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Introduction


“A man who is of no use to anyone else is strictly worthless.”

–René Descartes, Discourse on Method1





In today’s world there are many men who are superfluous, unfit, excluded, discarded into inescapable traps—in a word, useless to others and to themselves, and therefore worthless, as Descartes puts it. From being useless to being “one too many” there is only one step, which can lead to their destruction.

Useless men are not even overexploited; they are simply unused, or used very poorly. In labor markets, the value of their work—today we say their “human capital”—is worthless, or not worth enough for them to live decently from it. So they survive on various forms of assistance, more or less public, more or less willingly. Joan Robinson put it well in 1962: “The misery of being exploited by capitalists is nothing compared to the misery of not being exploited at all.”2 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the “damned of the earth” were the colonized and the overexploited; in the twenty-first century they are the useless men.

Uselessness is only one of multiple forms of inequality that exist today. It is, however, a particularly serious and stubborn form of inequality because it encloses people in traps from which it is very difficult to escape. When one falls into uselessness, there is a high probability that one will remain there and thus waste one’s life. Who are these useless men? The long-term unemployed and more generally those who, discouraged, do not even attempt to find work. But also the “working poor” and all those who work odd, insecure jobs that do not enable them to live without public or private assistance, and above all do not enable them to advance. This describes more than half of the youth in many countries. In the countries of the “global South,” we may add farmers who have so little land that they overwork it in order to survive. And the inhabitants of slums, disconnected from city centers, lacking basic public services, and vulnerable to flooding and hurricanes, who cannot even survive in the informal economy, those for whom the city fails to function as a city of opportunity and who thus survive on family or community solidarity.

Uselessness is a form, still poorly defined and understood, of inequality. This work, then, can be placed within a long tradition of analysis of inequality. Beginning in 1996, in L’Inégalité du monde,3 I studied the dynamics of income inequality and ways to reduce it. My thesis was as follows: corporate globalization favors the emergence and accelerates the development of “countries with low salaries and technological capabilities,” thereby reducing inequality among countries. At the same time, however, it increases internal income inequality everywhere; in wealthy countries, this erodes the middle classes, the pillars of parliamentary democracy. Back then I was one of the only economists to offer this analysis and derive political consequences from it. Now, some twenty years later, my prediction has been proven correct. Indeed, since the end of the 1990s, a large number of scholarly books have meticulously quantified the rise of income and wealth inequality throughout the world. Comparative works have widely popularized these results and proposed various means to reduce inequality.4 However, beyond the facts, the explanation I gave in 1996—namely that an increase in inequality has been the result of multiple globalizations and not just of technical progress and the digital revolution—is still highly controversial, though it is gaining ground.

While the debate over the root causes of inequality thus remains quite open, governments today, curiously enough, all say almost the same thing: “It is crucial that we reduce inequality, both internationally and domestically.” “Not to mention inequality with generations to come,” they now add. International organizations, naturally, follow close behind. As early as 2014, two reports, from the IMF and the OECD,5 stressed the need to reduce increasing income inequality, lest it ultimately hinder the sacrosanct metric of “growth.” That all governments and most of their experts, from China to the United States by way of Brazil and Europe, now admit that inequality must be reduced, and more inclusive growth promoted, is unambiguously cause for celebration.

Let us acknowledge this and turn to the thirty years to come, which, as we are becoming aware, will be crucial for the fate of humanity between now and the end of the century. After that, humanity, endowed with technologies unimaginable to us today, will enter its second great anthropological revolution, after the settlement of hunter-gatherer groups around six thousand years ago: demographic decline. From there, everything will change. As we await that revolution, we must address serious issues of economic inequality among our contemporaries. Now, beyond the apparent consensus on the need to reduce inequality, the debate remains confused, to say the least, about which form of inequality should be addressed first, and a fortiori about the way to address it.

This work participates in the debate by pointing out the forms of inequality that must be treated as priorities. It analyzes how they will evolve if nothing is done, and recommends means to reduce them. It aims to show how our relationship to nature, to corporate globalization, and to financial instability not only increases income inequality—on which point just about everyone agrees—but also engenders a growing number of useless men. Let us add that both corporate and financial globalization have spread a thickening fog around direct economic conflicts over income sharing. Such conflicts manifest less and less directly, due to the mobility of “nomadic” jobs which global firms establish wherever they please. They are increasingly dispersed by market finance and public and private debt, and regulated in the recessions that follow crashes. This fog is politically very dangerous, as it paves the way for other conflicts—of identity, of religion, of ethnicity—that reinforce the locks on the traps of uselessness and, the more they are organized by political parties, threaten civil peace. It is thus essential to judge economic policies first and foremost by their ability to open these traps and release the useless men within.

This book proposes a three-stage approach. First we will address the question: “What do we want?” This is a purely political discussion, concerning the choice of a collective goal. The goal I propose is simple: to eradicate uselessness wherever it is found. In other words, to do what is needed for economic and state systems to enable everyone to live decently from an economic or social activity in which they feel, and are objectively seen as, useful to others and to themselves. Chapter 1 proposes an economic definition of uselessness and explains the reasons behind this choice of goal. It specifies why uselessness is a particularly serious and politically dangerous form of inequality, because it threatens civil peace. It justifies its claim to priority by way of a “minimal” economic plan and should thus meet, a priori, with vast collective approval, at least among those who desire civil peace.

Three analytical and forward-looking chapters then present an economic model of the dynamics of inequality while paying particular attention to the causes of the advent of useless men. In these chapters of economic analysis I will purposely employ a didactic tone regarding the way in which economics is reasoning and may help in public debate, in order to illustrate how we should make good use of it. The dynamics of inequality that give rise to useless men are at work in three overlapping and interacting strata of economic reality: the base stratum is demography and man’s relationship to nature (Chapter 2, “Goodbye to Malthus”); then the dynamics of creation and localization of jobs created by corporate globalization (Chapter 3, “Globalization and Inequality”); finally, the effects of the instability of global market finance on useless men and the fog around economic conflicts (Chapter 4, “The Instability of Finance”). Models and theories lead to projections conjecturing what is likely to occur if policies do not change.

Next, Chapter 5, “Recommendations,” the third stage of our approach, describes policies that might allow us to achieve the proposed goal: opening and emptying the traps of uselessness. The contrast will be measured between a rather modest ambition and the difficulties of fulfilling it. The sixth and final chapter, “A Political Economy of Populism,” summarizes the political consequences of rising uselessness on civil peace, within the context of equally rising migration.

The useless man is a reality that remains essentially invisible in economics and politics. But with some effort, changes in models, and conceptual adaptations, it is not an impossible task to explain why so many men are reduced to uselessness today, to cite the reasons we should make them a priority, and to establish a broad outline for an economic plan that could eradicate uselessness. That is what the present book sets out to do.









  


  CHAPTER 1


  The Useless Man


  

    What do we want? This is the question we must ask ourselves first. In the introduction I proposed a goal: we want societies in which all men can be “useful” and thus have value to themselves and others. Now we must give a detailed definition of “uselessness” and justify our choice of proposed goal. For uselessness is only one form of inequality among many others: inequality of income, of consumption, of wealth, of capital, of access to various opportunities—health, training, civil and political freedom, relationships with others. Why should we prioritize the eradication of uselessness? This is what we must justify here, after better defining and attempting to quantify it. In other words: who are the useless men? How many are there? For what reasons should the disappearance of uselessness be a primary and unanimous priority?


    

      “Uselessness”1



      I have spoken thus far of “useless men” without defining them beyond the superficial meaning of the expression, while at the same time using words that are closely related and often more explicit: extreme poor, working poor, unemployed, economically insecure, temporary, superfluous, redundant, without prospects. I will now give an economic definition of uselessness.


