
F E A T U R E S

In the first half of his address last June to the Winnipeg Social Planning Council (see Making Waves, Vol. 8, No. 1,

Spring 1997, pp. 9-16), Jeremy Rifkin argued that, however disturbing computers, robotics, and telecommunications

have been to our ways of work and life, we are but on the threshold of the Information Age. We can expect far, far more

dramatic change within our lifetimes. Unless we can start to think “outside the box” - and oblige our leaders to do likewise

- this change will render the preponderance of our citizens idle, insecure, and embittered. To escape this lethal prospect,

Rifkin proposes a new vision and a new role for the community sector.

THE FUTURE OF WORK

& THE SOCIAL AGENDA OF

THE INFORMATION AGE (II)

They said this Tech-

nology Revolution should

work for everyone, the technology should

work for us. That’s a double entendre. So,

what did that mean? One of the leaders

of the American Federation of Labor, early

in the second Industrial Revolution, put

it elegantly. He said, “These new labour-

saving technologies mean that free time

is coming. They will save labour. The only

question we have to resolve is, will that

free time be unemployment or leisure?”

Want to dwell on that for a moment?

What was the vision for your parents

and grandparents? Less toil, more leisure.

What good is technology if it just means

more work? And they organized, they un-

ionized, they were militant, they put

pressure on management and capital

JEREMY RIFKIN

I
have hope that we can bring business to the table, and renegotiate the social

contract with labour in every country. Not out of altruism or some sort of

criteria for social investment - that’s not how this system works. It’s bottom

line. If they don’t rethink the social contract, if business doesn’t share the

productivity gains, everyone loses: purchasing power, investment capital, and the

collapse of the economy.

How do we begin to share these gains? We borrow from our parents and

grandparents. All of you people over the age of 60, you can teach the younger

people here a history lesson. In the 1920s, when the second Industrial Revolution

kicked in, your parents and grandparents in this world . . . had a vision and a mission.
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around the world. They cut the work

week by a third in less than half a century

- from 60 to 40. They increased the pay,

increased the benefit, and that is how we

judge the success of the Industrial Revo-

lution of the 20th century.

My question is a very simple one: Why

are we not holding the Information Age

to at least the same rule of thumb as our

parents and grandparents held the Indus-

trial Revolution? Why is it that not one

of the evangelists of this new technol-

ogy will dare to get up and say, “More

leisure?” Where’s their vision and their

mission?

We need a 30-hour work week in every

country in the world within ten years.

That debate has begun in Europe, and

you in Canada and we in the U.S. are

behind the curve. 30 hours - 10 years. It’s

happening in Italy, in France, in Germany,

in Spain, and it’s going to be a debate here

in Canada in the next year if people like

yourself who are in the activist commu-

nity begin to voice your opinions.

A 30-hour work week is a God-send for

parents. Every politician I know has

caught onto the family value train. (Most

of them don’t have family values them-

selves, but they caught on to the train.)

We talk about restoring the family, [yet]

we’re losing the next generation of adults

- growing up unsupervised, wild in the

streets. It’s a real problem. We’re growing

up with dysfunctional homes and we risk

a new generation that’ll be so violent . . .

over the next ten years it will pale any-

thing that we’ve seen in the past.

So what’s the solution? Well, the con-

servative politicians want to put the

McGuffy reader back into school. (That’s

a U.S. elementary book.) The liberals

want to put all the children in uniforms.

This is not wise thinking. How many par-

ents here? Those sound pretty good to

you? Go back to elementary school books

of the last century and uniforms?

The only way to restore the family is

Mom and Dad have to have some time

with their children. But Mom and Dad

both have to work or they’re not going to

put bread on the table. So, the formula

should be six and six by the year 2006. You

parents work six hours while your child is

in school. Then you have an option to

come home when your child comes home.

That’s the payoff for labour-saving tech-

nologies of the Information Age. That’s

the way to share the benefits. More lei-

sure, renew the family life of civilization.

That’s a vision and a mission.

How do we convince Canadian em-

ployers to shorten the work week and

increase the pay? Do you think that’s

possible? Well, they say we can’t be com-

petitive in the real market. What if I could

tell you within four minutes that it could

be done, and I have never had a business

leader tell me it’s not possible, will that

be worth the evening? Four minutes. I

have never had a business leader stand up

and tell me I’m wrong.

