
Jobs, Growth, Justice – an alternative
that isn’t

With its economy in recession, the British

government plans to cut a sizeable chunk

of its subject’s means of living. In protest,

British unions have united under the slo-

gan of ‘Jobs, Growth, Justice’. What we

want to explain in this text is how, if

we look at each of those things in turn,

the unions might as well have demanded

‘Poverty, Poverty, Poverty.’

Jobs

Itmay seemnaı̈ve, but one could easily be

puzzled by a demand for jobs or generally

more work. Work is �rst of all an activity

that is not done for the enjoyment of it,

but is necessary for some other purpose.

What onewants to consumemust be pro-

duced �rst and the process of production

is work. A society that ran out of work

for its members would seem like a very

rich society: it is so productive that peo-

ple can enjoy their time instead of having

to work. Of course, under the current so-

cial conditions this is not true. A lot of

free time – being unemployed – means

poverty. However, this does not speak in

favour of a demand for jobs but against

the current social conditions.

A company will hire an employee when it

expects that arrangement to be pro�table

to them somehow. �e wage received by

that employee is a cost on the books of

a company. A cost in its capitalist sense

is an investment to make a pro�t, for in-

stancemoney expended formaterials and

machinery, to lease some land, to hire

workers. �ese ‘factors’ lead to the im-

mense collection of commodities whose

sale ought to return a pro�t. �e magni-

tude of wages is not determined accord-

ing to somemeasure of what people need

and want, but according to the calcula-

tions of companies about their pro�ts.

For a company to be successful, the wage

must be lower than the sum of money

a company makes by selling the prod-

ucts of labour produced by its employ-

ees. �e lower the wage and the higher

the e�ciency of the workers, the higher

the pro�t. �is relationship is based on

the fact that companies buy the ability

to command workers’ activity for some

time when they hire them. Workers re-

ceive wages and may dispose this money

as they like. A company in return re-

ceives the right to direct their workers’

activity and the ownership of everything

these workers produce. A worker’s per-

formance and how much money can be

made on it is the concern of the com-

pany, not the worker.1 While many peo-

ple believe that the wage somehow re-

�ects the performance of the individual

worker, the opposite is true: precisely the

separation of a worker’s performance and

her wage allows a company to prosper.

�is relationship is economic domina-

tion, or in other words exploitation.

Yet, British citizens are not forced to sign

labour contracts – they are free to abstain

from any contract they deem unaccept-

able. Workers are just as free and equal

on the labour market as their future em-

ployers. �us, it might seem to miss the

point to call this relationship exploita-

tion. �is formal argument disregards

the conditions under which each side

competes. �ose who own money can

pick their sphere of investment according

to the biggest expected yield. If rubber

products do not sell that well, a rubber

product producing company can switch

to producing mobile phones. �is works

because the state established conditions

under which money buys just about any-

thing. A worker on the other hand – who

only has his labour-power to sell – can-

not switch branches. He is stuck with the

only thing he posses: himself. A com-

pany has the freedom to invest in what-

ever sphere it wants, a worker is stuck on

one market: the labour market. Addi-

tionally, those who have enough money

to invest it and those who live from hand

to mouth enter a wage negotiation under

radically di�erent conditions, one side

has the freedom to wait for a better o�er,

the other side does not. Looking at the

masses of unemployed people competing

for jobs, companies havemany reasons to

be con�dent that someone will accept to

whatever o�er they make.2 �e equality

of employees and employers is about the

same as that of two people, one tall, one

short, both asked to grab a book from the

top shelf.

�ose who even lack the ‘privilege’ to

work for some company’s pro�ts have

even less to hope for. Under the cur-

rent economic regime a worker can

only reproduce himself if making pro�t

out of him succeeds. Every crisis and

bankruptcy shows that if no pro�ts are

realised then no wage labour is required

and workers cannot even earn the little

wage that companies pay.�is shows that

wage labour is a service to companies,

started and stopped according to their

calculations, and not – as the TUC im-

plies – a service to workers. �e demand

for jobs is a demand that the other side

should get what it desires anyway.

What companies desire are cheap work-

ers who work e�ciently such that they

can grow. Jobs are not the solution to

poverty but part of its cause.

Growth

�e TUC wants the economy to grow

as an alternative to the current govern-

ment’s cuts to the public sector. Of

course, none of the ruling parties – Tories

and LibDems – are opposed to economic

growth; on the contrary, they would love

nothing more. Furthermore, the govern-

1Companies sometimes pay wages per piece or bonuses to motivate their employees. However, this should not be confused with an objective relation between

money made and money spent on wages. For bonuses to make economic sense, they must be lower than what “output” they stimulate. Even if a company of-

fers an employee, say, 8% of the money he brings in through his activity, this money �rst of all is the property of the company which it then can choose to pay as

part of the wage to motivate the worker. �at 8% is paid because of the company’s calculation that it will be bene�cial. �ere is no objective, direct connection

between the performance of the worker and even his bonuses.
2�ere are legal limits to the o�ers a company can make such as the minimum wage and regulations on working conditions. A look at the conditions under

which illegal migrants work demonstrate graphically what conditions would prevail without these legal limits. However, these limits and public welfare cannot

be used to deny exploitation. On the contrary, they show that the economic principles need external and forceful intervention to prevent them from wasting

the population entirely.
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ment and the TUC agree that the current

level of public debt is ‘unsustainable’3 in

the long term compared to the strength

of the national economy.4 �us, it might

seem a bit strange to posit growth as an

alternative to the current government’s

policy. Yet, there is indeed a di�er-

ence between the TUC and the govern-

ment. When the level of public debt is

considered too high, essentially two ap-

proaches to lower it present themselves:

cut the public debt to match the strength

of the national economy or grow the na-

tional economy to match the public debt.