      Let us first agree that uselessness is quite clearly a concept that designates a relation, not an intrinsic characteristic of an individual. No one is inherently useless, but anyone can become so in the eyes of others, or in his own, owing to the fate that befalls him in a given society. Economically speaking, uselessness has two dimensions: uselessness to others and uselessness to oneself. Uselessness to others itself has two forms, one being immediately noticeable because it manifests as a “cost” to others, the other less so because it is dynamic, manifesting in the long term as the loss of a potential gain. Uselessness to oneself is the impossibility of making progress, of exercising fundamental freedoms that would allow one, by again becoming useful to oneself, to become more useful to others as well. Let us more closely examine the relations that exist among these different forms of economic uselessness.


      

        Useless to others


        A useless man is foremost economically useless to others in the following sense: others can do without him, without loss of income. The first category of useless men is thus made up of those who, in order to survive, permanently require the assistance of others, who in turn devote some of their income to that assistance, either by way of public transfer via taxation or within the framework of family, community, tribe, etc. In this sense, people who are out of work are useless whether they are young or old (with the exception of those in age brackets for which societal or familial assistance is considered legitimate, in wealthy countries generally under fifteen and over sixty-five), women or men, and regardless of where they live. Also considered useless are those who work at least part-time but cannot survive unless the income they earn is supplemented by some form of assistance. On a strictly economic level, men who live from their work can easily do without those who do not, who thus constitute the first category of useless men.


        The second category is made up of the working poor and the economically insecure who cobble together various small jobs, generally unskilled but enabling them to survive without help besides family support. They nonetheless have a cost to others, which can exceed the advantage represented by the low price of the services they render. On one hand, there is the cost of maintaining an order that aims to prevent and repress worker revolts: paying for police, the cost of gated communities. On the other hand, although such workers certainly provide cheap services, those services are of poor quality because they are rendered with labor that, due to the temporary and insecure nature of the job, cannot be improved. The others are thus deprived of the innovation and improvement, in quantity and quality, of services rendered by useful men who are paid properly because they are more qualified, competent, and permanent. As a point of comparison, consider slavery, whether ancient or modern. It is clear that a slave is immediately useful to the owner who exploits him. But slavery is a system of exploitation of men that impedes technical progress. It is thus detrimental to society as a whole, and ultimately to slaveholders themselves.


        Two criteria thus enter into the definition of uselessness to others: a direct monetary cost of control, and the loss of possible improvement in productivity, which would be beneficial to all.


      


      

        Useless to oneself


        Calling the working poor and the economically insecure useless is justified, in my opinion, not only by their uselessness to others in the sense I have just pointed out (i.e., others would be better off economically if they did not exist), but also and above all because they are useless to themselves. At least in developed states that are still wealthy, the existence of unskilled, insecure, and temporary jobs is established and perpetuated in vicious circles. For example, a young woman or man who completes their education while living off small, very badly paid jobs, is not included in this category if their education enables them to quickly find a job suited to their acquired skills. But today, living as they are forced to do, a very large number of the working poor and economically insecure have very few opportunities to improve their lot, regardless of their individual efforts. They become useless to themselves, unable to evolve and wrest themselves from the societal grips in which they are trapped. For Amartya Sen, as we will see, powerlessness to improve one’s lot is the very sign of a deprivation of substantial freedoms. I call this “uselessness to oneself.” It is this that engenders the ongoing, structural nature of uselessness to others. Thus defined, uselessness to oneself is again an economic criterion: its opposite, the possibility for everyone to improve their skills, in fact engenders economic improvements for all. As we will see, however, it also has a moral and political dimension.


        Also useless to others and to themselves are all those who, without receiving financial assistance, survive on the margins of the market economy, selling very little to and thus buying very little from others. Whence, in stagnant or emerging countries, the hundreds of millions of poor farmers who live in quasi-self-sufficiency and barely manage to feed themselves and their families. They are useless to themselves because they generally have no means to improve their productivity or their overall lot unless they move to cities, where enormous traps of urban uselessness await them. To others, they are not only useless (they sell and buy almost nothing), but also costly. Indeed, to survive with very little market interaction and without assistance, they must have access to at least a bit of natural capital, in particular cultivatable land that they farm with only their human capital: their arms, rudimentary tools—essentially the same ones used in antiquity—and their age-old farming knowledge. Quite often, as their numbers increase and their technology stagnates, farmers overexploit the land, causing yield to decrease and entrapping themselves in great poverty. Now, useful men would use the land—at least they believe they would—in much better, more productive, more profitable, even more sustainable ways! In their opinion, then, it would be better—economically speaking, of course—for these useless men to disappear as well. They make up our third category of useless men.


        Out of work or employed in a job whose wages are unlivable, the poor and economically insecure who manage to survive by their work but are caught permanently in the snares of poverty and insecurity with no possibility of improving their lot, the rural extreme poor surviving in situations of quasi-self-sufficiency, slum-dwellers unable to survive in the informal economy and dependent on local solidarity: these are the people who are useless to themselves and to others.


      


      

        Traps and nets


        Uselessness to oneself arises, then, when one is caught in a trap or a net. “Trap” implies two things: a door and the space it encloses. Trapdoors do not generally open from the inside, which is why the two together constitute a trap. To be useless is to find oneself in a trap, a dead end, a dungeon, a hold, a cellar, enclosed by a door that one cannot open because it is locked from the outside. Or perhaps—so as not to be too black-and-white, too open-and-shut—to be useless to oneself is to be caught in a “net” whose exit is a thin opening, difficult to move through when one has entered the same way or when one is born inside the net. In a trap or a net of uselessness, one has access neither to money nor to the acquisition of knowledge, nor even to relationships and social networks which would enable one, through exceptional individual effort, to escape. Moreover, one loses the skills one acquired before becoming useless. This can happen very quickly: statistics from Pôle emploi show that in France, after twelve months of unemployment, the probability of finding a job in the following month is no more than 3%.


      


      

        The dual criterion of uselessness


        In summary, the economic definition of uselessness is twofold: one is useless to others and to oneself. Uselessness to others is related to a Pareto criterion: the useless cost the useful, a cost that could be spared the latter.2 In truth, a large number of people are in a situation of imposing a cost on others when it would be possible to avoid it; among them are a large number of very wealthy people and speculators, who also cost others a cost that could be eliminated. Thus it is uselessness to oneself that sets our definition apart. Uselessness to oneself—being locked in a trap or a net without any possibility of evolving—does not systematically engender a direct pecuniary cost for others, but always a lack of earning in productivity. Eliminating it is also an evolution that would be “good for all,” an improvement in the Pareto sense.


        But uselessness to oneself is also a very serious deprivation of freedom of access to “elementary capacities,” as defined by Sen.


        A contrario, in a society without useless men, 1) each person could live from his work without depending on the assistance of others, except naturally at ages (childhood and old age) when that dependency is considered legitimate; and 2) all the poor and economically insecure would have the possibility of improving their lot (i.e., their relative economic situation) if they so desired. For useless men to cease to be useless would be, economically speaking, at best favorable and at worst of little concern to useful men. It would also present great moral and political advantages: because those men are reduced, as Descartes said, to being “worthless,” escaping uselessness would mean that no one endured the humiliation and loss of self-esteem resulting from the inability to live from their work. No one would be obliged to provide charity, publicly or privately (at least supposing they do not wish to see their neighbors waste away, not before they have attempted violent and desperate acts of revolt). “Good souls” would no longer have to endure the sight of those millions of starving farmers and their children with distended bellies scarcely living at the subsistence level. Uselessness to others and to oneself is thus an economic absurdity—“no one wins”—which creates humiliation and political conflict, as we will soon see. First, however, let us clarify the connection between uselessness and exclusion, and respond to an objection.


