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Introduction
‘Men at the Side of the Road’ is a registered not-for-profit non-governmental
organisation (NGO) in Cape Town that assists day labourers find casual
employment. It was set up, initially, to establish the legal right of day
labourers to stand and wait for work on the pavement. The organisation had
to go to the High Court to stop the police from arresting them for waiting at
the side of the road. Men at the Side of the Road is not a labour brokering
firm which employs workers and then hires them out to an employer. It is,
instead, a labour market intermediary, which assists unemployed persons to
find casual employment. They choose a space at the side of the road, set up
banners, register the unemployed, gather details of their backgrounds,
develop a data base, build up CVs for workers, and facilitate their training.

This initiative forms part of the historic struggle by black people for the
right to work. Fifty-five years ago, on June 25 and 26, 1955, 2,844 delegates
gathered in Kliptown, Soweto, to debate and ratify the Freedom Charter. It
became the iconic document defining the nature of our struggle for freedom
and democracy. At the core of this document was an explicit link between
the right to work and the right to security. Through the extension of
democratic rights, recognition of trade unions, skills development,
employment equity programmes, economic incorporation through wages
and various benefits, key demands of the Freedom Charter have been won
in post-apartheid South Africa. However, in spite of the progress we have
made in this struggle for decent work, a key feature of the apartheid
workplace remains in place – that of insecurity in the workplace and in
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society. Indeed, the goal of the right to work and security seems as elusive
as ever, given that 22.5 per cent of the economically active population are
unemployed,. If we include those who do not have work but who have
stopped looking for work – the so-called discouraged worker – the figure is
at least 34.4 per cent (Statistics South Africa 2009).

This is the puzzle I examine in this article. A widespread explanation for
South Africa’s exceptionally high unemployment rate is that the very labour
rights that workers have won have created a rigid labour market that deters
hiring. It is argued that the minimum wages established in various sectors,
the extension of collective bargaining agreements to non-parties, and
significant obstacles to retrenchments and dismissals have made employers
reluctant to hire. ‘The price of over-regulation [of the labour market]’ a recent
report from a respected liberal policy think tank argues, ‘is paid by the poor
and unskilled, by people who have only their labour to sell but are being
barred from doing so by the rigidities of our labour market’ (South African
Institute of Race Relations [SAIRR] 2009:31).

Employers have responded to these ‘rigidities’ by either not complying
with the labour regulations or by-passing them by outsourcing and sub-
contracting the work to a third party, a labour broker. This means that
workers technically no longer work at the premises of their employers,
because they are employed by a third party, the labour broker, who enters
into a commercial contract with the ‘client’.

The Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) resolved at its
2009 congress to campaign for a ban on labour brokers, arguing that labour
broking represents a modern form of slavery (COSATU 2009). The
Confederation of Associations in the Private Employment Sector (CAPES)
is strongly opposed to the ban. It argues that since 2000, private employment
agencies introduced around 3.5 million temporary, part-time and contract
employees, approximately 2 million of whom were first-time job seekers, into
the labour market (Sharp 2009:5). If this is true – and this research needs to
be tested through peer review – labour brokers are indeed an important point
of entry into the labour market. However, this does not refute the fact that
there is shocking exploitation of sub-contracted workers in a range of
sectors in South Africa. After examining their pay-slips, we found that some
workers were taking home as little as R10.80 for a month’s work, after
exorbitant deductions had been made (Webster et al 2008)!

