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1. Introduction

The invitation to this conference suggests treating the subject of this 

conference, ‘Sécurité sociale et écologie’, at a multidisciplinary level 

including ‘history, sociology, economy and many other disciplines’.1 It 

seems to me more appropriate to say that my approach does not fit into 

any of those disciplines. It is determined rather by the very specificity of 

the subject as I understand and approach it. We should all be aware that 

established disciplines are not only instrumental to understanding, 

exploring and discovering, but also possibly filters to the perception of 

new unknown territory. As we are concerned with the present day it is 

particularly important that we do not transfer concepts and terms of the 

past into this environment likely to be in a process whose orientation and

destination follows a historically unprecedented dynamic. Conversely, 

academic disciplines, already through their respective focus and 

divisions, tend to obscure everything beyond established demarcations 

and these restrictions can in no way be removed by the combination of a 

variety of these territories of knowledge, learning and research. To take 

an example, what does ‘social security’ mean? Is it a component of a 

wage package? Is it a civil right? Is it a condition of human existence? To 

take another example, what does ecology mean? The internet provides 

two distinct interpretations:2

1. “the branch of biology dealing with the relations and interactions 

between organisms and their environment, including other organisms.”

2. “Also called human ecology, the branch of sociology concerned with 

the spacing and interdependence of people and institutions.”

In my paper neither of the two definitions applies. Maybe the etymology 

of the word provides a clue. In Greek ‘oikos’ denoted “the family, the 

family’s property, and the house”.3

1 See programme of the colloquium, § 6.

2 www.dictionary.com/brouse/ecology

3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oikos
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These few interpretations give us ample space to understanding the 

subject of this conference. I felt free to choose my own wording in 

translating ‘ecology’ as ‘cultivation of human resources’, which, in turn, 

does not oblige anybody to share my understanding of this translation. 

But I may at least ask you to follow my widening of Wikipedia’s Greek 

denotation of ‘oikos’ as ‘family, family’s property, and house’ onto 

‘humanity, social rights, and global resources’. This definition of the 

‘ecological system’ contests the divided relationship between ‘social 

security’ and ‘ecology’, which are no more than separate aspects of the 

same thing misunderstood from different angles. This misunderstanding 

represents, however, a socio-economic regime that became dominant 

with the rise of capitalism and the submission of labour under property. 

This division is a central part of the capitalist doctrine justifying, for 

instance, the private appropriation of natural resources such as land, its 

flora, fauna, minerals and fossil energy. 

Given the present crisis and decline of the capitalist regime, we depend 

on new forms and definitions for the understanding of the new social 

relations in a process of emergence. These new relations are based on 

‘social security’, traditionally perceived as part of the wage package, 

increasingly turning into a ‘civil right’ and at the same time ‘a condition 

of human existence’. Maybe we can soon replace the term ‘social 

security’ by the ‘wage package’ until the language catches up with the 

process of transformation we are living in – or making.

2. Approach, labour relations the agency of transformation

A process of transformation in social relations must be driven by some 

kind of agency, ultimately a human agency as a subjective force. This 

process is commonly called history or historical development. Many of us

have been taught at school that this development was determined by 

royal power, an aristocratic elite, the owners of industrial capital, more 

recently by the people, ‘demos’, as voters under democratic 

constitutions. This picture of history leaves us with the question how 
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these changes of regimes can be explained, whether any subjective force 

can be identified as an agency of regime transformation. We know from 

historical documents that those in power did not tend to distribute their 

privileges to another social layer and we know that these transformations

typically were associated with rebellions and revolutions. It makes sense,

therefore, to perceive regime transformation as the result of the 

emancipation of suppressed people, slaves, serfs, wage labourers as Karl 

Marx and Friedrich Engels put it in the ‘Communist Manifesto’: “The 

history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles.”4 

From this point of view, labour moves into the focus of attention and 

historical development can be identified by changes in the social labour 

process as a subjective force.5

Changes can only be identified in time. Time can be measured in hours, 

years, decenniums, centuries, or millenniums. Depending on the time 

span, different characteristics of change come to the fore. Therefore an 

examination of transformation depends on the scale of time selected. For 

instance the origin of social security is often attributed to the social 

reforms of Otto von Bismarck in Germany of the late 19th century. In 

Great Britain social security is rather attributed to Aneurin Bevan’s 

reform programme and its implementation after World War II. France 

falls somewhere in between. But what ‘social security’ represents in 

comparison to the social conditions of a previous stage of development 

needs a wider historical scope, for instance, relating back to the origins 

of wage labour following the decline of feudal serfdom in Europe after 

the Black Death 1348-50. Conversely, if we want to look at 

transformations in social security systems, we shall have to distinguish 

between countries and their introductions of the components of social 

security such as pensions, child benefits, unemployment benefits, sick 

4 Karl Marx und Friedrich Engels (1848) ‘Manifest der Kommunistischen 
Partei’, in Karl Marx/Friedrich Engels, ‘Werke’, Bd.4, S.459-493; Dietz Verlag 
Berlin, 1974.