      


      

        Uselessness and exclusion


        Uselessness is, of course, related to some forms of exclusion. But the term “exclusion,” although and because it is quite fashionable, remains very vague if we do not specify either what one is excluded from or the temporary nature, reversible or not, of the exclusion. One may be excluded from some public services, certain social milieus, certain circles, certain places, certain professions, and certain opportunities for many reasons—handicap, illness, nationality, religion, gender, all of which are differences that preoccupy and nourish racisms such as Nazism but also religious fanaticisms, sexual preferences, personal prejudices, etc.—that nonetheless do not create a useless man in an economic sense. On the other hand, an exclusion of this type can be conducive to economic uselessness. It is clear that in France today racism toward young immigrants is a form of exclusion that encourages their enclosure in traps of economic uselessness. By the same token, leaving school without being able to read and write leads inevitably, or almost, to economic uselessness.


      


      

        A possible objection: voluntary uselessness


        I have set forth the hypothesis—which is, granted, debatable—that it is better to participate and work in society, and to live from doing so, than to depend on society to survive. One might object that some of the long-term unemployed render great services to society through charitable work: they are thus very useful to others. Moreover, they likely do not feel they are caught in a trap without hope of escape, and thus useless to themselves. However, we might wonder why a charitable and socially useful activity cannot result in a form of remunerated work. The cost to others would be the same, but the situation of the charitable unemployed person who becomes a paid employee would surely be better. At an extreme, contrary to the case of the socially useful volunteer, one might also object that a long-term unemployed person who takes advantage of his free time to indulge in an uncostly passion such as “that unpunished vice, reading,” or the neighborhood “bum” to whom the locals happily hand a few coins when he opens the post office door for them (which is not especially useful), are objectively useless to others but may not feel useless to themselves, and consequently consider themselves satisfied with their situation.3 Likewise, some poor farmers are admirable men, happy with their lot. But I fear that these are the exceptions, that the vast majority of useless men as defined above would greatly prefer not to be, and that the vast majority of others would do happily without their existence.


        Whatever the case, a threat hovers over all useless people, whether or not they are happy with their lot: between being useless and being “one too many” there is but one semantic step that certain useful people—indeed, many—end up crossing by proposing to get rid of them physically. A man seeking paid employment which Richelieu had refused him ventured, as a final argument, “But after all, Sir, I must be allowed to live!” To which Richelieu supposedly replied: “I fail to see the need for that.” This was a useless man. Indeed, as we have seen, the phenomenon is far from new.


      


    


    

    

      Useless men today


      How can we measure the phenomenon quantitatively? It is a difficult task because the concept is novel and covers different types of populations. And of course there is no field in any national database tabulating the “useless.” We must make do with indicators that approximate this reality. Hereafter, for developing countries in the OECD and for emerging countries, some indicators for activity and unemployment levels, for economic insecurity of work, and finally for poverty.4 Not all poor people are “useless” according to my definition. In particular, they are not useless if, while poor or even very poor, they have access to “capabilities,” as defined by Amartya Sen, that enable them to improve their lot and escape from poverty if they wish—more on this later. However, many useless men are also very poor.


      

        OECD countries


        It is relatively easy, among the countries in the OECD, to count the long-term unemployed and those who have withdrawn from the labor market, as well as unemployed youth. It is less easy to measure the various forms of economic insecurity that do not allow someone to live from their work or improve their capabilities. In general, the number of the useless in developing countries has increased steadily over the last two or three decades.


        Again, the concept of uselessness is new, and moreover heterogeneous: one will not find a field for “useless men” in any national databases. We can approach the notion through the following indicators: number of “inactive” individuals, those who do not appear in the labor force, and level of inactivity by age group, defined as the number of inactive individuals as a percentage of population and age group. Granted, not all inactive individuals are useless: some are students or live in a home where active members ensure sufficient income. But the increased level of inactivity, in particular among the young and among men of working age, as well as its variation among countries, is of interest. We will also use the following indicators: long-term unemployment, unchosen part-time work, intermittent work, and people “marginally associated with work.” By summing these four indicators, we can construct an indicator of economic uselessness. Finally, we will put these indicators in relation to poverty levels, poverty being defined in Europe as having an income after assistance of less than 60% of the median income, and in the United States by an absolute “subsistence” number.


        

        

          Figure 1.1: Inactive and unemployed men aged 25 to 54 in the United States


          [image: ]


        


        Crises, like the one in 2008, do much to push men into traps of uselessness; since they are traps, those who escape them during recoveries are generally fewer. These indicators therefore vary by circumstance. Nonetheless, we can assert that the number of useless men has increased steadily since the 1980s in developed countries, in the United States, and in Europe. Furthermore, we will see a well-known fact confirmed: economic uselessness takes the form of non-employment in some countries; in others, of economic insecurity and poverty. Finally, in a few countries uselessness is reduced, or at least not increasing—proof that the uselessness in question here can be stemmed through appropriate social-liberal policies. Below are the figures and graphs for Europe and the United States.


        For the United States,5 Nicholas Eberstadt includes a striking graph in Men without Work: America’s Invisible Crisis.6 He shows the evolution since 1947, among men between 25 and 54, of the number of unemployed individuals, and above all of those “not included in the labor force (NILF)”—that is, men who are of working age but do not appear on the labor market. Among them are a small minority of students pursuing their studies beyond the age of 25, and above all a growing number of those men I call “useless.” (Eberstadt does not use the term directly, but his entire analysis shows this to be what we are dealing with.)


        Their number stagnated at 1 million in the 1950s, staying put until the middle of the 1960s. During that period, it was very nearly equal to that of the unemployed. Then it increased steadily, seemingly relentlessly, reaching 7 million in 2015, whereas the number of unemployed, more cyclical, peaked at more than 5 million in 2011 before returning to just over 2 million, which is considered “full employment,” in 2015. Eberstadt and many other commentators see one cause for Donald Trump’s election in this fundamental development that affects American males, more specifically white males.


        In 2016 in the U.S., there were 40.6 million poor out of 327.2 million Americans, or close to 13%. Of those, 19%, or 7.6 million, were working poor. They represented 4.9% of the total labor force. Some 3.1% of full-time workers were working poor; 12.2% of part-time workers were working poor. There were 2.1 million prisoners.7


        Throughout OECD countries, inactive members of the male population aged 25 to 54—those who no longer appeared on the job market—more than tripled between 1900 and 2017, rising from 6.5 million to 22 million. In Europe the number also tripled, from 2.8 to 8.7 million.


        

        

          Figure 1.2: Inactive men aged 25 to 54
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        Between 2000 and 2017, that number in Germany went from 1.16 million to 1.38 million. Over the same period in France it went from 720,000 to 862,000; in Greece, from 120,000 to 160,000.


        Some youths between the ages of 15 and 24 pursue studies, so the level of inactivity does not directly measure the level of non-employment, uselessness (neither studies nor work) of the young. But since levels of school attendance have no reason to differ much across European countries, the differences in inactivity level among countries are significant. In Europe,8 youth underemployment—most threatening to the future—reaches, in some countries, dire proportions. The activity level of youths aged 15 to 24, which in Denmark in 2017 was 63%, in the U.S. 55%, and in Germany 50%, was only 37% in France and Spain, and 26% in Italy and Greece.


        

        

          Figure 1.3: Level of inactivity of youths aged 15 to 24 compared to that in Denmark


          [image: ]


        


        Figure 1.3, above, compares the youth inactivity levels in the countries and zones to that in Denmark, the “best student” (the one whose level of inactivity is the lowest: 37% in 2017). Note the high levels of inactivity among the youth in southern Europe and in France, which are between 30% and 50% above the level of Denmark, the average in the Europe of 28 being 25% (a quarter of that age group) above Denmark. The difference is smaller for the OECD overall: 18%, due to lower levels of inactivity in Anglo-Saxon countries.