This is an important but unresolved debate in South Africa. In this article
I want to approach unemployment from a different perspective. C Wright
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Mills drew a distinction between what he called a ‘personal trouble’ and a
‘public issue’. A trouble is a private matter; issues transcend the individual
and have to do with ‘the institutions of a historical society as a whole, with
the ways in which various milieux overlap and interpenetrate to form the
larger structure of social and historical life’ (Mills 1959:15). An issue, he
suggests, is a public matter. To illustrate this distinction Mills took
unemployment:

When, in a city of 100,000, only one man is unemployed, that is his
personal trouble, and for its relief we properly look to the character of
the man, his skills, and his immediate opportunities. But when in a
nation of 50 million employees, 15 million men are unemployed, that
is an issue, and we may not hope to find its solution within the range
of opportunities open to any one individual. The very structure of
opportunities has collapsed. (Mills 1959:15)

Under these circumstances, Mills (1959:15) continues:
…the correct statement of the problem and the range of possible
solutions require us to consider the economic and political institutions
of the society, and not merely the personal situation and character of
a scatter of individuals.

From this perspective, unemployment is seen as a public issue, not only as
a personal trouble. Structural explanations of unemployment in South Africa
have tended to focus on a crucial weakness of our labour market – the skills
gap. There is widespread agreement on the need for public policy interventions
to meet the skills gap.

However, public policy that favours education and training over job
creation puts, in the words of the socialist economist Hyman Minsky, ‘the
cart before the horse’ and is unlikely to succeed. Minsky (1986) gives three
reasons for why it will fail. Firstly, it lays the blame on the unemployed; it tells
the poor that they must change their characteristics – including their
behaviour – before they deserve to work. Secondly, it can require a long time
to see results; the gestational period required to produce a worker is at least
16 years for developing countries and 25 years for more for highly developed
countries. Thirdly, there is a danger that the retrained workers will face a job
shortage so that at best they simply displace previously employed workers
who will join the ranks of the unemployed.

For these reasons, Minsky argued that jobs must be made available that
can ‘take workers as they are’, regardless of their skills, education or
personal characteristics. Upgrading these characteristics would be a second
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step – with much of the necessary training occurring on the job (Randall
Wray 2007:5-7). I accept Minsky’s challenge. Let us set out on our journey
in search of work and security by taking workers as they are. Let us follow
them into their invisible world, beneath the noisy world of the market, and
visit them in their workplaces across the globe. Let us see what our journey
reveals. I will begin on the streets of Johannesburg.

The article is divided into two parts. In the first part, I identify a logic that
is undermining decent work, which I call the decent work deficit logic. In part
two, I identify ways in which this logic could be reversed.

Part one: the decent work deficit logic
Many of the jobs that are being created in the inner city of Johannesburg are
survivalist jobs, or what has become known as the informal economy
(Webster et al 2008). These include hairdressers and traders, both of whom
are working on the street, men and women cleaning taxis, others working from
home in shebeens, as well as those who pull trolleys through the streets of
the city collecting paper, plastic and scrap metal.

Of course, there are not two separate economies – the formal economy
(those who are employed by Pikitup in ‘decent jobs’), and those in the
informal economy (such as the waste pickers pulling their trolleys, whose
contents will be bought by informal ‘buy-back’ centres). These two economic
activities are not geographically or analytically separate. They are
interconnected, although in a very unequal way. The concept of a second
economy is a metaphor that should not be taken to mean that there are
literally two geographically separate centres. The interconnected nature of
these ‘two economies’ is illustrated through the value chain that connects
the street recyclers to the buy-back centres (Figure 1).

I interviewed one of these informal waste recyclers, a 50-year-old woman
outside the buy-back centre in New Doornfontein, Johannesburg. She is not
a victim; she is a productive worker. She spends eight hours a day collecting
cardboard and then towing it through the streets of Hillbrow to a buy-back
centre. It is not a job in the conventional sense; it is a livelihood strategy.
She not only creates value by recycling cardboard that is bought by Nampak,
a large multinational paper company; she is also cleaning the streets. It is a
‘green’ job but she earns on average only R40 per day for her effort!
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Figure 1: The recycling chain

Source: Dilata 2008

What characterises these informal workers is that they do not have a
regular employer; they are either self-employed or casual workers. They
have successfully captured an economic space in the city, where they can
engage in economic activities in ways that are very different from traditional
employment. The emergence of these informal activities has presented
economists with a puzzle, as it was assumed in the 1950s and 1960s, following
modernisation theory, that dynamic industries would absorb the rapid flow
of people to the cities. This, however, has not happened. Instead, the urban
populations of the developing world have grown dramatically, surviving on
small-scale informal economic activities rather than on formal employment
(International Labour Organisation [ILO] 1972, Hart 1973).