5 This approach has been put forward in depth by Bernard Friot in ‘Puissances 
du salariat’, nouvelle edition augmentée, La Dispute, Paris 2012.
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pay, health care, social housing provision, education, public services, 

subsidies, etc. In most so-called ‘advanced economies’ the whole package

of social security expenses or benefits now exceeds directly paid wages 

of the great majority of employees.6 On the other side of the wage 

relationship, capital ownership has been retreating from the direct 

confrontation with labour, taking the form of shareholding and, more 

recently, a variety of financial instruments and assets. Concerning the 

regulation of wages, the state has been stepping in through legal 

enactments of minimum wages.

Our argument is that since the late 19th century, strike action and other 

forms of resistance, collective labour organisation, wage bargaining and 

the impact of the Soviet Revolution of 1917 have radically changed the 

relations determining the labourer’s conditions of subsistence. 

Geographically this development was accompanied by the globalisation 

of the dispute and the use of natural as well as human resources.

3. Labour, a component of the ecological system

Having redefined the ecological system, ‘oikos’, as ‘humanity, social 

rights, and global resources’, labour needs to be understood in this 

context. Labour is the human activity used to sustain humanity. It is a 

social process shared between humans as well as between human and 

extra-human nature. Humans are part of nature in ‘the cultivation of 

human resources’ – my translation of ecology -, the essential mission of 

labour in the reproduction of their lives and humanity as a whole. This is 

a mutual process in that humans are also submitted to the actions and 

reactions of extra-human nature, flora fauna, climate, daily and seasonal 

cycles, geological and genetic movements, etc.

But, whilst used to sustain humanity, labour also develops according to 

its wills. This is what we call subjectivity and it should be central in our 

discussion. The human will may be individual or collective, at any rate it 

6 Jörn Janssen (1997) ‘The Form of Wages or the Composition of the Wage 
Package’, unveroeffentlichtes Manuskript.
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can be divided and contradictory. Hence, under the command of the will, 

also labour can be divided and act in disharmony. The will may even lead 

labour to act in contradiction to the needs of labour, exploit instead of 

cultivating it to the detriment of ‘humanity, social rights, and global 

resources’. This is what the introduction to this colloquium calls ‘the 

present economic disaster’ – “la debacle économique présente”.7 As 

always in history, exploitation is a form of using natural resources, 

irrespective of whether they are human or extra-human resources, 

exceeding their means of reproduction. Exploitation is the opposite of 

‘cultivation’ and under a destructive power divided from the labour 

process, in recent history typically incorporated in or associated with 

private property. At the present stage the dominant objects of private 

property are the astronomically expanded debt obligations as financial 

assets. 

4. Social security, core of the wage earners’ share in the social 

product

As pointed out in section 2, ‘social security’ is understood as the 

comprehensive package of indirect wage components, public social 

benefits and services to which the vast majority of wage earners are 

entitled under civil right in what is called ‘advanced economies’. Wages 

and social security are the means of individuals to receive their share in 

the social product of a company, a state, and increasingly the globe. The 

social product is the result of the labour process. But it is distributed not 

only to wage earners as contributors to the labour process. A large share 

is claimed by rights of property and appropriated in the form of 

dividends, interests, rents, mortgages etc. Concerning ‘social rights’ in 

our interpretation of ‘ecology’, these are divided between property and 

labour rights, splitting ‘humanity’ as well as ‘global resources’. 

Therefore, the ‘ecology’ is dysfunctional or, in other words, it does not 

exist as ‘the cultivation of natural resources’.

7 See programme of the colloquium, §1.
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Another argument would be, if the ecology does not exist or is in a 

process of suicide, it ought to be amended on the basis of labour rights 

because labour is the indispensable agent of human subsistence. An 

ecology exclusively based on property rights is unproductive and, 

therefore, unable to sustain itself. Under its regime humanity would 

cease to exist. Strictly speaking, the ecology as the ‘cultivation of human 

resources’ can only be maintained on the basis of labour rights, 

synonymous with social security regulating the distribution of the social 

product. We do not have to deal here with the question how the 

patchwork of wages, social security, and public benefits and services has 

to be restructured. It is the composite product of the transition from 

individual to collective wages and finally to a civil right to be allocated as

a share in the social product and a component in the ‘cultivation of 

natural resources’.