        

        

          Figure 1.4: Long-term unemployment among those aged 15 and up


          [image: ]


        


        As an illustration, in Italy in 2018, the level of unemployment (all types combined) among youths under 25 was 35%; that of those under 35 was 21%. In March 2018, 5,000 people applied for three nursing jobs in Turin. In January, 5,000 people applied for one nursing job in Parma. In February, a competition for a teaching job drew 10,000 candidates, while 30 firemen jobs attracted 18,000 applicants.9


        Long-term (over a year) unemployment in the OECD affected 11 million people in 2017 after reaching a peak of 16.5 million (more than 2% of the working-age population) in 2013.


        Indenter unemployment tends to increase in the OECD, the EU, and the U.S., beyond strong circumstantial fluctuations. The level of long-term unemployment, in percentage of the active population, also varies significantly by country. In Germany, for example, it has decreased since 2006.


        Let us turn to two indicators of economic insecurity: unchosen part-time work and temporary work.


        

        

          Figure 1.5: Two indicators of economic insecurity: unchosen part-time work and temporary employment


          [image: ]
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        These two indicators are increasing in the OECD and the EU, and less in the U.S., both in the number of jobs concerned (around 20 million unchosen part-time jobs in the OECD) and in percentage of the working-age population. This means a growing number of jobs are insecure and likely do not enable workers to live decently—confirmed by the indicators of poverty below.


        

        

          Figure 1.6: Consolidated indicator of uselessness


          [image: ]


        


        Thus we propose an index of “economic uselessness”—adding together long-term unemployment, involuntary part-time jobs, temporary employment, and individuals “marginally associated” with work—and calculate the trends of their numbers and their proportion in the population.


        We can see that, since the beginning of the 1980s, the number and proportion of useless men has increased in the OECD, where it reached 11% in 2017; in the EU (16% in 2017); and even in the U.S. (2% in 2017, after peaking at 7% in 2012).


        In conclusion, here are a few figures on poverty in Europe. In the EU, the number of people “exposed to the risk of poverty after public assistance” (the poverty level is defined in the EU as 60% of the median income) was 73 million in 2005 and 87 million in 2015.


        

        

          Figure 1.7: Level of risk of poverty after public assistance


          [image: ]


        


        In Germany, the number of poor has gone from 10 to 13.5 million. Among the unemployed, the level of those exposed to the risk of poverty after public assistance was 69% in 2016. The number of people “in a situation of severe material deprivation” in the 19 countries of the Eurozone was 18.4 million in 2007, 25.7 million in 2012, and back down to 22.6 million in 2016. The number of beneficiaries of Revenu de Solidarité Active (RSA)10 in France more than doubled between 1993 and 2018, from 0.8 million to 1.83 million.


      


      

        Emerging and stagnant countries


        Assessing rural overpopulation and the proportion of the urban useless in poor and emerging countries is a difficult undertaking. The number of the useless in vast housing projects, where between 50% and 80% of South Asia’s and Africa’s urban populations live today, varies greatly by city and country. The rural uselessness of the poorest farmers, and of the “superfluous” people who remain in villages, is a supply that flows continuously into that of urban uselessness. The number of the urban useless increases with the influx of the rural useless and with urban demographic growth, and decreases under the effect of training in modern economic sectors—in particular the export sector—at least in emerging countries where this latter sector is growing rapidly. Thus passage through urban uselessness is usually temporary, and the number of the useless varies depending on 1) the rate at which jobs are created in the city, and 2) the rate of rural exodus and urban demographic growth. In terms of magnitude, the number of inhabitants of housing projects in poor countries grew from 650 to 863 million between 1990 and 2012, and it is expected that the urban population will increase, between now and 2050, by 590 million in South Asia (from 624 million to 1.214 billion) and by 778 million in sub-Saharan Africa (from 359 million to 1.137 billion).11 Not all urban slum-dwellers will be useless, but hundreds of millions will be.


        Uselessness in remote rural areas is even harder to assess. However, the example of rapid industrialization, starting with England in the eighteenth century, shows that the number of exploitable men coming from rural areas is a function of the needs of industry and related services, which are, in other words, inundated with useless men. Arthur Lewis, with his idea of “an unlimited supply of [cheap rural] labour,” put it very well as early as the 1950s. We can consider farmers living in what the UN defines as “extreme poverty”—those whose income is less than $1.90 a day (the absolute poverty level in 2018)—to be useless men according to my definition. Indeed, these are for the most part quasi-self-sufficient farmers, whose only prospects are to continue living thusly until the end of their days or to turn to urban uselessness. That said, between 1988 and 2008 the number of those living in extreme rural poverty decreased in East Asia, and thus in China, falling from 526 to 117 million; stagnated in South Asia, from 468 to 503 million; and increased sharply in sub-Saharan Africa, from 172 to 306 million.12


        Now that we have a better grasp of uselessness, let us return to the argument for the collective goal proposed in the introduction: eradicating uselessness. First we will recall the significant role of inequality, of which uselessness is a form. We will then turn to the political philosophies of John Rawls and Amartya Sen in search of a criterion of choice for economic policies, one based on what a “just” society might be. Next we will examine how economic policies over the past thirty years have dealt with the issue of inequality. Finally, we will analyze the relationships between uselessness and politics, because it is these, beyond the other sound economic and ethical reasons to do so, that will ultimately explain why eradicating uselessness should be a minimum, urgent, and potentially unanimous goal.


      


    


    

    


      Why inequality matters


      In 1820, David Ricardo wrote to Thomas Malthus: “Political Economy you think is an enquiry into the nature and causes of wealth; I think it should rather be called an enquiry into the laws which determine the division of the produce of industry amongst the classes who concur in its formation. No law can be laid down respecting quantity, but a tolerably correct one can be laid down respecting proportions. Every day I am more satisfied that the former enquiry is vain and delusive, and the latter only the true object of the science.”


      Like Ricardo, I believe that the main object of economics is the distribution of wealth, and thus income inequality, more generally the inequality of access to the world’s goods, rather than growth in the volume of goods produced in this world, whose assessment is for that matter difficult and rightly controversial.


      Consider the current debates about globalization, the environment, growth and decline, ecological transition, public and private debt, the stability of the financial system, and criticism of the GDP. At the heart of all of these debates is always the issue of inequality.


      For example, when we worry about insufficient growth in wealthy countries, it is because there is high unemployment; otherwise there would be no cause for concern. The debates on how to reduce unemployment can be summed up as follows: should we support consumption or investment? Public or private investment? Should we practice “supply-side” or “demand-side” policy, or combine the two by adroitly mixing efficacy and equity? In reality all of these questions deal with distribution, and thus with the evolution of certain inequalities. Emerging countries seek growth at all costs because people fail to see why they should live less well than those in the wealthiest countries. Improving standards of living, reducing international inequality, is a legitimate collective goal; the issue of internal inequality is provisionally secondary. In wealthy countries, as in emerging ones, questions of growth are thus always questions of inequality.


      GDP growth is never desirable in itself, since it can mask a severe decrease in well-being (through excessive consumption of natural capital and aggravation of inequality). This point has been widely accepted. Less so are the consequences: appearances and semantic differences aside, all current economic debates bring into play questions of inequality. I maintain this for three reasons.


      First, inequality is the fundamental subjective motor for behavior: we struggle to reduce it against those who wish to increase it. “Currency accumulation” behavior, which psychoanalysts are quick to link to anal-compulsive behavior, does not conceive of man in a vacuum: being rich is meaningless if no one is poor. Reciprocally, beyond the subsistence level, we do not feel poor and struggle to improve our lot unless there are wealthy people whom we consider unjustly rich.


