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INTERVIEW

Jeremy Rifkin

apologizes for having to stand up during the interview. “I feel like

Pkl

I’'m E@cmrmg rather than talking,” E_’za: says. But, his back aches, a
chronic problem that is haunting him. It’s all those airplane rides,
uncomfortable hotel beds, and the intensity of crouching over a
desk for hours at a time, handwriting one of his many books. In

VEgCE etables. Now héﬁ has aimed his missives at corporate America

via The End of Work (Tarcher/Putnam, 1996).
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But the man who wants us to reduce
the numbers of hours we work per week,
spend more time with our families, and fur-
ther devote ourselves to the good of the
community, can’t let up. At least not right
now. He must strike while the iron is hot,
he says. With European governments, the
White House, and international associations
inviting him to speak, Rifkin, who also serves
as president of the Washington D.C.-based
think tank Foundation on Economic
Trends, is too anxious about the future to
take a break now. Through his eight-person
organization and through his ever-prolific
writings, Rifkin attacks people, systems,
governments, and organizations he feels are
wrong. Like Monsanto and the bovine
growth hormone. Or multinational pharma-
ceutical corporations that reap profits at the
expense of Third World countries.

But now, he’s talking about the dawn
of today’s “knowledge sector” revolution.
Rifkin reveals harrowing figures about the
future of the workplace, estimating that go
out of 124 million jobs are susceptible to
being replaced by machines. More impor-
tant, no one has created a vision of how
these same machines can create more jobs.

Rifkin, a self-described optimist, isn’t
all doom and gloom. Unlike many of his
economist peers, he has a well-thought-out
solution. Recognize and cherish our civic so-
ciety, he suggests. Nurture it and feed it, and
it will take care of our communities and our
under- and unemployed.

Rifkin has good reason to understand
the value of giving to the community. After
his sister was diagnosed as being legally
blind, his mother, Vivette Rifkin, started
reading her homework assignments to her.
When her daughter went to college, Vivette
taped her textbooks. This led to the found-
ing of Education Tape Recording for the
Blind, which is now the second largest
organization in the country providing re-
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cording services to the blind. Based in Chi-
cago, it is staffed by 140 volunteers. Vivette,
now eighty-five, has taped more than 2,500
books. More than 7,000 people have been
assisted by the organization.

Jeremy Rifkin spoke with Business Eth-
ics senior editor Mary Scott.

ou’ve been described as an
economist, a philosopher,
and an activist. That seems
like an odd trio.
A bit of an oxymoron,
perhaps. I consider myself
an activist. But to be a true activist you have
to do your intellectual homework. Without
preparation it’s not possible to understand
the concepts behind the cause. Writing
books helps me crystallize my thoughts. But
if the ideas are not acted on then it’s purely
an academic exercise.

You criticize high technology and corporate
Americain The End of Work. What are some
of the issues you feel are most prevalent?

Well, let’s talk ethics. The whole cor-
porate structure buckles when dealing with
the inequities in our society - especially
when it comes to the sharing of corporate
gains among all the stakeholders. All else is
secondary. Today the income disparity be-
tween the rich and poor is the widest since
1945. And 25 percent of our children live
below the poverty line.

Corporate responsibility is about main-
taining the social contract with the
workforce and the communities where a
company conducts business. This should be
based on the principle that the gains pro-
duced by working people must be broadly
shared to maintain a healthy and vibrant
market system.

Who’s responsible for this disparity?
Unfortunately, we have some cEos who

e

have lost sight of the social contract. Like
the majority of our political leaders, many
businesspeople buy the traditional neoclas-
sical argument that even though growth
results in the elimination of certain types of
jobs, it creates more new opportunities than
it destroys.

This was partially true when we
moved from the agricultural age to the in-
dustrial age. Assembly line work provided
jobs for dislocated farmers. When the fac-
tories began to automate, many displaced
workers were able to find new jobs in the
emerging service sector. Although an en-
gine of job creation, the market has never
been able to create enough jobs for every-
one looking for work. Ultimately, we need
to remember that it was the Japanese who
saved us from the Depression by bombing
Pearl Harbor — the war put millions of
Americans back to work in the defense
industries. And after World War II the mili-
tary industrial complex, subsidized by tax-
payers, and public employment programs
absorbed millions of workers who couldn’t
find jobs.

What do you see happening today?

The manufacturing sector is moving
away from mass labor to elite workforces.
Within twenty-five years less than 2 percent
of the global workforce will be in mass la-
bor, assembly line jobs. This is a change that
will be earthshaking. Also, the white-collar
service and professional sectors are in the
process of devolution; they're being replaced
by software, intelligent machines, and tele-
communications technology.

Today’s companies are different. They
are increasingly made up of small networks
of entrepreneurs, creative people, profes-
sionals, technical staff, and “just-in-time”
workforces. In manufacturing, the shift is
toward the near workerless factory. In the
service industry, we’re moving away from
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