Hewlett Packard, Grenoble France,

BMW Germany. Big companies. They

took the workforce from a 5- to a 4-day

work week and still paid them for five.

They broke conventional wisdom. How

could they do that? How were they com-

petitive? They said to the unions, “We’re

looking for a quid pro quo. If you’re willing

for the workers to work on shifts, we can

operate these new Information Age tech-

nologies seven days a week, 24 hours a

day, no respite. We’ll share those produc-

tivity gains with you, with shorter work

weeks and better pay.” Boom! New con-

tract. Shifts; 4-day work week; 5-day pay.

Management is making money; employ-

ees have a new deal.

So why doesn’t Hewlett Packard and

BMW do this in North America? Because

you haven’t put the demands on them to

do it here. It’s our fault. During the last

French elections, between Chirac and

Jospin for the Presidency, an Arthur An-

derson (consultant), came up with a good

idea in Paris. . . . Let me share the idea

with Canadians.

What if the Canadian government

were to be a deal-maker? And it brought

management and labour to the table to

re-negotiate the social contract, and your

government said to management, “Okay,

we want you to do three things for us . . .,

and we’ll do one thing for you.”

1. You employers voluntarily reduce your

work week one hour a year for ten years

until you get down to 30 - that’s not

tough. Instead of downsizing your

workers to unemployment lines,

downsize the work week. Do it slowly.

You can have any combination - shared

work, sabbaticals, extra time off. Get

it down one hour per year.

2. You voluntarily implement a profit-

sharing plan if you don’t already have

one, so your workers benefit as you do.

With the productivity gains you keep

purchasing power moving.

3. This is a little tough in the United

States: agree to a formula by which top

compensation to top management is

not disproportional to compensation

to the rest of your workforce.

Now if you agree to all three of those

conditions voluntarily, we, the Canadian

government, will pay every last dollar of

your payroll taxes for you. Every last dollar.

Well, when I’ve tried this idea on to

various country and business leaders. You

know what I always get in every language?

They always say “interesting.” This is a

strong carrot. So strong and so compelling,

that if you turned it down, your investors

would chew you out, because it makes you

more competitive than the guy who doesn’t

take the deal. Are you with me?

Weak carrots don’t work. You can’t just

say to business, “We’ll give you a few tax

credits if you don’t downsize.” They’d

laugh. Make it so strong, so compelling,

so overwhelming that they can’t turn it

down or they’re out. But, in return for

which, you ask for real things. Don’t give

away the shop. Share the gains, reduce

the work week, compensation equity.

That’s tough negotiations.
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Now the government will lose money.

The first debate you’ll have in Parliament

[will run like this:] “Wait a minute. We’re

losing revenue - how are we going to bal-

ance budgets?”

Crunch the numbers. What the French

found out is, yes, you’ll lose money up

front, but you pick it up on the back side.

Instead of millions of people being down-

sized over years and unemployment lines

and welfare and relief, they’re sharing the

work, sharing the productivity, sharing

the gain, purchasing goods and services,

and paying taxes. All of which means reve-

nue to the government. Well, was that

convincing in four minutes?

There are many other ways to do this.

The key is to have the government play a

new broker role and put some carrots out

there that are compelling for some top

returns. It doesn’t have to be payroll

taxes. It could be other taxes, but share

those gains.

E
ven in a shorter work week we

have millions of people in Can-

ada and other countries who are

not needed in the marketplace today.

Now you’re having a welfare debate as we

are in every country. And we have politi-

cians around the world getting up in front

of the TV cameras and saying, “Two years,

then off welfare and you better have a

job.” All over the world people are rolling

their eyes and saying, “Well, what jobs are

we talking about here”? It’s a little silly but

I got to tell you I’ve had politicians call me

from Congress and other places, saying

“Jeremy it’s La La Land up here. No one

bothers to ask, ‘What jobs’? Just ‘get off

welfare and get work’.”

Now if any of you are involved in voca-

tional training, you know that you are

training people for jobs they’re not going

to get or for jobs that aren’t going to exist.

If any of you have children that have gradu-

ated college with advanced degrees, you

know theyhaveall thetechnical skills in the

world, but they’re dumbing down their

résumés to get lesser jobs because they’re

over-qualified. The work isn’t there.