The concept of the ‘informal sector’ was invented to describe the
unregulated and ‘invisible’ activities used by the urban poor of the Third
World to support themselves. The urban poor are not unemployed, it was
argued; they are working, although often for low and irregular returns. The
implication of these research findings, policy advisers suggested, was that
unemployment statistics gave a misleading impression of the level of
inequality, and that the informal sector was potentially a major contributor
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to the national economy. Let us stop for a while on our journey, and marvel
at what we have discovered. Two things are striking.

Firstly, women and men are creating jobs but they are not decent jobs.
There is, in other words, a decent work deficit. The concept of ‘decent work’
was developed by the International Labour Organisation in 1999 as a way
of promoting opportunities for women and men to obtain productive work,
in conditions of freedom, equality, security and human dignity (Ghai 2003).
It applies not only to workers in the formal economy but also to unregulated
wage workers, the self-employed and home-workers. Decent work emphasises
the importance of workers engaging in social dialogue, where they can
present their views, defend their interests and negotiate over wages and
working conditions with employers and authorities (Ghai 2003:113) The jobs
I have identified on the streets and homes of Johannesburg are typical of
those that lack the characteristics of decent work as defined by the ILO; they
have, in other words, a decent work deficit. These women and men are saying,
not with words but with actions, that it is better to have a bad job than no
job at all!

However, there is a second crucial feature of these jobs. Developing
societies such as South Africa are not creating conventional capitalist
relations of production based on the separation of capital and labour.
Instead, the prevalent form of labour in the informal economy is self-
employment, which is different from the usual wage-based employment
resting on a formal employer who alienates a surplus directly from the worker.

Decades ago, Theodor Shanin, in introducing AV Chayanov’s The
Theory of the Peasant Economy, wrote:

‘While in the “developing societies” islands of pre-capitalism disappear,
what comes instead is mostly not the industrial proletariat of Europe’s
19th century but strata of plebeian survivors – a mixture of increasingly
mobile, half employed slum-dwellers, part farmers, lumpen traders, or
pimps – another extra economic existence under capitalism’ (quoted in
Sanyal and Bhattacharyya 2009:35-36).

As we argued earlier, however, there is a second type of informalisation that
has emerged in the era of globalisation – the sub-contracting and outsourcing
of labour in sweat shops in the Fashion District in the inner city of
Johannesburg. Most of these micro and small enterprises are making goods
for the local market, although there are some which form part of a chain of
production that begins in these small factories and ends in shops in
Rosebank and sometimes globally.
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This process of informalisation is captured in Figure 2, where the labour
market is divided into three zones – the core, the non-core and the periphery.

Figure 2: Informalisation

Source: Webster and Von Holdt 2005

What is striking, as we continue our journey, is the global nature of this
outsourcing process. The implication of this globalisation of outsourcing is
best illustrated in an anecdote by Thomas Friedman, the New York columnist.
In his enthusiastic account of the way in which globalisation is ‘flattening
the world’, Friedman introduces a note of caution half way through his book
The World is Flat. He mentions a conversation with his two daughters in
which he bluntly advises them:
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Girls, when I was growing up, my parents used to say to me, ‘Tom,
finish your dinner – people in India and China are starving.’ My advice
to you is: ‘Girls, finish your homework – people in China and India are
starving for your jobs’.  (Friedman 2005:237)

Of course, the world is not flat; it is very uneven and the forces of
globalisation have intensified this process of informalisation, profoundly
transforming working life.

Let me turn now to the global forces that are intensifying these processes
of informalisation. I have identified two.

