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The nmessage we’ ve heard for many, nmany decades in a
seem ngly never endi ng procession of prom ses, promulgations,
and propheci es--that |abor saving devices would rel ease
humankind fromtoil, drudgery and ensl avenent to an endl ess
treadm !l called “work”--is finally comng true. At |east
this is according to Jereny Rifkin in his new book, The End

O Wrk: The Decline O The d obal Labor Force And The Dawn

O The Post-Market Era, published by GP. Putnanis Sons.

As a forner advertising executive, | need only close ny
eyes for a nanosecond to conjure up the previous uses of this
t henme: from washi ng machi nes, vacuum cl eaners and frost-free
freezers, to the electricity that nmagically powers them
i ndustrial machines that fold, fill and seal cartons with
goods; office copiers that automatically feed a stack of
pages and then collate, staple and deliver duplicate sets,
conpl etely unattended; all of these ideas have been sold
utilizing the sane basic appeal --endi ng worKk.

The end of work is all but here, and then a future world
of leisure can be ours; except, there’'s “one small probleni
(I can hear these words said in a sardonic voice froma Mnty

Pyt hon sound clip on ny conputer). According to Rfkin



we're not ready for work to end. Ironically, instead of

| ei sure and freedom if we are not very careful to
restructure our society, (nore) joblessness, chaos, crinme and
a host of other ills will result instead.

Rifkin paints a disturbing picture, suggesting that
j obl essness has thus far been erroneously expl ai ned anway by
econom sts, business |eaders and politicians as tenporary in
nat ur e- - di spl acenents brought about by technol ogi cal
i nnovations representing nmere glitches in our progress. As
new t echnol ogi es create worker |layoffs, or even kill whole
job categories, the traditional view has been that in the
wake of progress, new jobs arise to replace those that are
| ost.

These repl acenents, so the explanati on goes, are brought
about by even newer technol ogi cal devel opnents. However,
when events are judged as a conti nuumover the |ast two
hundred years rather than as singul ar advances, the march of
i ncreasingly sophisticated technol ogical capabilities is
creating “a near-workerless world,” he says.

Rifkin assuredly builds his case (and intensity for the
reader in the process) by citing devel opnents in various
i ndustries, past, present and future. As he proceeds one
gets the idea nore clearly and in no uncertain terns--doom
and dammation is upon all but a few fortunate workers, in his

words, the “knowl edge elite.” Juxtaposed to this privileged



cl ass are the nmasses of unenpl oyed | aborers, m ddl e managers
and | esser-skilled souls who have been replaced by machi nes
endowed with artificial intelligence, robotized and conputer
control |l ed assenbly lines and even “farm ess agricul tural
production” (I'lIl explain later).

Nowhere is there a safe refuge fromthose who woul d
repl ace human hands and thinking abilities with faster,
stronger, cheaper, tireless, information-driven,
attitudinally neutered, and all around, sinply better
solutions for increasing productive outputs. It’s not just
industrial settings that are affected either, service sector
wor kers can be replaced, too. In other words, to borrow a
wel | -used thematic notion fromscience fiction witers, “the
old organic ‘carbon units’ (humans) don’t neasure up.”

Rifkin cites exanples in chapter after chapter of
riveting assaults on traditional assunptions about the future
need for human workers. Anong these he includes virtual
people, “by the end of the twenty-first century, scientists
believe it will be possible to create |ife-sized hol ographic
i mges of conputer generated human bei ngs capabl e of
interacting with real human beings in real tine and
space...so lifelike that they will be ‘indistinguishable from
real people” (p. 62).

Returning to the “farm ess agricultural production”

expl anation, Rifkin cites the “not far off” day when a



technol ogy for genetically engineered tissue production of
agricultural products such as orange juice grown in vats wll
energe. Already, vanilla has been produced in simlar
fashion and he predicts the econom c repercussions for three
small island countries that presently grow 98% of the world' s
crop. |If one generalizes these ramfications and applies
themto other forns of agricultural production in the future,

as he does, the inplications becone awesone:

Now, the new gene-splicing technol ogies allow
researchers to produce commercial vol unmes of
vanilla in | aboratory vats--by isolating the gene
that codes for the vanilla protein and cloning it
in a bacterial bath--elimnating the bean, the
plant, the soil, the cultivation, the harvest, and
the farmer....Escagenetics, a start-up

bi ot echnol ogy conpany headquartered in San Carl os,
California, has produced vanilla in tissue culture
at a fraction of the cost of producing natural
vanilla. Wile natural vanilla sells on the world
mar ket for about $1, 200 per pound, Escagenetics
says it can sell its genetically engineered version
for | ess than $25 per pound....conpanies |ike
Escagenetics are eager to bring their product to
mar ket, convinced that it wll drive farm grown
vanilla out of business. For the tiny island
nations of the Indian Ccean, the indoor farm ng of
vanilla is likely to nean econom c catastrophe. (p.
124)

Along with these, Rifkin refers to re-engineering
efforts underway in the manufacturing sector, hitting bl ue-
collar workers and m ddl e managers alike in industries
rangi ng from autonobiles, “the world s | argest manufacturing

activity,” to steel mlls, mning, chemcal refining, tire



maki ng, textiles, and others. |In connection with steel
production, for exanple, he observed “in 1980 United States
Steel, the largest integrated steel conpany in the United
States, enployed 120,000 workers. By 1990 it was producing
roughly the sane output using only 20,000" (p. 134).

Al t hough over the past few decades | ost manufacturing
j obs have mgrated to, and been absorbed by, the service
sector, Rifkin predicts simlar job losses in the future

service econony as well. He cites a 1994 Wall Street Journal

article warning ‘much of the huge U S. service sector seens
to be on the verge of an upheaval simlar to that which hit
farm ng and manufacturing, where enpl oynent plunged for years
whi |l e production increased steadily....Technol ogi cal advances
are now so rapid that conpani es can shed far nore workers
than they need to hire to inplenent the technol ogy or support
expandi ng sales’ (p. 141).

AT&T has pioneered technology that will replace 6,000
human operators by recogni zing words and respondi ng to
requests; the postal service plans to replace 47,000 workers
wi th machines that can “read” addresses and sort mail; from
1983 to 1993, banks have replaced 179,000 tellers with ATM;
Aetna cl osed an entire warehouse facility by converting to
paperl ess, el ectronic manual s.

Voi ce mai |, speech recognition, docunent inmaging and

conputer connectivity technol ogies are creating nobile,



‘deskl ess’ offices, void of thousands of receptionist jobs.
Retailers are elimnating cashiers, inventory and stock

cl erks, and whol esalers, with scanners, bar-coded packagi ng
and conputers directly linked with manufacturers’ order
systens; synthesizers are replacing nusicians; and digital
imaging i s replacing Holl ywood actors.

The price we pay is joblessness anong not only
production-level workers in the agricultural, manufacturing
and service sectors, but also a “declining mddle” class.

Ri fki n observes:

Wiile the first automati on wave had its greatest

i npact on blue collar workers, the new re-

engi neering revolution is beginning to threaten the

m ddl e echel ons of the corporate comunity,

threatening the economc stability of the nost

i nportant group in American Society--the mddle

class. The newest victins of re-engineering are

likely to live in affluent suburbs...Today,

t housands of |aid-off mddl e managers and

executives find thensel ves at hone, waiting for the

phone to ring with a potential job offer. For

many, the call they hoped for never cones. (p. 170)

The result, Rifkin says, is an increasingly polarized
soci ety, where “a small cosnopolitan elite of affluent
Anericans [is] enclosed inside a |arger country of
i ncreasingly inpoverished workers and unenpl oyed persons” (p.
173). In further elaborating on these “affluent Anericans,”
Rifkin portrays a stratumfromthe super-rich to the nore

ordi nary know edge worker; collectively, he terns this group



the “knowl edge class.” Anong this know edge class R fkin

i ncludes “research scientists, design and civil engineers,
software anal ysts, biotechnol ogy researchers, public
relations specialists, |awers, investnent bankers,
managenent consultants, financial and tax consultants,
architects, strategic planners, nmarketing specialists, film
producers and editors, art directors, publishers, witers,
editors and journalists” (p. 174). As a whole, this

knowl edge cl ass “represents 20 percent of the workforce,
[and] receives $1,755 billion a year in incone, nore than the
other four fifths of the popul ati on conbi ned” (p. 174).