Theproblemiswehaveto firstbreakthe

political log jam. If we’re going to address

this challenge we’re talking about tonight,

we have to break the log jam. We continue

to think of politics as a polar spectrum.

Market versus government. Everyone that

I know in every country lines up by how

much market they like or how much gov-

ernment.Youcansit there intheParliament

in Canada and that’s all it is. I’m for more

market, you’re for more government.

This politics is not sufficient to ad-

dress the transition in the world economy

in the Information Age. The government

is no longer going to be an employer of last

resort. Government programs are shrink-

ing. Governments are downsizing. Their

historical mission is changing. On the

other hand, the market is automating and

globalizing and cannot provide for all the

jobs. So, what do we do with the millions

of people who aren’t needed? The first

priority: we have to break the political

paradigm and understand that there are

not two sectors in Canada, there are three!

There are three sectors, not only in Can-

ada, but in virtually every country in the

world except the communist countries and

the newly liberated communist countries. .

. . Once we understand that, we’re in a new

politics and we have the opening for new

possibilities for you and your kids.

There’s the market sector. It creates

market capital and market jobs. There’s

the government. It creates government

capital and government jobs. Then

there’s the civil society. It creates social

capital in both paid work and voluntarily

given contributions.

The civil society is not the third sector,

it’s the first sector. It’s the millions of

people in every country who give of them-

selves to contribute to the common will.

It’s the ancient economics of gift giving.

It’s what’s left of the social commons. It

pre-dates capitalism. It pre-dates modern

representative government. It’s the most

important of the sectors and you need to

think of it, I think, as a 3-legged stool. On

the side is the market leg and the govern-

ment leg, and in the center is the civil

society leg. It’s the new center for politics.

It’s always been there. We in the U.S.

have 1.2 million nonprofit organizations

and they’re dealing with everything from

seniors homes to rehabilitating homes for

the poor to environmental groups to ani-

mal cruelty societies . . . all the things the

market and government doesn’t do. If

they were an economy they’d be the sev-

enth largest in the world. If you woke up

tomorrow morning in Canada and your

civil society were to disappear, this soci-

ety would collapse in 24 hours. It’s what

makes Canada unique.

You know we have a neo-colonial men-

tality in this nonprofit sector - all of us.

We are so dependent on government

largesse and the will of the marketplace

that we have marginalized ourselves into

a neo-colonial status. We believe we are

peripheral, we’re marginal. We beg, we

plead. In the developing countries, it’s

even worse. They call themselves “non-

governmental organizations.” That’s pa-

thetic. They’re not non-governmental

organizations. They are a political force,

potentially.

If you take a look at the Western mi-

gration across Canada, what was estab-

lished first? Communities. Then you can

trade. You can’t have trade until you have

communities. You can’t have government

until you have communities. You have to

build the trust. You have to have the pa-

ternal groups, the service groups, the ad-

vocacy groups, the churches, the secular

organizations that create “community.”

You cannot trade until there is commu-

nity. You cannot have government until

there is community. It’s the first sector.

We lose sight of this, but the business

people didn’t. When the Soviet Union

and Eastern Europe fell, all the capitalists

tried to rush in and set up shop. Couldn’t

do it. Then they realized the reason why!
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There was no civil society. The commu-

nists had eliminated it. The government

had taken over everything. There was no

rich labyrinth of institutional relation-

ships that could create a trust and a cohe-

sion that would allow a market or

government to function.

What we need to do is establish the

idea of the civil society which you all lead

in this province. You lead as the center for

new politics for the 21st century. If some-

one’s unemployed in the province of

Manitoba - workfare? Forget it - it’s the

easy way out. You force someone to work

as an alternative to welfare. They’ll never

give you the job you’re looking for. It’ll be

sabotage, it will be chaos. It’s the easy way

out. We need a more prescient vision of

meaningful contribution. A vision that

can rally the employed and unemployed

to work together for a new country.

So, you’re unemployed in Manitoba.

You’re not needed at a make-work govern-

ment job. You’re not needed in the mar-

ketplace, which is automating. Why not

have the province re-train you - re-skill

you for a potential job in one of the thou-

sands of neighbourhood nonprofit organi-

zations in this province. Then, don’t give

the person a job, don’t force him into that

nonprofit organization. Let him go out

and compete for a job. If they land a job

in a nonprofit organization in the province

of Manitoba, let the province pay that

nonprofit organization an income voucher

to provide a decent wage from entry level

to management so that man or woman

who’s not needed in the marketplace, not

needed in the government, can be freed

up to help create social capital along with

all the millions of people who volunteer

their efforts. That’s the “pay-off” for the

Information Age.

