Jobs guarantees lead to degrowth of the economy and detaching an emphasis on labor productivity from the ideas of self-fulfilling employment
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Since the dawn of capitalism, market economies have placed a high emphasis on labour productivity. Continuous improvements in technology geared towards productivity increases lead to more output being produced for a given amount of labour. But crucially these advances also mean that fewer people are needed to produce the same amount of goods and services each year. As long as the economy expands fast enough to offset increases in labour productivity there is no problem. But if the economy does not grow, people lose their jobs. Economic growth has been necessary within this system just to prevent mass unemployment. Communities and the politicians that represent them celebrate the construction of a new factory not so much for the increase in supply of some needed product, but because of the jobs it creates. In advanced economies, the shortage of employment has become more pressing than the shortage of products. Basically, we produce goods and services mostly to keep people employed rather than to cater for their needs. But what if economic growth were to slow down and, eventually, come to a halt in the near future? More than half a century of ‘growth propaganda’ supporting the dogma that pursuing never-ending growth is plausible and desirable may make this new prospect shocking for some. However, there is now overwhelming evidence that decoupling GDP growth from increases in natural resource and energy use is impossible. And our plundering of Earth’s bounty has already reached unsustainable levels with the overshot of several planetary boundaries. It is, therefore, time for a bold public debate about whether it is desirable to continue our relentless pursuit of economic growth, with the associated dire consequences for the health of the planet, simply to keep people employed. Adopting an economic policy proposal known as the job guarantee could ensure full employment while our society transitions towards an economy that no longer grows. All this, without sacrificing the goods and services needed for just and sustainable prosperity. The need for planned economic degrowth The idea of ‘degrowth’ takes aim at the irreconcilable contradiction between the growth imperative of capitalism and sustainability on a finite planet. Degrowth is defined as an equitable downscaling of production and consumption that will reduce society’s extraction of energy and raw materials and generation of waste. More broadly, degrowth means the abolition of economic growth as a social objective. Instead, degrowth implies a new direction for society, one in which we live and work differently from today by giving priority to a sustainable level of wellbeing for all citizens rather than to maximising wealth. The first step in this direction requires decoupling employment from economic growth. This shift is essential as changes in the labour market can facilitate the political appeal of degrowth ideas to citizens who are, after all, always faced with the threat that sustainability policies that menace economic growth will leave them unemployed. In the long term, degrowth advocates may want to pursue changing broader attitudes towards the concept of work so that self-esteem no longer depends on one’s ability to earn money through paid work. A Universal Basic Income could be one way of doing this. With a UBI, pursuing full employment becomes superfluous since people will have a guaranteed livelihood regardless of them working or not. But — as argued by the ecological economist Blake Alcott — work remains an essential value in our society and should remain our starting point. There are only a limited number of years remaining to convince voters to opt for a managed, humane transition to a smaller economy. The time frame precludes waiting until deeper attitudes have changed. A job guarantee is urgently needed if we want to preserve people’s livelihoods while at the same time rein in the ecological catastrophe driven by an economic system that relies on constant GDP growth.
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