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JeremyRifkinslingsbarbswhilepushingformoreworkers,fewerhours
, .

:Sr MARYANNGWINN for the increasingly high-tech world. Unless
.:jeattJeTimes business reporter policy-makers begin to grapple with the
;.;: Social activist and economist]eremy reality that hig~ t~ch is not the jobs program:
J~ifkin is promoting an idea that runs counter of th~ future, Rifkmco~tends that a wave of"
to every notion of classical economics and m~ss unemployment wIlldevastate the
:;/;... Th ' II middle class and destroy markets for goods
,:.vencomm~n sense: e economy WI of allkinds.
,workbetter Ifwe allwork less. , Rifkin a Wharton Business School
:'~. Rifkin~s in Seattle recently, tm:o~ng graduate~hose elegantsuitsbeliehisfire~'
,~IS well-aImed barbs at the welfare bill Just!' " . ". .

:,signedby President Clinton.The new law' breathing orientation, is no stranger;
:1Mowsthe task ofcreating jobs for millions i to attacking the foundations of the
~fformerwelfure recipients to the states, iUodemtechnological world.
Rifkinsaid. Founder of a think tank, the

"The dirty'little secret is - there aren't Foundation on Economic ~rends,
anyjobs," says Rifkin."No one has thought Rifkin has taken on a vanety of
this out." technology-related issues. He has

Rifkin'sapprehension derives from the filed lawsuits against genetic-engi- .
research he didfor a book he authored last neering projects, includingone at the'
year, "The End ofWork," (Jeremy P. University of Washington. In,a book
TarcherlPutman). Over the years, Rifkin,a he authored in the early 1990s, "Be-
well-knownradical theoretician, has taken yond Beef: The Rise and Fall of the '

on genetic engineering and the beef industry Cattle Culture," he targeted the ~.
, , '; . . colibacteria as one likely to cause bIg
a~targets for hIs anti-technologIcalskepti- trouble, years before an outbreak in :
Clsm." . 'Washington state sickened hundreds'

. .NowhIsmessag,eI~emplo~ent~based. and killedthree. :
HIghtechnology,RifkIn~s, ISgOIngto He's also been branded a neo- i
throw,~ostofusoutofawb., . Luddite for his anti-technology;

In. The End ofWork, RifkInsounds a stance, after the 19th-century Eng-
~n¥ that ~any '!I°rkers 3!e a1r~dy , lish radicals who destroyed textile.
feelIng In theIr gut, if not yet In th~Ir . machinery in a futile effort to stop:
paychecks:Sooner or lat~r, m?st Job~WillbEindustrialization.
automated. The worldWillbe mcreasl~gly Critics of "The End of Work" say

- J?Opulatedb~.asmallsegment ofthe ht~r . Rifkin doesn't distinguish between,
paid,technical elite - and great masses of .layoffs because of automati°I! and '

, theunemployed. : layoffsfor other reasons, such as
Rifkin's message is oldnews to laid-off international competition.

bank tellers and meter readers. Buthe says His book also predates the April
that policy-makers haven'~a clue as to what report byPresident Clinton's Council .
dimensionsjoblessness Willeventually as- on Economic Advisers, which found
sume. that more high-payingjobs are being

Fewer than 20 percent ofthe world's, created than eliminated by corporate
populationwillever be employed in the . downsizing.That report foundthat
"knowledge sector," the workers ,,:ho the economy has produced 8.5 mil- .

theorize, design and manufacture products lion more nonfarm jobs than it has
, lost since 1~93. ,

Rifkin says those figIltes are dis-'
torted by the fact that the federal
government consistently underesti-
mates the unemployment rate by
failing to count people who have
given up lookingfor work.

Focus on 'elite' sector

In the "End of Work," Rifkin
compares his projected future de-
cline of the job base to the changes
technology has already wrought on
employment in agriculture and man-
ufacturing.

In the beginning of the 19th cen-
tury, most Americans worked on
farms. By the 1870s, the proportion:
of the national labor force in agricul-
ture had decreased to half; by 1900,
to a third; by 1940, to a fifth; and
today, to about 3 percent.
. "In the past," writes Rifkin,
"when new technologies have re- .'

placedworkers in a givensector, new
sectors have always emerged to ab-
sorb the displaced laborers. ... to-
day, all three sectors ofthe economy
- agricultural, manufacturing and
service, are experiencing techriologi-

,cal displacement. forcin~.millions
onto unemploy-
ment rolls.

"The only
sector emerging
is the knowledge
sector, made up
of a small elite of
entrepreneurs,
scientists, tech-
nicians, comput-
er programmers,
professionals: '

educators and

Jeremy
Rifkin

consultants."



Eventually, even companies that.
specialize in high technology will
need onlythe elite of the elite. Rifkin
points to escalating unemployment
in the fields of mathematics, physics
and .engineering. Unemployment for
recent doctorates in math and phys-
ics has reached 12 percent. A recent
study sponsored by the Alfred P.
Sloan Foundation found that the U.S.
is producing 25 percent too. many
doctorate~ in science and engineer-
mg.

This transition to a technical elite
has been aided by massive corporate
investments in computers, robots
and other automated equipment in
the 1980s. Those investments have
paid off, with an increase in U.S.
workerproductivity..

But th<!t productivity increase
came at a cost - although worker!

productivity increased by 35 percent
.in the manufacturing sector from
1979 to 1992,. the manufacturing
work force shrank by 1~ perceut.

Spreading the hours around
One ofRifkin'sproposals - to get

companies to employ workers at 30
hours a week and create more jobs -
sounds somewhat out of left field.

But in fact, the government of
France has done just that.

In August, France, battling a 12.5
percent unemployment rate, passed
legislation that would offer a 50
percent reduction in the French ver-
sion of employer SocialSecurity pay- .
ments to companies that cut working
hours by 15 percent and hire the
same proportion of new staff.

Some European-based compan-
ies, such as Volkswagen, have al-
ready shortened workweeks to save
jobs. Rifkin argues. that companies
can sweeten t1'J.eprospect ofreduced
wages by offering employees profit-
sharing programs, and that govern-
ments can help by reducing selected
taxes on employees and companies.

Workers will,h~ve the advantage
of more tim~ }vith their families,

cutting child-care and other wor~~
related costs. :..:

Other companies have shortened
workweeks and continued to pay
employees the equivalent of a 40.:
hour week, getting in exchange:a.
promise from unions that workers
willwork more flexiblehours and cu~
"down time" on expensive proQUc-;
tion equipment.: .

Rifkinbelieves it will take a majQi
recession to convince U.S. compan~
ies that such a drastic step is neces~
sary. A major "carrot," such astlie
eliminationof payrolltaxes, will Q.-e

necessary to get businesses to cOIJ~
sider sucha notion. .,.:

Privately, he says, businesses aft\
already worried th4t job inse.curityis
destroying the markerior-their pro-
ducts.

"Everyone wants to cut the bot~
tom line. But privately, many retail~
ers are hurting," he says, as the retail
industry continues its shakeout and
faces the possibilityofanother dismal
Christmas season like last year's.

"In the next recession," says
Rifkin,"it willbecome very clear that
we have along-term structural prob..
lemthat won't go away."