5. ‘The cultivation of natural resources’ implies human labour, 

a matter of social security

‘The cultivation of natural resources’, synonym for ‘ecology’, implies 

human labour on both sides, in production and consumption, or actively 

and passively. The process of cultivation is an active intervention to 

maintain and adjust natural resources according to human needs and 

aspirations. It is applied on human and non-human resources. Applied on 

human resources, in the maintenance or reproduction of labour power 

this process of cultivation is simultaneously productive and consumptive, 

active and passive. This is an exchange for which the necessary means, 

namely ‘social security’, need to be provided. Thus, ‘social security’ as 

the complete package of wages, benefits, and services covers not only 

the reproduction of human labour but also its development with 

education and learning in which it is consumed. 
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To sum up, ‘the cultivation of natural resources’ depends on a certain 

level of ‘social security’. If ‘social security’ is deficient, natural resources,

human as well as non-human, will deteriorate. This is what we 

experience at present with the exploitation of fossil energy and minerals 

accompanied with the emissions causing damaging climate change. An 

economy based on exploitation typically has an impact on both human 

and non-human resources. Such an exploitation under the command and 

to the benefit of private property, euphemistically called ‘liberalism’, is 

the fundamental cause of the so-called ‘ecological’ crisis. Liberalism as 

an economic regime that advocates the search of individual gains as the 

prime agency of productive growth, is not only a doctrine against the 

rights of ‘social security’ but, at the same time, against a healthy ecology,

in more understandable terms, against ‘the cultivation of natural 

resources’. There are now clear signs that this regime is in a deep crisis 

and that the proponents of private property rights in the heaven of 

financial trading are losing their grip on the labour process. As a result 

wages are declining relative to other components of the social security 

package and collectively agreed wages are on the retreat whilst statutory

minimum wages are progressing.

6. Social security instrumental in human emancipation

Wage labour relations were a liberation from serfdom under lordship and

private property succeeded lordship in the course of two centuries after 

the Black Death. In this process, property first became the right of land 

use, dominant in Europe of the 16th century, then converted to property in

industrial assets in the 18th century, and eventually to financial assets in 

the 20th century. In this long-term historical panorama the employer-

employee as a property-labour relationship eventually became 

undermined through the rise of social security. Following the demise of 

employer-employee wage relations, property rights are losing their 

counterpart as a condition of existence. Labour is not any more, as John 
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Locke once perceived it in 16898, a way of appropriating the natural 

resources, but an activity in its social cultivation and, thus, an integral 

part of ‘the political ecology’9 of the ‘21st century’ and underpinned by 

‘social security’.

I would like to conclude with some references to the programme of the 

colloquium. 

“What would be a social security in a society without growth?”10 My 

argument is that neither ‘social security’ nor ‘the cultivation of human 

resources’ are a matter of ‘growth’ but a matter of the distribution of the 

social product. However, if the share of labour is increased, its output is 

likely to rise as a result of increased resources. But this is rather a side 

effect, not its purpose.

 “Could one not at the same time envisage ecological sobriety and high 

levels of social security?”11 Both are instrumental in the emancipation of 

labour in relation to property. They are united components in the contest 

against the liberal growth economy. The increase of the share of labour in

the overall social product is a precondition for, not an obstacle to, a 

healthy ecology, according to my understanding for ‘the cultivation of 

human resources’.

8 John Locke, (1689) Second ‘Treatise on Government’, Chapter V, sec. 27: “Though the earth, 
and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, yet every man has a property in his own person: 
this no body has any right to but himself. The labour of his body, and the work of his hands, we 
may say, are properly his. Whatsoever then he removes out of the state that nature hath provided,
and left it in, he hath mixed his labour with, and joined to it something that is his own, and 
thereby makes it his property.” 

9 See programme of the colloquium, § 5.

10 See programme of the colloquium, §4: “Que serait une sécurité sociale dans 
une sociétésans croissance?”

11 See programme of the colloquium, §4: “Ne pourrait on pas envisager àla fois 
sobriété écologique et haut niveau de sécurité sociale?”
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“Social security has evolved and still has to evolve.”12 I have suggested 

above that the most important next step in the development of social 

security is the restructuring of often uncoordinated components of the 

social security package13. The ‘Denknetz’14 in Switzerland has tackled this

problem in recent years15 also in connection with the referendum on an 

‘unconditional basic income’ for everybody.16

“Does social security contain a revolutionary potential that can be 

activated from scratch?”17 Yes.
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