Usually governments try to do both at

the same time – cut ’unproductive’ pub-

lic spending and stimulate the national

economy. �e TUC – and the Labour

party, for which the TUC march essen-

tially campaigns – hold that more stimu-

lation was in order than the government

has planned and mobilise their support-

ers to the streets to argue this point.

�e TUC does not explain in its mobili-

sation pamphlet5 howexactly giving poor

people money will help to stimulate the

economy, but we can assume that the idea

works roughly as follows: the state con-

tracts debt and spends money on vari-

ous (welfare) programmes. �is money,

which comes from the state rather than

from economic activity, generates de-

mand for various goods and services

which in turn stimulates the economy to

meet this demand. �is increase in eco-

nomic activity then allows to pay back

debt or to justify the increased pub-

lic debt when more debt is contracted

later. One �rst thing to note about this

proposal is that potential welfare pro-

grammes and hence welfare recipients

play the role of means not end. Money

spent on them ought to stimulate the

economy; they are a means to the econ-

omy instead of the other way around.

�e end of this endeavour is economic

growth and the state’s ability to maintain

the services it deems necessary through

debt. �e TUC asks its members to back

a plan in which their role is that of be-

ingmaterial for the sake of capital and the

state.

Furthermore, one has to wonder why the

TUC proposes such a roundabout way

of having money arrive in the hand of

companies, why not mail them a cheque

directly? Of course, the claim is that

eventually this alternative would bear

fruit for everybody – including those

people who are addressed in the TUC

pamphlet. Indeed, we remember well

the high times under Labour and before

the �nancial crisis when sixth-formers

were partying on £30 EMA allowance

a week, when university students were

paying the £3,600 tuition fees from their

pocket money, when workers took home

a whooping £457 on average each week if

they had a job6, when the unemployed

enjoyed their £50 allowance each week

and when the NHS only charged for such

super�uous things as dental care. Even

during a boom in the UK, enormous ma-

terial wealth on the one hand confronted

masses of people who could not a�ord it

on the other hand; a situation commonly

referred to as poverty. �is poverty is

systemic. If economic growth is that

on which everything else depends, then

the rules of economic growth must be

obeyed. Unproductive expenditures on

poor people – e.g. through harsh taxa-

tion which is used to fund welfare ser-

vices – is a withdrawal from the power of

companies to grow, to make pro�ts, the

very thing they are expected to do. Re-

lying on successful companies to provide

the taxes for various welfare programmes

means taking away part of their means

to be successful. �is is also the reason

why tax avoidance is o�en treated am-

bivalently by the government, companies

avoid taxes in order to grow and that is

precisely what the government – and the

TUC – want them to do.

In reality, the TUC does not really be-

lieve in this argument. If government

spending on poor people was such a great

means to get an economy going, why

not increase bene�ts massively? Why

not give everybody on the dole £5,000

each month? �at would surely gen-

erate much more demand than simply

maintaining the meagre current bene�ts.

By restricting its demands to the cur-

rent poverty level the TUC indicates that

it too has not found a convincing argu-

ment why material provision for every-

one would make sense according to the

principles of economic growth. It also in-

dicates that the TUCunderstands awfully

well that the dole is a means to convince

people to �nd a job with a company – it

is only meant as a ‘safety net’ – and not a

means to ensure that no one is poor.

If everything is subordinated to eco-

nomic growth mass poverty prevails.

Justice

By demanding justice the TUC does not

absolutelymeasurewhat people need. In-

stead, it compares how their own mem-

bers’ sacri�ce measures against that of

other people. �is way, the TUC accepts

exclusion frommaterial wealth as if it was

a natural law: justice is an ideal that only

makes sense under scarcity, only then is

it relevant to ask how to distribute what

little one possesses. By demanding jus-

tice the TUC claims that nothing can be

done about the socially established toil

and sacri�ce – “justice” is the TUC’s way

of showing humility. Hence, the TUC

accept defeat before they even started

struggling, they accept impoverishment

right from the start.

Its ignorance towards the function and

purpose of the state compels the TUC to

call for well-meaning protests in which it

politely suggests to the state that its mea-

sures bringmisery for its population. But

with its positive reference to growth &

jobs they put these interests into perspec-

tive before the other side even had time to

reply. �eir position defeats itself.

E�ective opposition to the planned im-

poverishment by the government would

require posing the question where all

poverty in this society comes from.

Without it, protest a�er protest will con-

tinue to put forward philanthropic slo-

gans which e�ectively demand poverty

for the people.

3 ‘A big de�cit and a growing debt are inevitable in recession. In time we need to get them down. But that does not mean that the government’s chosen methods

or rapid timescale make sense.’ – TUC, Cuts are not the Cure, http://falseeconomy.org.uk/files/wrongcure.pdf
4Public debt is usually considered in relation to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP), a �gure which supposedly measures the strength of a national econ-

omy. Here, it does not matter whether one agrees that such a thing as a ‘national economy’ exists or not, this is what investors and governments consider. A

more in depth account of public debt can be found for example in ‘Public debt makes the state go round’ available at http://www.junge-linke.org/en/

public-debt-makes-the-state-go-round
5TUC, Cuts are not the Cure
6cf. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/business/7082630.stm
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