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History pushing toward four-day working week 
By ROBIN MURRAY 

W hat are the chances or a 
four-day work week by 
the end or the century? 

Working time has historically 
been reduced, in Britain at least, 
when labour was strong and profits 
high, so that employers had some
thing lo lose. At a time of"increasing 
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globalization and tighter margins, 
this suggests that we can expect. if 
anything, pressure to work longer 
hours. 

Yet f think hislOI)' is on the~<>ide of 
a major reduction or hours through 
the redistribution or work. 

To begin with, there are the strains 
of the system of redistribution 

...i through ca<;h. Almost every country 

..l if; faced with the tensions or the 
~ pdsL-war welfare state. One factor 
..l 
:J ha~· been the rise ofl)nemployment 
::; and the impact that has on the bud-

g~tr· And no one knows what to do 
abou~ it. 

The second is the rise in taxes to 
cover welfare needs. Rising spend
ing le_~~s to rising taxes. and that 

Robin Murray says redistributing work time takes pressure off social welfare. 

means various forms of tax revolt. 
Globalization compounds the 

problem. Tax competition between 

countrie has lowered corporate tax 
rates in all major industrial coun
tries, and tax ayoidance through 

sifting profits to offshore tax ha
vens has further undercut national 
treasuries. 

Rich individuals and mobile pro
fessionals have similarly undercut 
personal income-tax regimes. 
The. c arc the fa.ctors that have put 
progressive taxes under strain and 
are squeezing the old system of 
public finance - of tax channeled 
into a central budget that is then re
distributed through a complex ad-. 
ministrative apparatus. 

And so. what then? The redi. tri
bution of working time. It addresses 
both the employment problem and 
a major part of the social-welfare 
problem. And it does so by redefin
ing redistribution a'> the right to 
earn. 

That is why the Canadian Auto 
Workers' (CAW) negotiating of a 
third shift at Chrysler (and 900 new 
job ) as a result of a cap on overtime 
was so important. The leadership 
won over the shop floor by arguing 
that it was providing jobs for their 
children. It was redistribution with
out help from the treasury. · 

Setting incentives 
Done in the right way. the shrink

ing of working time can take place 
with a measure of consensus. Regu
lation is not the answer. because 
jobs are so different. We no longer 
have standard working days, 
weeks. years or lifetimes. What is 
needed is decentralized collective 
bargaining that takes account of the 
difference between, say. a group of 
research chemists and a team of line 
workers. 

• Continued on page 24 




