of freedom, require centralized intervention which, in today’s global world, demands global responsibility. In other words, right-to-work enforcement policies should be designed neither against nor for the market, but with the market and for the people.


The last remark concerns the fact that economics does not seem to be at the service of people anymore, but, on the contrary, people seem to be at the service of particular economic interests. By insisting on labour market deregulation policies that have impoverished many workers throughout the world, like constricting unemployment benefits, despite its efficacy not having been empirically demonstrated (see Altman, 2004), policy makers do not seem to aim at creating employment but just plainly at obtaining labour market deregulation. Thus, instead of just an instrument in procuring economic efficiency, labour market deregulation has been upgraded to a goal of economic and social policy.


In conclusion, the question one should ask about human rights and the economy in a sustainable society is not so much if human rights, like the right to work, are good or bad for the economy, but what are the necessary arrangements the economy should make as a consequence of choosing to pursue the goals of human rights and sustainability. Evidently, promoting human rights has a cost, but isn’t that a constant of every choice? Therefore, if it’s impossible to respect the human right to work in a given set of economic rules, one should not forcibly give up on human rights, but rather enrich this system and change its rules. It is by doing so that, instead of submitting the people to its specific purposes, economics will fulfil its real duty which is to pursue people’s proclaimed goals.
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