Beyond econom ¢ consequences, there are societal ones as
well, he says. A violent crimnal subculture has caused a
separati st response fromthe know edge cl ass; noney and power
create entry-control |l ed nei ghborhoods, conplete with walls
and gates, security guards, surveillance equi pnent, al arns
and ot her measures to keep the excluded cl asses out.

Rifkin cites a litany of other social problens, often
with one leading to another. “One child in four grow ng up
in the United States goes hungry” (p. 178); chronic hunger is
contributing to escalating health care costs; honme ownership
has declined; and those who remai n enpl oyed are worki ng
i ncreasing hours, under increasing stress. He wites,
“Harvard econom st Juliet Schor points out that Anmerican

productivity has nore than doubl ed since 1948, neani ng that



we can ‘now produce our 1948 standard of living...in |ess
than half the tinme it took in that year.’ Yet Anmericans are
wor ki ng | onger hours today than forty years ago at the outset
of the information-technol ogy revol ution” (pp. 222-223).

Anot her aspect of the problem R fkin portrays is its
ironic side effect of weakeni ng consunmer buying power,
creating and exacerbating spiraling social and economc ills
as nore and nore workers are “downsi zed.” Wile corporations
are striving to be nore globally conpetitive, by cutting
payrol |l costs and simultaneously achieving productivity
gains, they are in effect shrinking the size of their own
mar ket s due to unenpl oyed consuners’ |ack of spending
ability.

In contrast to this scenario, earlier in this century,
Henry Ford nade “managenent theory history” by ensuring that
workers in his autonobile factory could afford to buy one of
the Ford Motor cars they made on his assenbly I|ines.
Accordingly, inplicit in Rfkin's analysis is support for
Ford’ s thinking; ensuring workers’ access to goods they
produce is necessary for the well being of producer and
consuner alike.

Wiile Rifkin adeptly points out our social and econom c
plight, providing anple and convi nci ng evi dence t hat
exenplifies his reasoning, his analysis about the solutions-

side of the problemhe presents seens weaker by conpari son
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Unfortunately, his reconmendati ons nake perfect sense, yet
they hardly seem acceptable to an entrenched m nd-set, bound-
t o-stay-the-course we have enbarked upon.

Prior responses to economc crises, depression and
j obl essness cane in the formof governnent intervention,
creating social safety nets and job prograns. Many of our
present-day interstate hi ghways, hydroel ectric dans and
mlitary assets are the result of governnent spending
prograns. These prograns, along with service sector
enpl oynent grow h over the | ast several decades, absorbed
technol ogi cal ly di spl aced workers fromthe agricultural and
manuf acturing sectors. But no nore, says Rifkin. Not only
is public spending “politically incorrect,” we are deeper in
debt, surrounded by conpetitors and creditors; our
wherewi thal is waning, and we cannot afford spend our way out
of our dil emma again.

R fkin suggests that we re-negotiate the social and
| abor contract, calling for shorter hours, the sharing of
avai | abl e work, and the conversion of worker-idle tinme to the
performance of civic chores such as the mai ntenance of our
infrastructure. Further, taxing those individuals and
entities presently enjoying the benefits of increasing
productivity gains would partially pay for new soci al
prograns. Subsequently, redistributing revenues to the |ess

fortunate woul d reconpense for their |osses as forner job-
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hol ders who have been di spl aced.

Rifkin al so proposes the realignnment of society and the
shifting of enphasis to jobs in what he terns “third sector”
enpl oynment. This sector, nore commonly known today as the
non-profit sector, could provide anple opportunities for work
benefiting | ess fortunate nenbers of society.

He suggests that instead of present el aborate
governnment al social prograns, non-profits could take on nuch
nmore of the burden of providing a social safety and welfare
net. In exchange for this participation and partial takeover
of responsibility, the governnent, R fkin says, m ght provide
unenpl oyed workers with wages that it otherw se now gives
away for free in the formof prograns |ike food stanps,
wel fare, Medicare and other entitlenments. Beyond this, there
is an assunption (valid, | think) that participation through
work and simlar productive invol venments woul d reduce ot her
costs such as building increased prison capacity for those
jobl ess individuals who now resort to crine for a living (or
to end the boredom of poverty and powerl essness).