Will we be willing to tax a small per-

centage of the gains in the Information

Age and use that as a pool of resources to

provide income vouchers for the millions

of people freed up in the marketplace so

we can re-create community? That’s the

surplus. Will we squander it for the few or

share it for the many? Will we free up

people from the marketplace for commu-

nity or free up people for the unemploy-

ment lines and prison?

And let us make no mistake about it:

it’s about taxes! Every society taxes! Poli-

ticians are scared to death about taxes! If

I were in your Canadian Parliament, I’d

stand up there right now and say, “I don’t

care if you care about being taxed or not,

because you’re going to be taxed one way

or another. You’re either going to be taxed

for prisons or for communities. You’re

either going to be taxed for fortress secu-

rity or for renewal of the social capital of

your country.

Do not make the mistake of the

United States of America! Do not go

down our path. We accuse you of being

“soft” up in Canada and Europe. You’ve

got too high a social net. You’re not lean

and mean and hungry. What we don’t tell

you is we have a social net too. It’s called

“prison.” And it’s more costly than your

net because it’s not preventative. Two per

cent of the adult men in our country are

now in jail. In the state of California, the

most populous state in our Union, the

Rand Corporation has just published a

very chilling study. They project that 4%

of the adult men in the state of California

will be in jail within 10 years. One out of

every 25 males.

Now, let’s talk taxes. It cost taxpayers

$30,000 a year in the United States (prob-

ably pretty high here) to keep someone in

prison. When you’re in prison - let’s go to

the bottom line here - when you’re in

prison, you’re not paying taxes, you have

no purchasing power. This is a bad invest-

ment. You laugh but every business leader

understands this. In fact, this is no longer

a joke.

On the front page of the Wall Street

Journal last year, a friend of mine, a Wall

Street reporter, had a front page story. You

know in the ‘60s you older people remem-

ber the battle was “guns vs. butter.” Can

you have war and a peace economy at the

same time? Can you provide for the poor

and still make missiles? Do you know

what the battle is going to be in the next

20 years? Can you have cyberspace and at

the same time have an incarcerated penal

system for society? And on the front page

of the Wall Street Journal we have Nobel

Laureates of economics in the United

States saying that we may reach a point

where we have taken so many men out of

circulation and paid so much to incarcer-

ate them that it will drag the entire econ-

omy down with it.

Cyberspace versus the Penal Society.

So, let’s talk taxes and let’s be square with

each other. We’re either going to be taxed

for a fortress society or for the renewal of

community. It’s much better to take that

$30,000 per year and put that into an

income voucher so that a man or woman

can have respect and dignity and self-es-

teem and get on with the task of renewing

the community life of their country.

I
sn’t this third sector, though, for the

losers? Isn’t Rifkin pulling one over

on us? I mean, maybe this is the way

to keep poor people docile. Let’s throw

them into the third sector.

Well, it depends on the value we place

on social capital versus market capital. We

are so immersed in our social experience

that the only value is selling our labour in

the marketplace, that we have not given

enough room to the idea that social capi-

tal - the intimate ability to create commu-

nity - is just as important.

You know, social capital runs by a dia-

metrically-opposed theory to market

capital. Market capital runs on the Adam

Smith theory of society that said that each

person pursuing their own, individual,

selfish self-interest will maximize the

common good. You remember this? It’s a

little macabre, a little strange.

Social capital is based on the exact

opposite theory: each person giving of

themselves to the community maximizes
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their own self-interest. It’s the antidote

to market capitalism and it’s the tension

that’s maintained every society. You need

market capital. It’s creative, it’s ingen-

ious, it’s stimulating - and it’s deeply

pathological if it’s the only value. We need

social capital as the antidote. Because it’s

the part of the capital that makes us hu-

man beings and not just instruments to

production.

Aristotle wrote a nice book: Ni-

comachean Ethics. “Balance,” he said. We

need three legs on that stool to balance:

a strong market, a strong government, and

a strong civil society. Of the three legs, the

center leg is this community in this room.