Firstly, by dismantling the barriers to trade and capital flows, neo-liberal
globalisation has opened up a cost-cutting competition between countries
and within companies. With the collapse of communism and the opening up
of the previously protected markets of Russia, Eastern Europe, India and
China, capitalism became truly global for the first time in history. In fact, the
world labour market doubled – from one and half billion to three billion
(Friedman 2005:182). However, the significance of this doubling of the
labour market is not simply an increase in the number of workers; the
significance lies in the fact that these workers came into the market at a much
lower wage rate and without the protection that workers in the North had won
after a century of struggle. Table 1 demonstrates the vast differences in the
cost of labour per worker in the developed world and the developing world.
South Africa stands somewhere in between as an intermediate country in the
cost of its labour.

Table 1: Global workforce

Source: World Bank 2002

Country Size of labour 
force (million) 

Cost of 
labour per 

worker 
(US$) 

Value added per 
worker (US$) 

China 760     729   2885 
USA 145 28907 81353 
Germany   41 33226 79616 
United Kingdom   30 23843 55060 
France   27 No Data 61016 
Italy   26 34859 50760 
South Africa   17 12705 16612 
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The result of these competitive pressures is the undercutting of local jobs
from low-wage sectors of the global labour force, where labour costs are a
small proportion of the total costs in the production of, say, a shoe (see Table
2).

Table 2: Price make-up of a $100 sports shoe made in Indonesia

Source: Castree, Coe, Ward and Samers 2004

In our journey we have discovered a second way in which informalisation
is transforming working life. Informalisation, Sanyal and Bhattacharya
(2009:36) argue, is reversing Fordist capital-labour relations. Firstly, this is
done by expanding informal production activities within the circuit of
capital, through a complex network of subcontracting and outsourcing;
secondly it expands the economic space outside the circuit of capital by
destroying jobs in the formal economy.

While both types of informalisation constitute a reversal of Fordist
capital-labour relations, they have different implications for the labour
forces in the developing and developed worlds. For the developed world, it
has meant the loss of decent jobs to the developing world; for the developing
world, it has meant the creation of precarious jobs.

 % 

Paid to the factory 12 

Material  8 

Factory Profit 2 

Production Costs 2 

Transport Costs 5 

Brand Name 33 

Profit  13.5 

Research 11 

Publicity 8.5 

Store 4.6 

Wages 0.4 
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This jobs crisis is exacerbated in developing countries such as ours by
our history of what Gillian Hart (2002) has called racialised dispossession.
This is the process of colonial conquest and dispossession of the land of
the indigenous peoples of Southern Africa, creating a marginalised labour
force. As we argued earlier, the classic idea of modernisation is that workers
move from traditional economic forms to the modern economy. However, in
South Africa, African people were dispossessed of their livelihoods but
were not absorbed into the modern sector. ‘As a result’, Sanyal and
Bhattacharyya (2009:36) argue, ‘a “surplus” labour force emerged in
developing countries consisting of dispossessed producers whose traditional
livelihoods were destroyed but were not absorbed in the modern sector’.
Some of this ‘surplus’ falls back on traditional subsistence agriculture; the
rest survive on petty non-traditional manufacturing as well as services
activities, usually retail. Sanyal and Bhattacharyya go on to identify the
following economic characteristics among this ‘surplus labour force’:

…the clear preponderance of self-employment largely assisted by
family labour, the household as a major site of production, particularly
in the case of non-agricultural activities, and community or kinship
networks involving trust and reciprocity in place of impersonal exchange
relations. (Sanyal and Bhattacharyya 2009:36)

In Figure 3 I try to capture diagrammatically what I am calling the decent work
deficit logic that is eroding decent work.

Figure 3: The decent work deficit logic
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The logic of these forces is eroding decent work. It is increasing
productivity, but the gap between what workers are producing and what
they get is widening. Wages and compensation have become disconnected.
This is the challenge we face. Let me illustrate from data in the United States.