The notion of all of our citizenry sharing |ike good
nei ghbors is extrenely appealing, but will corporate and
political decision nmakers--who are personally benefiting from
productivity gains--accept R fkin s suggestions? This seens
unlikely. After all, corporate managenents who have enbraced

technol ogy for the sol e purpose of reducing the need for
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wor kers, and thereby creating nmassive layoffs in their
respective industries, can hardly be expected now to show
concern for those disenfranchi sed workers.

Despite the popularity of contenporary buzzwords |ike
“enmpowernent,” relatively few enpl oyees are able to sign
checks, decide on nmarkets to attend to, or control their own
fate due to work shortages brought about by any reason, be it
seasonal business cycles, permanent technol ogically inspired
wor kf orce reductions, conpetition, or otherwise. In short,
cor porate executives establish vision, create policy, nake
financial and market decisions, and control the destiny of
all those who are dependent on a |iving wage.

The availability of the unenployed, at present, is seen
as an advantage in that avail able workers can be easily
called in “as needed,” and paid |less, for they are nore
desperate and willing to accept anything they can get.
Rifkin's prophecy is that in the long-termmarkets are
shrinking and society will have to eventually pay for the
upkeep of the jobless and the problens they create (this
i ncl udes corporations, too, by paying higher taxes).

However, fromthe vantage point of CEGs who are directed by
stockhol ders to focus on near-termresults, and political

| eaders focused on re-election, Rifkin s ideas can be put off
until later.

Indeed, it is very doubtful that the business community
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woul d support a nore flexible enployer-enpl oyee rel ati onship
wi thout further inpetus. Reésunmés portray experience in
“years,” because it is nore convenient to stereotype worker
capabilities based on assunptions about “tine-served,” than
it isto attenpt judging productive outputs or talent.
Paychecks (even those of salaried workers) are ultinmately
based on “hours” for simlar reasons of conveni ence.

Converting to a reduced workweek, or better still, a
view of work that capably neasures tal ents and val ues outputs
rat her than “hours” and their correspondi ng “wor kweeks” woul d
be an exceedingly difficult concept to inplenment, due to
managenent’s propensity to the status quo. Accordingly,
managenent is inconpetent of envisioning change and hel | - bent
to avoid having to do anything that isn’t convenient for
t hensel ves, exhibiting no real fore- or after thought to how
others are affected and how ot hers nust struggle.

There are other exanples | m ght suggest to support ny
cynicismand explain that, we are where we are because that’s
the way we designed the system |If one | ooks at what we have
done to our infant children, separating themfrom both nother
and father, housing themin daycare centers that keep them
continuously ill wth coughs, runny noses and di arrhea, our
real val ues becone apparent. W live in a society that
accepts the idea that a forty- to seventy-hour workweek is

sonething we do for our famly--to earn noney--when we al
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know in the back of our mnds (and if not, by sinply asking),
that what our famlies really need is tine with us. In
short, we nust |ike both parents working, neglecting tine
with our children, parents, friends and others; valuing the
i ncone and material goods over rel ationships, because that’s
what we spend our tine doing. It’s not just the economcally
di sadvant aged- - have-nots--in our society that spend their
time this way, either. The privileged classes are equally
dedicated to structuring their worklives in the sane way,
negl ecting | oved ones in the name of responsibility,
corporate profits and for the supposed beneficiaries of their
efforts (beneficiaries, who mght sinply choose nore tine, if
asked) .

A long-standing criticismof corporate nanagenent
phi | osophy, at least inthe US., is its enphasis on short-
termresults, usually assessed by quarterly earnings. In the
face of this, Rfkin' s ideas for solving the problens he so
el oquently identifies, although | audable, seemfar-fetched.
Sadly, and frighteningly, it is not the solutions he offers
that are in thenselves |lacking all that nuch, rather it is
t he shortage of humanity, decency and caring, nade apparent
given where we have arrived in the first place, that cast a
dark shadow on his vision of a kinder, nore |leisurely, and
ut opi an exi stence that is free fromtoil and work. Thus,

Rifkin's book is |ike a Shakespearean tragedy, both right,



and si mul taneously w ong--a paradox that

hope for the human conditi on.

15

i nspires renorse yet
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