And the new politics comes out of this

community, and the new people running

for office come out of the civil society.

We’re going to see a whole new people run

for office. It may be the New Democratic

Party, it may be some other party, and

instead of championing government or

championing the marketplace, they’re go-

ing to champion the civil society as the

new centre of politics. It’s happening in

Spain, it’s happening in Italy, it’s begin-

ning in France. It will happen here with

your new political parties in Canada. It

leads from the centre left, in the next two

or three years.

Well, I want to share one dark piece of

humour with you before we end. I grew

up to believe that the “high status” jobs

were professional jobs. To be a lawyer,

doctor, engineer, or architect - status!

Here’s the “dark humour”: much of the

professional work of civilization, as I have

said before, is going to be reducible to

zeroes and ones. We’re going to have in-

telligent machines doing the work of ar-

chitects and engineers and doctors and

lawyers and accountants. Dark humour.

The tasks we placed at the bottom of the

economic pyramid during the Industrial

Age (so far down we didn’t even pay for

them - women did them, primarily in the

civil society), these jobs are too damn

complicated for the Information Age

Revolution. A man or woman operating a

daycare center with 20 youngsters - it’s

too profoundly complex for any software

we’ll ever create. And, in case we have a

CEO that doesn’t agree with that, I’ve

challenged every one of them I work with.

I said you leave your job and operate a

kindergarten for a week, and you tell me

which one is more intellectually challeng-

ing, and more difficult to do.

So we may see a switch in status in the

next century. (All the women are nod-

ding.) Where what we thought was

“status,” machines will do. Machines!

Machines! What we thought was nothing,

is so complicated, so complex, so pro-

foundly human, requiring such intimate

relationships, so intellectually challeng-

ing - these jobs, primarily in the civil

sector (they’re not jobs are they?), these

responsibilities, these avocations may be the

“high status” avocations of the 21st cen-

tury. Machines can’t do them.

N
ow, it all boils down to two

things: 1) politics, and 2) edu-

cation. How do we mobilize a

political force to make this happen? I

talked about the new center of politics

being the community you represent

throughout this province. Yet, is this a

community? Absolutely not! We have mil-

lions of people across Canada that give

their time voluntarily, freely to the non-

profit sector every week, and we have

millions of others that work in this sector.

There’s no community here. It’s apoliti-

cal, it’s not organized, it has no self-iden-

tity. It’s not a player with the market and

government. It’s a colonial dependent.

To have an identity, you first have to

claim it. We have to stop thinking of our-

selves as volunteers and start thinking of

ourselves as serving the community. A

volunteer is an isolated act of charity; serv-

ing the community is a claim for social con-

tract. We serve the community.

Now, if you put someone from the

Lion’s club - anyone here from the Lion’s

Club? Well that tells you something. You

should have them here. Because the frater-

nal groups, religious groups, and service

groups are all part of this third sector. You

put someone from the Lion’s Club, who

gives of their time on behalf of the visually

handicapped, in this room with someone

from Greenpeace or someone from the

Aboriginal Council and you’ll say, “What

do we have in common?” Nothing . . . yes,

we have something in common that’s

much more prescient than what we don’t

share. That is, all the people that come in

this sector, if they were in one room here

tonight, from this province, every one of

them believes in servicing of the commu-

nity and creating social capital. Giving of

their time because they believe that serv-

ing the community interests then serves

their interests.

It’s the antidote to the values of mar-

ket capitalism and we play both roles.

This is such a powerful frame of reference

that if it could be galvanized and mobi-

lized in every single town and city, we’d

have the beginning of a new social force

that can claim the center of politics and

the leg between market and government.

That conversation is beginning in

American cities down south of the border.

[Community service] is such a

powerful frame of reference

that if it could be galvanized

& mobilized in every single

town & city, we’d have the

beginning of a new social

force that can claim the center

of politics & the leg between

market & government.
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It’s beginning in Spain, in Italy, in France.

I’m sure it’s beginning here out of des-

peration. The government is not there for

you anymore. The marketplace is not

there anymore, and out of desperation

you’re beginning to say, “We better come

together and ask, ‘How do we save the

civil society?’” What the market libertari-

ans fail to understand (and you can share

this with the conservative colleague - the

social conservatives understand this, the

market libertarians don’t) - they think we

can have one big “free trade” zone. They

don’t understand that without commu-

nity, you can’t have marketplace. You

can’t exchange and have trade unless

there’s a community to do it.