      Second, inequality is the main determinant of the ultimate but ungraspable indicator of the quality of an economic system: the well-being of individuals. As common sense dictates and many sociological studies confirm, beyond the subsistence level, a feeling of well-being depends primarily on our perception of inequality vis-à-vis others. Wealth and poverty are relative concepts. And it may be noted that every society tolerates a certain degree of economic inequality, beyond which it enters a situation of conflict that can erupt into violence. This level of “socially acceptable inequality” varies by culture: it is surely lower in France and China than it is in India and the United States, for different reasons—to the point that a policy addressing inequality can a priori be perceived as good in one culture and not in another.


      Third, inequality is rather easy to measure. By contrast, measuring the growth of well-being confronts us with widely known difficulties, as evidenced by the great difficulty of measuring long-term growth of merely material well-being. Certainly we know that almost all aspects of material life have been upended since the industrial revolution: ease of movement and communication, comfort of living space, food quality. But what does this say about well-being? And whose? How, for example, do we compare the life of a poor French farmer in the eighteenth century with that of an undocumented African worker living in a room with six others in a filthy apartment complex and washing dishes in a restaurant on the outskirts of Paris? Both are the poorest in their society. According to Angus Maddison, the average income in France went from €100 in 1700 to €2,500 in 2012—a 1:25 ratio.13 If we hypothesize that low incomes obey the same ratio as the average income—that is, that the degree of inequality has remained the same—the illegal immigrant today would earn twenty-five times more than the poor eighteenth-century peasant… but who would seriously suggest that he is “living twenty-five times better”? This shows that such measurements of growth over the long term measure little about the evolution of well-being, and have no effect on our awareness.


      Inequality itself assumes very diverse forms. Authors such as Atkinson, Milanovic, Piketty, and Stiglitz have for the most part worked on inequalities of income, consumption, and overall wealth. But an even more profound inequality broadly determines those above, namely inequality of access: to health, to training, to credit, to others via efficient cities, to social and political life, and finally to natural capital. Such inequality has also been the subject of research, though somewhat less amply: that of Angus Deaton,14 for example. We will see the importance of this inequality in explaining uselessness.


      We have seen why different forms of inequality matter, uselessness among them. To rank and prioritize these forms we now turn to moral and political philosophy, which deals with criteria of choice and the values that underpin them.


    


    

    


      The “just” society according to Rawls and Sen


      Specialists in Anglo-Saxon political philosophy, that of Rawls and Sen in particular, will not find an in-depth or original discussion of those two thinkers here. I will offer an extremely simplified overview of their thinking in order to define two criteria of economic “justice,” expressed in simple and purposely contradictory economic terms.


      For John Rawls,15 a just society can be defined through the following thought experiment: assume that men are assembled under a “veil of ignorance” of what their position in life is and will be: the state of their health, their birth milieu, their education, the relationships they have and might form with others. Under this veil, they deliberate in order to create rules of justice that will be acceptable to all. According to Rawls, they will come up with the following minimum rules: 1) everyone should have a “basket of primary goods,” those indispensable not only for survival but also for a “worthy” life; 2) beyond this minimum, inequality is tolerable only if it results from a clear and total freedom of access, for all individuals, to all positions in society—any untouchable “slumdog” should rightfully be able to become a “slumdog millionaire,” president of India, or Bill Gates; 3) inequality can increase so long as it remains “effective”—that is, as long as its growth improves the lot of the least fortunate. It is thus a criterion of equity (a minimum basket, equality of opportunity) and a system of formal freedom. Excessively simplifying the analytical framework of the economy, and measuring “well-being” in terms of monetary income, the third rule implies that “within the framework of a complete economic freedom of all actors, if the basket of primary goods is 50, it is better, according to this criterion, to have a society in which the wealthy earn 2,000 and the poor 200 than a society in which the wealthy earn 500 and the poor 100.” According to this criterion, an economic policy is “just” if it improves the lot of the most disadvantaged, independent of the evolution of income inequalities between them and the wealthiest.


      Expressed in such economic terms, Rawls’s criterion is in reality a mere avatar of Pareto’s. An optimal Pareto situation is one in which no further improvement is possible; this is attained by the free functioning of competitive markets. For Rawls, free access by all to all markets—including markets of education and training meant to enable, at the cost of personal effort, access to any position in the world—are conditions for the effectiveness of inequality. As we have simplified it, Rawls’s criterion is thus a Pareto criterion, since in a Rawlsian policy there are only winners.


      Rawls’s criterion is consequently subject to the same classic criticisms as Pareto’s. It neglects the fact that actors can be sensitive not only to their absolute situation (is their lot improving compared to the past, or not?) but also to their relative situation (will inequalities vis-a-vis others increase, or not?). What to do if, for example, under Rawls’s “veil of ignorance,” a strong minority forms that wants a “society of equals”? Should the dictatorship of the majority, for whom inequality does not matter so long as it is effective and improves the lot of the poorest, be exercised over it? Or, who is to say that the collective preferences expressed under this veil might not add, through consensus, a fourth condition for a just society, namely that inequality must not exceed a certain threshold? Finally, even if one accepts the indifference to inequality that Rawls receives from Pareto, there remains a difficulty related to the definition of the basket of primary goods to which everyone, at the outset, has a right. That basket can vary a great deal, from one that enables the barest survival in great poverty to one that reflects an elevated conception of a worthy life.


      This is where Amartya Sen enters the debate. For Sen, the criterion of a just society must be “freedom [substantive and not only formal (Sen’s emphasis)], seen in the form of individual ‘capabilities’ to do things that a person has reason to desire.”16 Thus Sen immediately stresses inequality of access to “real freedom,” not just to rights. He defines “substantive freedoms” as “elementary capabilities like being able to avoid such deprivations as starvation, under-nourishment, escapable morbidity and premature mortality, as well as the freedoms that are associated with being literate and numerate, enjoying political participation and uncensored speech and so on.”17 Even if he does not use the word, Sen is thus defining a threshold: the “minimum basket” of capabilities is that which enables 1) a life expectancy close to the average and 2) access to basic education and political freedom. Beyond that, freedom of access to other capabilities, those that enable even sharper improvement of one’s relative situation, is not specified.


      Sen tells us only one thing: the capabilities accessible to each person should enable him to live in a way he has “reason to desire.” But what is that “reasonable desire” for each person? Note that a world in which each person has the means to live the life he has reason to desire strongly resembles the Communist promise: “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” To achieve a society fulfilling the reasonable desires of every person, all opportunities would need to be the same for all and at all times. Thus it would be necessary for all capabilities—not strictly individual ones, but also cultural and relational ones, which is to say almost all of them—to be equally accessible to everyone for their entire life. It would be necessary in particular to have the freedom and the means to educate oneself throughout one’s life. However, Sen does not specify which capabilities, beyond the minimal elementary ones, should be acquirable by everyone. Thus Sen’s criterion can be interpreted as a criterion of absolute equality among “reasonable men,” one whose application to all would require a society roundly liberated from the reign of necessity. Today, the use of Sen’s criterion in practice requires a limitation of its scope: a delimiting definition of the “elementary capabilities,” and thus of the degree of “reasonable” inequality, must be provided.


      We may also note that in specifying the diversity and the often non-monetary nature of these elementary capabilities, Sen helps highlight the importance of inequalities of access, and helps justify, on a theoretical level, an increase in those “indicators of human development” that now complement monetary income in evaluating people’s capabilities.