Palley (2009) illustrates the evolution of US median family income relative
to an index of productivity over the period 1947–2005. Until the late 1970s,
the two series moved together, but since then median family income has
become detached from productivity. This erosion of decent work has led to
growing inequality globally, contributing, in the words of Palley (2009:28),
to ‘a disconnect between wages and compensation’.

Part two: What can be done to reverse this erosion of decent
work?
The current global crisis directly challenges the new economic order and its
ideology of a fully self-regulating market economy. This ideology rests on
the assumption that the economy automatically adjusts supply and demand
through the price mechanism. However, as Karl Polanyi argued over 60 years
ago, the idea of a fully self-regulating market economy is utopian:

Our thesis is that the idea of a self-regulating market implied a stark
utopia. Such an institution could not exist for any length of time without
annihilating the human and natural substance of society. (Polanyi
2001:3)

This is the Polanyi problem. Creating a fully self-regulated market economy
requires that human beings, nature and money be turned into pure
commodities. But, he argued, land, labour and money are fictitious
commodities, because they are not originally produced to be sold on a
market. Labour cannot be reduced simply to a commodity, since it is a human
activity. Life is not sustained by market forces, but is reproduced socially
– in households, in communities, in society. Land is not simply a commodity,
because it is part of nature. Money is not simply a commodity, because it
symbolically represents the value of goods and services. For this reason,
Polanyi concludes, modern economic theory is based on a fiction, an
unrealisable utopia.

In his classic study of the industrial revolution, Polanyi showed how
society took measures to protect itself against the disruptive impact of
unregulated commoditisation. He conceptualised this as the ‘double
movement’ whereby ever-wider extensions of free market principles generated
counter-movements to protect society.
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Figure 4: The ‘double movement’

Source: Kallenberg 2009:4

As can be seen from Figure 4, the unregulated market led to the Great Crash
of 1929. Security became a vital concern and politics centred on

…protection from the terrible uncertainties of employment, sickness
or accident and the terrible certainties of old age without earnings. That
is why working people dreamed of seeing their children in modestly
paid, but secure and pensionable jobs. (Hobsbawm 1996:93)

Security was eventually won in Western Europe through the Keynesian
welfare state that provided full employment and universal access to social
welfare (Esping-Anderson 1990). It is important to note that the strength of
labour did not only result in better trade union rights and a regulated labour
market. Much more important was the general taming of the market. Capital
control was introduced and financial control became strictly regulated.
Virtual full employment was reached through a strong expansion of the
public sector. Importantly, a significant part of the economy was taken out
of the market altogether and made subject to political decisions. This general
taming of market forces was a precondition for the development of the
welfare state, and the resulting comprehensive regulatory framework became
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more important than labour legislation in improving better working conditions.
The crucial point is that security was restored in the 1930s and 1940s in

Europe and North America because capital was forced into a compromise –
a class compromise – with labour (Przeworski 1991). This was not only
because of the power of labour; it was also because of the fear of a communist
revolution. This fear no longer exists and, as we have argued, the balance
of power has shifted decisively from labour to capital in the era of
globalisation. What, then, are the alternatives?

Discussions on democratic alternatives to the current neo-liberal global
order often flounder because people believe that such alternative are not
workable. As Richard Turner wrote in 1972 at the height of apartheid South
Africa’s repressive regime:

‘There are two kinds of “impossibility”: the absolute impossibility, and
the “other things being equal” impossibility. It is absolutely impossible
to teach a lion to become a vegetarian. Other things being equal, it is
impossible for a black person to become president in South Africa’.
(Turner, cited in Webster et al 2008:222)

Indeed, in 1972 in apartheid South Africa, it was not only thought to be
impossible, it was treasonous to think along these lines, as Turner sadly
discovered when he was banned under the Suppression of Communism Act
in 1973. He was later assassinated by the Durban security police on January
8, 1978. The crucial point Turner was making is that alternatives are not
given. They have to be imagined and constructed, often in painful ways as
Turner’s life illustrates. This, then, is the fundamental question raised by the
current global crisis: is it possible for us to reverse the logic that is
undermining decent work and realise the goals of the Freedom Charter?