Finally, a lot of it depends on what we

do with the kids in the schools. How many

have children in grade school or high

school? Every school I know is still wed-

ded to the post World War I corporate

model which is “get the kid ready for the

marketplace.” That wasn’t the model be-

fore World War I; it was “provide good

citizenship.” After World War I, the cor-

porate model. And in every school in this

province you’re getting the kid wired up,

getting them ready for cyberspace, virtual

reality, and the language of the computer.

Correct? You want them to be prepared for

the job opportunities of the 21st century.

We may be preparing a generation for

mass disillusionment by putting all our

marbles in that narrow little basket. All

these children will not be needed in the

Cyberspace Economy of the 21st century.

We’re only at the cusp of these intelligent

machines and you still have youngsters

growing up without anything to do in that

marketplace.

I believe that kids should have this

language. I’m not opposed to computer

literacy. I’m not opposed to children mod-

eling these worlds. It could open up the

imagination, it could open up new ave-

nues of thought. But it’s too narrow to be

their only frame of reference in educa-

tion. Then their identity will be too

locked into the market value of their la-

bour, which may not be valued.

There’s another quiet revolution

sweeping across North America, in the

United States, and now it’s in Canada.

You’re not writing about it, you’re not

speaking about it, you haven’t even a tele-

vision show about it, nor have we. This

little, quiet revolution, a germ of a revo-

lutionary little idea, a ragamuffin, sponta-

neous, grassroots movement is the seed

of a change in cognition for your kids. This

little movement is called “service learn-

ing,” where children are required by their

schools to go out in the community as part

of their educational experience and work

in a nonprofit neighbourhood organiza-

tion of their choice to learn social capital,

to learn relationship.

How many of you have children in this

program here? Anybody in the province

yet? In B.C. I know they’re doing it. Now,

here’s what we’re doing in the United

States. We have put together a partnering

initiative of the 25 largest educational

organizations in the country. Three weeks

ago we brought them together - Bill Clin-

ton’s AmeriCorp, the National Education

Association, the Council of Higher Edu-

cation, the school boards, the superinten-

dents - all the major groups in one room,

with new initiative to rethink the whole

mission of U.S. education.

When your children are in school, they

learn about market capitalism, they learn

about parliamentary government. Do

they learn about the rich tradition of the

civil society in Canada? The 200 years of

“community,” the fraternal, the religious,

the service, the social, the secular, the

advocacy groups, the heros, the heroines,

the anthropology of community? Never a

word! Yet this is the social glue that keeps

Canada Canada. But it is the best-kept

secret - no identity.

What if the education system were

re-thought from bottom to top, that chil-

dren have curriculum teachers and clinic

teachers, inside school, after school, in

the community . . . the whole curriculum

was re-oriented so they learn about the

rich legacy of the Canadian civil sector.

They they’d grow up with more than one

frame of reference. They’d understand

market values, which they need; they’d

understand social capital, which is essen-

tial to their humanity.

So that when they come of age in the

21st century, maybe one young man or

woman will spend 25 hours of work per

week in the marketplace, the rest with

family and volunteering in community.

The second man or woman may spend all

their time in the civil society alongside

the volunteers, but they will be paid in

income vouchers to perform useful work.

That’s a vision.

So what I’m saying is this: we’ve got a

tremendous, daunting challenge. We

have, within our realm of possibility, to

create a new vision and mission for us and

our kids, and it comes out of the sector in

this room. Not out of the business sector

or the government, but out of these rooms

all across the world. And that is to make

demands of the New Technology Revolu-

tion. To hold it to the same standards our

parents held the Industrial Age. By de-

manding a shorter work week. More time

with family. To demand some of that in-

come be put into the community so that

we can create meaningful capital for the

millions of people freed from the market-

place.

So that in the 21st century when your

children look back, they can say, “Our

parents began a great revolutionary

change, a change that allowed us to free

ourselves from the toil of the marketplace

and reconsecrate ourselves to relation-

ships and the bonds of humanity.”�

Once again, our thanks to Jeremy Rifkin

and the Foundation on Economic Trends

(Washington, D.C.) to publish the text of

this address.
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