      So Rawls and Sen respond differently to the two questions arising from the “deliberations under the veil”: what is the minimum threshold? What is the rule for inequality beyond that threshold? To these questions Rawls responds: a basket of primary goods and an “effective” inequality. As for Sen: a minimum of elementary capabilities and the freedom of access, throughout one’s existence, to wider capabilities enabling the life one can “reasonably” desire. For Rawls, it is enough for everyone to start with a basket of primary goods offering “equality of opportunities”; from there, “let the devil take the hindmost!” provided that society is free and the growing wealth of the wealthy “trickles down,” at least in part, to the poor. Sen’s criterion can be interpreted as a current, radical form of the criterion of equality: it does not deal with the level of available wealth and thus the ends of economic organization, but with capabilities and thus the means given to each person; he calls for substantive freedoms for everyone that will enable them to have the life they can reasonably desire. This debate is of interest, then, because it defines precisely that upon which political deliberation should bear and what ethical value should justify the choice. The basket of primary goods and the value of equity (equality of initial opportunity) for Rawls; for Sen, elementary capabilities, all of which depend on the value of equality, on the choice of a “reasonable” level of inequality. We will see how governments have used these criteria so far on the international level, and then how these criteria justify our choice of objective.


    


    

    

      Recent consensus goals


      Prior to the recent attention paid by international organizations and governments to inequalities of income and wealth, the minimum consensus goal of states assembled within the framework of the UN was the disappearance of extreme poverty. This constituted the main focus of the “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs) declared in 2000 and renewed in 2015. Let us examine how the concepts of Rawls and Sen have been applied in the MDGs, and on what implicit criterion recent government interest in income inequality is founded.


      

        What does it mean to be “poor”?


        Let us first recall that the very definition of “poverty” and the indicators measuring it differ significantly from country to country. In Europe, the poverty threshold is established at 60% of the median income (the income of which half of individuals have less and half more)—a relative measurement of poverty. Thus, in France, for a single individual, the median disposable income (income after taxes and transfers) was €1,679 per month in 2017; an individual in France in 2017 was considered poor if his disposable income was less than €900 per month. Recall that the RSA, to which anyone over the age of 25 is entitled if they have no other source of income, was €545 per month at the time, or 33% of the median income and half of the income that set the poverty threshold for a single person. In the United States, the Census Bureau calculates each year the income that constitutes the poverty threshold. The calculation is a function of the cost of a basket of goods and services meant to satisfy those needs considered “essential.” The U.S. definition is therefore not relative: one is poor in that country only if one does not have an income considered sufficient to live “decently.” The poverty threshold for a single person in 2017 was $12,060 per year, or $33 a day, or €808 per month at the Power Parity Purchasing (PPP) exchange rate, a threshold very close to that of France but obtained by an entirely different method. In India, the calculation differs depending on the state. Some states, like Kerala, use multi-criteria indicators that combine monetary income, food quality, and access to water, electricity, and health care. Finally, there are poverty thresholds used by international organizations: “extreme poverty” has been defined by the World Bank since 2015 as an income below $1.90 per day or $57 per month (conversion of the national currency to the dollar uses the PPP exchange rate). With this criterion there is no extreme poverty in wealthy countries, since one obviously cannot survive in Europe, the U.S., Japan, or Korea (or Shanghai) on $57 a month.


        The rather formulaic nature of these definitions will not escape anyone. If measurement is relative, then why 60% of median income and not 50% or 40%, or even less? In France, for that matter, the Ministry of Labor office responsible for the calculations, provides all the figures and pays no particular attention to the threshold of 60% besides its being the one generally adopted in Europe. As for absolute thresholds, their insignificance when reduced to a monetary income is quickly apparent. This is why the governments of large, still poor countries and international organizations supplement or even replace them with a variety of indicators that measure what the poor really have at their disposal: calorie rations, potable water, electricity, and access to basic education—a variety of criteria that demonstrates the difficulty of defining the “basket of primary goods.”


      


      

        The “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs)


        In light of this difficulty, the states assembled in the UN in 2000 committed first to making every effort to halve the number of the extremely poor (at that time, those earning less than $1 per day) by 2015. But they also committed to improving some “indicators of human development”: access to water and energy, to health care, to basic education, and gender equality.


        Let us define the “subsistence basket” as the “physical” subgroup of Sen’s fundamental substantive freedoms: sufficient food to be in good health (2,500 calories per day with 15% protein and some vitamins, fruits, and vegetables); a physical living environment (housing, air, water) that does not negatively affect health; the ability to treat common illnesses that are easily treatable; and finally, since the most fundamental of substantive freedoms is simply living, a life expectancy at birth that is not far off from the world average. In reality, the people who in 2000 were below the poverty threshold of $1 per day were not at that level of subsistence. They were badly nourished, very badly housed, and had little or no access to potable water; many of their children did not attend school long enough to learn to read and write, and naturally they could neither save nor invest to improve their lot. The MDGs thus bore foremost on improving the “minimum monetary basket” as defined by Rawls—according to the UN, just over a billion people fell short of that minimum in 2000. But they also stressed improving access to certain elementary capabilities as defined by Sen, which they treated as both a means to the former goal and an end in itself. Attaining the MDGs, then, was seen as “the least we could do” given the large consensus surrounding them.


        Below are the goals, along with the indicators quantifying them and their target values for 2015 at the time they were set out:


        

          	

            Goal 1: eliminate extreme poverty and hunger. (Reduce by half extreme poverty, defined at that time as less than $1.25 per day. Increase the number of productive and decent jobs. Reduce hunger by half.)


          


          	

            Goal 2: ensure primary education for all.


          


          	

            Goal 3: promote gender equality and women’s empowerment. (Equal education for girls in elementary school. Inclusion of women in the paid labor force. Female representation in national governments.)


          


          	

            Goal 4: reduce infant mortality rates. (Reduce by two-thirds the mortality of children under 5.)


          


          	

            Goal 5: improve maternal health. (Reduce maternal death by three-quarters. Access to reproductive health.)


          


          	

            Goal 6: fight HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other illnesses. (Stop HIV/AIDS and reverse current trends. Stop tuberculosis and reverse current trends.)


          


          	

            Goal 7: ensure a sustainable environment. (Reduce by half the population without improved potable water. Reduce by half the population without sanitation. Improve the lives of the inhabitants of slums.)


          


          	

            Goal 8: create a global partnership for development. (Greatly increase the number of internet users.)


          


        


        Although these were consensus minimum goals, not all of them have been reached.18


        

          • REASONS FOR RELATIVE FAILURE


          One reason for this failure is that a large number of the poorest were and still are caught in traps of poverty, and simply increasing the wealth of the wealthiest was not enough to rescue them. But this explanatory appeal to traps was a far cry from the issues that presided when the MDGs were conceived. In the 1990s and 2000s, income inequality as such was not considered to hinder the reduction of poverty. On the contrary, economists believed in the mechanical effect of growth on the reduction of extreme poverty. The dominant economic theory was “trickle down”: the wealth of the richest would eventually trickle down from the top to the bottom of society, pulling even the poorest upward. Because, moreover, the rich were expected to invest more than the poor, and because GDP growth was sought as an essential means to reduce poverty, it was especially important, according to this theory, not to seek to reduce inequality. For its part, inequality of access was not reduced as much as expected, due to an insufficient effort in human and material investment, which once again relates to internal income inequality: on their own, under the existing fiscal systems, the rich did not invest enough in the poor, and even less in the useless.