Let me discuss firstly why work and security are necessary for social
cohesion and development. Unemployment, as Forstater (2006) has argued,
not only harms individuals, but also households and communities.
Employment brings benefits not only for the employed, he argues, but also
for their community as a whole. In addition to income, employment provides
useful production, as well as recognition for doing something worthwhile.
While economists usually focus on the economic multipliers, there are also
social multipliers associated with job creation – decreased crime, enhanced
family and community cohesion, strengthened security, better education,
health care and child care.

However, market economies do not provide jobs for all those who want
to work. Indeed, as the Economists for Full Employment Network (Randall
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Wray 2007) argue, public policy since at least 1960 has often been biased
against full employment in the belief that it is not consistent with price and
currency stability. Previous to Keynes’ General Theory (1972),
unemployment at the aggregate level was seen by many neo-classical
economists as a temporary deviation from equilibrium – perhaps due to
labour market ‘rigidities’ such as labour laws. Keynes changed the discourse
to one that blamed aggregate unemployment on insufficient aggregate
demand.

Following the logic of Keynesian demand management policy, I want to
suggest that we see the goal of establishing Decent Work for All as the
cornerstone of a sustainable long-term development strategy. By decent
work I mean all forms of paid work, including self-employment, home work
and outsourced work, providing it is socially regulated.

How could we achieve this ambitious goal? Let me suggest that a
development strategy based exclusively on exports is unsustainable. In
December 2008 a riot broke out in the Pearl Delta of Southern China, the
world’s workshop producing 5 per cent of the world’s manufactured goods.
The riot started in the wake of a simple pay dispute at a small factory that
manufactured cheap suitcases. Orders had been dropping, and the factory
closed down without warning, leaving wages unpaid. The workers started
to smash up the factory, and looked for managers to attack. The police
arrived on the scene, and attempted to restrain the workers by locking them
up inside the factory compound while the managers offered them a deal – part
of their back wages would be paid if they left town. The workers refused and
fought with the police shouting, ‘There are no human rights here’ (Kurlantzick
2009). Indeed, there is an average of 50,000 protests a year in China!

This protest, Kurlantzick continues, may not seem surprising to those
who know that China is an authoritarian state, but it is a signal of wider unrest
in China. China’s export-led economic model rests on migrant labour, with
a system of household registration that is very similar to the pass laws under
apartheid in South Africa. (Alexander and Chan 2004) The current recession
could prove the first real threat to the regime since the 1989 Tiananmen
protests. These protests challenge the wisdom of Beijing’s economic model
which rests on an implicit bargain between working people in China and the
Chinese Communist party, whereby the regime delivers high growth rates,
and in return society tolerates authoritarian rule.

Development, if it is to meet basic needs, must be grounded in local
realities. We need to pay more attention to sectors that can generate
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employment on a larger scale while meeting domestic and regional needs.
The need to expand domestic markets comes across most sharply when we
look at the impact of the global crisis on China’s export-led growth model
where factories have closed down due to the global financial crisis, leading
to 100 million migrants being sent back to the countryside.

This is not an argument for protectionism. Clearly we need to expand our
exports and South Africa has laid down the infrastructure for such a strategy
through the creation of Industrial Development Zones (IDZs) in Coega, East
London, Richards Bay, and construction of the first IDZ linked to an airport
has begun at the OR Tambo airport in Johannesburg.

These IDZs have been designed to be leading-edge industrial estates that
will facilitate exports, not as classic Export Processing Zones (EPZs) that
remove labour law obligations, tax and environmental legislation. South
African IDZs are not exempt from any of the existing social legislation,
including labour law. They have been located near ports so that producers
can locate there for export and also domestic supply. To achieve export-
driven investment requires custom-secured zones so that one can control
movements of products that are meant for export as opposed to domestic
supply.