          It is perhaps surprising today that such a false vision of the world—that wealth “naturally” trickles down—convinced so many, beyond the increasingly small circle of those who stood to gain by promoting it: the miniscule percentage of the global population who reaped most of the benefits of growth in the 1990s and 2000s. On the contrary, I argued in 1996, in L’Inégalité du monde, that internal inequality within countries was bound to increase under the effects of globalization, and that it was essential to put in place economic policies to reduce inequality. Not because internal inequality can undermine growth—which is never a goal in itself—but for political reasons: to prevent the disappearance of the middle classes in developing countries and accelerate their development in emerging ones. I summed this up by proposing a new internationalist slogan: “Middle classes of the world, unite!”


        


      


      

        Reducing inequality?


        As we have seen, since the 2008 crisis, governments have increasingly claimed to be concerned with the harmful effects of internal inequalities of income and wealth, which are growing everywhere. According to economic analyses sanctioned by the chief economists of the IMF and the OECD, these inequalities would ultimately slow the sacrosanct GDP growth, and thus the reduction of poverty. It would even become an obstacle for climate policy. Thus it is officially to income inequality that we must now devote ourselves. Oxfam demonstrates this every year to world leaders gathered in Davos, presenting striking figures on the explosion of inequality. In its thematic report of January 2015, citing data from Crédit Suisse, Oxfam asserted: “In 2014, the richest 1% of people in the world owned 48% of global wealth, leaving just 52% to be shared between the other 99% of adults on the planet. Almost all of that 52% is owned by those included in the richest 20%, leaving just 5.5% for the remaining 80% of people in the world.”19


        Christine Lagarde takes the same line, though more tactfully and above all without Oxfam’s heavy moral judgment. The general director of the IMF speaks of the need to “better distribute the fruits of growth,” to promote a more “inclusive” growth. The watchword “inclusive growth” thus began its metamorphosis into the brilliant “sustainable development.” Now the old guard of the latter, its faithful and adamant activists since Gro Harlem Brundtland coined the term in 1987, point out that “inclusive growth” is simply the “social pillar” of “sustainable development,” which had been somewhat neglected in all the craze around the “environmental pillar.” Personally, I am delighted to see the emergence of the thesis that problems of growth are problems of “inequality,” and that inequality is indeed the object of economic analysis.


        Now that the expression “inclusive growth” exists, governments need only give it substance. Naturally, reports by the IMF and the OECD, incontestable sources of great economic expertise, open some possibilities. On the analytical level, they first stress the well-known macroeconomic transmission from increased inequality to GDP growth: more income inequality engenders less consumption, increased saving, crises, and ultimately recessions or sluggish growth. In fact, reports by international economic organizations have long alerted governments on this point, in the indirect and partial guise of criticizing “international macroeconomic imbalances.”


        But experts now draw attention to another channel of transmission between the growth of inequality and that of the GDP. The tax breaks enjoyed by the wealthiest have contributed to the explosion of income inequality, and have, for example in the United States, caused a reduction in public spending on education and health care while the poorest only get poorer. This results in insufficient investment in human capital, halting the potential growth of income, including and above all that of the poorest. The social ladder also breaks down under the divergence of an increasingly private and expensive school system, reserved (despite rare token scholarships) for the rich and their heirs, from a crumbling public system intended for the poor. Thus we have a growing inequality of access to the basic “capabilities” as defined by Sen, which degrades the quality of the basket of primary goods for the poorest and therefore the degree of equity in society. With this last thesis, the OECD and the IMF openly confront the question of traps, even if they do not yet speak of uselessness. However, the recommended remedies—essentially a renewed increase in fiscal pressure on high incomes to finance more initial training—do not truly take this into consideration, nor do they provide details as to what more “inclusive” growth would be or how to promote it. In particular, they do not yet account for uselessness.


        All governments, then, are in strict agreement on “(more) inclusive growth,” as they are on “sustainable growth.” But in these two realms, which are really only one, the goals and thus the priorities remain very ill-defined. As for actions, they have yet to be seen. So we must take a step further into our analysis and choice of objective. I propose starting from uselessness—still a poorly analyzed and quantified reality, even if it is a cruel reality for those who endure it—and making its eradication a primary goal.


      


    


    

    

      Uselessness and politics


      Globalization—we will see in detail, in the following chapters, how and why—blurs direct economic conflicts, those that formed around the sharing of added value between employers and employees at the very heart of production units. At this stage, let us note simply that if we use “proletarian” as shorthand for a person who makes do with a subsistence salary in the society in which he or she lives, then it is clear that the fragmentation of the “proletariat” in former wealthy countries has been underway for over thirty years. Fragmentation between fewer and fewer factory workers and all kinds of employees; distinction between those who enjoy stable, salaried work contracts and the economically insecure; between foreign workers (or those of “foreign origin”) and those who declare themselves “natives.” As for the bourgeoisie, it has essentially dematerialized. Today, to even its most radical critics, it appears only as an abstract entity: “finance,” unreal, cosmopolitan, destabilizing, parasitical, predatory, prone to aggravating inequality. Another example of this illusion is the unanimous designation of the trader as the scapegoat in the 2008 crisis, while the increasing wealth of sports and entertainment stars, and even the growing corruption of politicians, appears to be tolerated without complaint. The reality is that a network has formed of perfectly nomadic global corporations, banks and funds included, that incite all territories to bitter competition.


      So the chains that keep useless men in traps are almost invisible; they are multiple and abstract. For useless men, the economic conflicts are impossible to grasp. Who are their enemies? Who is responsible for their uselessness? Against whom can they revolt? With whom can they ally themselves? In the era of class struggles, the exploited, the proletariat, were said to have nothing to lose but their chains. In truth, the exploited still have something to lose: the fact that they are exploited, that their labor force has some value, even a weak one. The only people who truly have nothing to lose are the useless men.


      They are the new “damned of the earth.” Some parties, such as the “alternative” movement, avatar of the anarchist movement inspired by the theses of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri in Empire (2000) and Multitudes (2004), venture to conclude that they might become the “salt of the earth.” But historical uprisings in revolutionary periods, from the French Revolution to the struggles for national liberation in the second half of the twentieth century, have never been spearheaded by the poorest and the most exploited; rather, they have been represented by an alliance of the intellectual elite, educated workers, and peasants not crushed by poverty. Today, the greater concern is that the aggregate of useless men will be capable only of revolts without specific goals: revolts that are generic, basic, and unplanned, individual or small group–based, a type of revolt that is obviously legitimate but not very effective except at instilling fear among others and provoking reactions that may only strengthen the traps around them. “Let them disappear from our sight, let them be made incapable of aggression toward us”—that is the rising rallying cry. Among the wealthy, gated communities proliferate in proportion to the number of useless men nearby. The rich barricade themselves and arm their militias. Even among the poor, those useful but exploited men, many have begun to perceive useless men at best as a burden, at worst as a danger.


      In Europe and the United States, uselessness is growing within a context of immigration. In Chapter 5 we will show that immigration as such has no reason to engender uselessness—on the contrary. But in host countries, the “homegrown” useless, so to speak, and all those who still have jobs and are afraid of losing them, are fed on the propaganda of populist, xenophobic extreme-right parties that point to the foreigner as the single cause of their uselessness, and in general of all their ills. And so some of the useless, or those at risk of becoming so, rush headlong into community identifications based on origins and religion, in turn further obscuring what is happening and locking their traps ever tighter.


      This preclusion of a class war paves the way for other expressions of a spreading conflict now aggravated by a feeling of profound crisis and by a recognition of the powerlessness, even corruption, of government. The current form of this conflict is “civil war against the foreigner”: war against all those who are branded as foreign and more generally non-indigenous, those whose numbers pass a “threshold of tolerance.” Why speak of a “civil war” against the “foreigner,” which sounds contradictory, since civil war is internal to the people of a nation? Simply because these foreign immigrants will remain, their numbers will increase, there will be more and more mixed marriages, and thus they are an integral part of the “people.” As the slogan of the sans papiers (undocumented immigrants) movement in France puts it, for example: “We are here, we are from here.” (On est ici, on est d’ici.) To consider them, their children, and their grandchildren “foreign,” to hold them responsible for unemployment and insecurity, to destine them for extinction, to express the desire to see them disappear along with, for good measure, all useless men of all origins and nationalities until one is “among one’s own,” all of this is—let us call it by its name—a call for civil war, for a war within the nation.