However, infrastructure alone is not sufficient to entice investors into the
IDZs, and the IDZs have not taken off. They could become a crucial part of
a new development strategy if they were embedded within the local economy.
For example, the Eastern Cape has considerable potential for agro-processing.
Indeed, initiatives have already begun with abalone farming at the East
London IDZ. There is also an idea for the export of essential oils, and the
Amatola Blueberry Corridor is being developed.

These initiatives will involve a central role for the development finance
institutions we have inherited from the apartheid state – the Development
Bank of Southern Africa (DBSA), the Land Bank and the Industrial
Development Corporation. These institutions must become the engine of
our public infrastructure developmental strategy and must include re-
introducing forms of capital control. Such a strategy must involve reviving
the credit system and providing targeted support to sustainable enterprises,
especially micro, small and medium sized enterprises. Experience from
previous financial crises suggests that adopting stimulus packages without
reviving the credit system may end up raising public debt without stimulating
the economy and creating jobs. There is also a need for sensible protection
for labour-intensive sectors.
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However, the central way in which to boost the economy is through
employment-oriented interventions. Robert McCutcheon (2008:1), Professor
Emeritus in the School of Civil and Environmental Engineering at the
University of the Witwatersrand has spent his working life successfully
demonstrating that labour-intensive construction generates a significant
increase in employment opportunities per unit of expenditure in comparison
with capital-intensive methods.

The lesson drawn from research is that the greater the employment
creation orientation of policies, the stronger the stimulus for the real
economy. Indeed, there are economists who argue that, by making
government the employer of last resort, it would be possible to offer anyone
willing to work a job – in other words, full employment – in developing
countries (Randall Wray 2007).

These are topics of on-going research, both here and elsewhere, but it is
a challenge I put to my fellow South Africans. The National Rural Employment
Guarantee (NREG) of India has a scheme which entitles every rural household
100 days of work per year. The budget for this imaginative guarantee of
employment in 2006/2007 was 0.33 per cent of GDP (Chakraborty 2007).

Indeed, we have already begun. The new Community Work Programme
introduced by the Zuma government provides access to a minimum level of
regular and predictable employment opportunities. It offers participants 100
days of work per year, putting our programme on a par with India’s NREG
model (Philip 2009). Unfortunately, many policy makers and most economists
do not appear to be swayed by Keynes’ passionate plea:

The conservative belief that there is some law of nature which prevents
men [sic] from being employed, that it is ‘rash’ to employ men, and that
it is financially sound to maintain a tenth of the population in idleness
for an indefinite period, is crazily improbable – the sort of thing which
no man could believe who had not had his head fuddled with nonsense
for years and years ... Our main task , therefore, will be to confirm the
reader’s instinct that what seems sensible is sensible, and what seems
nonsense is nonsense. (Keynes 1972:90-92, emphasis added)

He went on to conclude that ‘if new forms of employment are offered more
men will be employed, is as obvious as it sounds and contains no hidden
snags’ (Keynes 1972:92). Of course, the really difficult question is how, and
over what period of time, can we make these forms of employment decent
jobs? These are the fundamental questions that face us, and above all our
newly-elected government, in the face of the current global crisis!
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We are in a different world to that of Keynes. There has been a shift in
the nature of capitalism towards financialisation (Mohamed 2009).
Financialisation is a term used to describe the current era, because it
encourages investors to focus on speculation rather than long-term
industrialisation and job creation. But it may be worth reminding ourselves
that Keynes – not what Joan Robinson famously called bastard Keynesianism
– argued in Chapter 22 of the General Theory: for ‘socialization of investment
and limited controls on international capital flows’ (Foster 2009:20).