      Let us note that open civil war is already, and has been since the end of the Cold War, the sole form of war on the planet. Afghanistan, the Balkans, Ukraine, Iraq, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Palestine, Libya, the Sahel and Central Africa, the borders of the Chinese Han, Indonesia, South Asia—we find civil wars everywhere, always in fine endogenous in origin and often exploited, fueled, provoked, sometimes temporarily controlled by American, European, and Russian mercenaries. Islamic terrorism is a form of this; its attacks abroad are only a means of progressing toward a caliphate born of civil wars, the goal being the eradication of all allogeneic elements—in this case religious—from its territory. On the horizon of these endless conflicts—civil wars can be interminable because, unlike Clausewitzian wars between states, peace is not their aim—is the dividing up of states and ethnic and religious cleansing. Fascist policies and states, if we define these as states “at civil war” exterminating non-indigenous elements, have returned to the gates of Europe.


      And civil war could erupt in Europe itself, on two fronts. The first front is Central Europe and the Balkans, where the Soviet Empire once maintained, by force, the coexistence of very different peoples, cultures, languages, and economic positions. The dissolution of that empire in favor of nation-states that often had little historical legitimacy, and above all no ability to master the heterogeneity of their populations, set off a process of a redefining borders, fomenting civil war or at least massive displacements, and ethnic cleansing. What happened in Yugoslavia is now unfolding on the southwestern flank of Russia.


      The second front is forming against immigrant foreigners, be they from Eastern or Southern Europe or from farther away. Soon added to those groups were the young unemployed who came in earlier waves of immigration. This can be seen in the progress of xenophobic parties in European elections. European governments of the “left” as well as the “right” have often, under the pretext of “countering” the rise of the extreme right, legitimized this discourse, claiming themselves that “excessive” immigration is the primary cause of unemployment and insecurity.


      Before the paroxysms of genocide in which everyone is free to become a killer, open civil war against the foreigner “in our backyard,” against the non-indigenous, always begins with the corruption and fascistization of the police, riots, racist attacks, and militias of religious fanatics, racists, or nationalists, always in disturbing alliance with local crime syndicates and mercenaries manipulated from within or abroad—as in the case of the SA, the Blackshirts, and the Phalanges leading up to World War II. We have yet to reach that point in Europe, even if it is a threat in Ukraine. For this to occur in the European Union, the ideology of civil war would have to have begun fragmenting states, and a portion of the police would have to turn to militias and witch hunts. Incidents are multiplying, however, encouraged by some state policies targeting the “non-indigenous.”


      If it is true that class struggle has withdrawn behind the thick smokescreens created by globalization, and that civil war has become the contemporary form of politics in states that are no longer “for all,” then there is continuity and coherence between the war in Syria and Iraq, the murders of immigrants by the Greek Nazist Golden Dawn party, jihadi attacks, expulsions of the Romany, and the police war in the ghettos. An amplification of the tensions of civil war in Europe and the United States will depend to a crucial extent on one question: are there already, spurred on by and amplifying xenophobic reactions, “pro–civil war parties”? We will return to this in the final chapter.


    


    

    

      Justification of the choice of criterion


      Calling for the eradication of uselessness appears at first glance to be a more specific and less ambitious goal than the one I adopted in my earlier books, a goal which is accepted almost unanimously, at least discursively: a less unequal growth. Let me explain.


      We have seen that choosing a goal involves questions of economics (does it improve efficiency?), political philosophy (is it just?), and finally the current political situation (is it a political priority?). This is why we initially called upon Pareto, Rawls, and Sen and their criteria of effectiveness and justice.


      From this examination we can conclude that the eradication of uselessness is in most cases a “Paretian improvement.” That is, recall, an action in which none would lose and some would gain, at least on a strictly economic level based on current or future income. Consequently, all economists should advocate the eradication of uselessness, identify those imperfections in the market that cause it, and outline means for state intervention to achieve that goal.


      Some useless men, in particular the poorest—destitute subsistence farmers or slum-dwellers—lack even a basket of primary goods which, in a just society as defined by Rawls, everyone should have. Consequently, one aspect of uselessness, severe poverty, violates one of Rawls’s criteria of justice.


      But above all uselessness, from the definition we have suggested—to be useless not only to others but to oneself in that one has no means to progress—must be seen as the deprivation of a “basic capability” as defined by Sen. The ability to progress is in reality the most important basic capability, alongside an average life expectancy. Indeed, it encompasses access to basic education, political freedom, gender equality, and access to permanent education. We have thus adopted that norm, inspired by Sen, to establish the choice of our goal on an ethical level.


      Opening the traps of uselessness is obviously only a reduction of a certain, specific form of inequality. It could a priori allow great inequalities of income and wealth to persist among useful men. Thus it is a minimum goal, and one I would hope, given its political urgency, would attract a very broad consensus, as the MDGs did. But what we also learn by examining the useless man through the prism of Sen’s thinking is that there is a hierarchy of forms of inequality. The one at the root of everything, the one against which we must act, is the inequality of means, the deprivation of capabilities to act on one’s destiny, and not its consequences in terms of inequality of income and wealth (which is of value only from the income it promises). The goal is thus not only a minimum, but also a priority. It is with this goal that any economic policy aiming to reduce inequality should begin.


      Beyond that, the second lesson from Sen is that we cannot do without a political debate as to what substantive freedoms—in other words, the “elementary” capabilities accessible to all throughout their lives—should be. The debate on inequality, if it does return to the fore, still has much ground to cover to meet this requirement. At present, we speak only of “ineffective” inequality, that which impedes growth.


      The chosen goal, then, is a minimum and a priority. It will enable us to measure the nature and extent of the difficulties to confront if we are to be simply content with attaining a minimum goal. However, since we are envisioning practicable reforms, and thus a gradual transformation rather than a rupture, we may anticipate that in many cases the policies capable of opening the traps of uselessness, once extended and amplified, will also enable a reduction of income inequality among the men who have all become useful.


      However, as I am concerned only with a consensus goal, I repeat that I am making no proposals regarding internal income inequality. Indeed, only a reduction of international income inequality can be a goal common to all—because nothing can justify differentiated access among peoples to natural capital and to knowledge, and thus to the same average level of material life. By contrast, as I have said, it is possible that the degree of “politically tolerable” inequality within a nation will differ, even rather widely, depending on the people and their history, culture, and religion, if they have one.


      Thus the goal of “opening and emptying the traps” has been chosen not according to a criterion of equality, but downstream, according to a criterion which is nothing but the classic “republican” criterion of “social mobility.” A point, however: the notion of mobility must change. When taken in a class schematic, social mobility was understood as ascendant class mobility: the possibility for the children of workers, employees, and farmers to reach the middle class. Today, I understand mobility to be the individual mobility of men during their lives. It is not necessarily ascendant in terms of income and social status: one should be able to work less, devote oneself to non-commercial activities of one’s choice, and still live, even if only very modestly. My criterion of mobility is this: everyone, throughout their lives, should have the freedom to progress, if only a little, in terms of capabilities and of usefulness to others and to themselves. This mobility throughout life is clearly not guaranteed simply through the “equality of opportunity at the outset.” At the outset, opportunities are never equal: they can only reflect the state of inequality of countries and families. The important thing is that it should be possible throughout one’s life to correct this initial inequality, if one so desires.
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