Back to the future: the progressive realisation of decent work for
all
How do we reverse the decent work deficit logic? There is a view that the
concept of decent work ‘merely represents a minority of workers (unionised
employees) and a minority of employers’ (Standing 2008:373). However, if
we are to reverse the decent work deficit logic, is it not preferable to start with
the gains that workers have already made and develop a strategy that
systematically upgrades their conditions, rather than assume that we have
no choice but to join the ‘race to the bottom’?

There are four initiatives currently under way in South Africa that have
begun a process of reversing the decent work deficit:
• progress has been made in developing a national employment guarantee

through the introduction of the Expanded Public Works Programme
(EPWP) and now the Community Works Programme (CWP) (Department
of Public Works 2008);

• in the context of a nation-wide campaign by COSATU to ban labour
broking, attempts are being made to strengthen existing labour market
institutions to ensure that they play a more active role in preventing the
abuse of vulnerable workers through, for example, labour brokers
(Benjamin 2009);

• steps are being undertaken to strengthen social dialogue through making
the National Economic Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC) a
more effective and representative institution that is able to develop
appropriate socio-economic policies (Webster and Adler 1999, Webster
and Sikwebu 2009).
The potential exists for promoting decent work through a combination of
economic and social upgrading of Global Production Networks through
the newly created Industrial Development Zones (Barientos et al 2008).



242

Edward Webster

These four initiatives are captured in Figure 5.

Figure 5: Reversing the Decent Work Deficit Logic

A reversal of the decent work deficit logic will require the construction
of a different kind of state, one that has been described by Evans (2008) as
a capability development state. I envisage labour, along with other social
partners, playing a central role in the construction of such a state, but it will
have to be a labour movement more deeply rooted in a progressive
developmental agenda (Fairbrother and Webster 2008).

I have identified four steps through which a decent work policy framework
could be progressively realised (Webster 2009).
• Step One: Acknowledge that decent work is an objective to aspire to and not

an immediately achievable goal. Progress can be measured through the
identification of a global template of qualitative and quantitative indicators
that could be used to measure progress towards decent work over a period
of time.

• Step Two: Identify three phases through which decent work could be
progressively realised – the very short term, the medium term and the long
term. It will be necessary to decentralise the process and for each provincial
government, co-ordinated by central government, to develop job strategies
for each phase and to rank the decent work indicators according to what is
achievable in each phase.

• Step Three: Focus not only on the protection of jobs but also on the retention
and creation of employment opportunities. This will require the co-ordination
of a range of cross-cutting policies that focus on education, social development,
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labour, economic development, trade and industry, health and the Treasury.
Step Four: Build a consensus with the social partners – labour, employers,
the community, and government departments – around the idea of the
progressive realisation of a decent work agenda over the next two decades.
Whether this policy framework for the progressive realisation of the goal

of decent work in Gauteng wins support within this provincial government,
or any other, remains to be seen. What is clear is that the economic and
political rights that seemed unattainable in the early 1970s are now entrenched
in a democratic South Africa. This gives me hope as I embark on what I like
to call my second career. The contributors to this Special Edition have
deepened my understanding of this past and provided me with guidance for
the future. The fact that we have not achieved the goal of decent work for
all presents us with a challenge that is not very different from what faced us
35 years ago! While the circumstances have changed, my reading of the
contributions to this edition is that the strategies of the past hold the key
to the strategies of the future.

As I embark on this new journey, I take courage from the contributors to
this Special Edition and comfort from the words of that famous Greek poet
Cavafy:

When you set out for Ithaca
Ask that the journey be long
Full of adventures, full
Of things to learn
Have Ithaca always in mind
Your destination is to arrive there, but
Do not hurry your journey in the least.
Better that it last for many years,
That you cast your anchor at that island
When you are old, rich with all you have gained on the way,
Not expecting that Ithaca will give you wealth
Ithaca gave you a splendid journey
Without her you would not have set out
And if you find her poor, Ithaca
Has not deceived you
You have acquired such
Wisdom, so much experience,
That you will have
Already realized what
Those Ithacas mean.
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