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Introduction

- Sustainable social law
- Social law: labour law, social security law and employment policies 

law

- “Sustainable” social law: that does not transgress planet boundaries

- Thesis
- Social law must break away from the productivism.

- There already exist some non-productivist mechanisms in social law 
that can inspire us.
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With Daniel Dumont, A Renewed Critical Perspective on Social Law: Disentangling its 
Ambivalent Relationship with Productivism, 38 IJCLLIR 3 (2022), 237-268..

Towards a Sustainable Social Law: What Role for Legal Scholars, Paper presented at the 
Labour-Environment Nexus Symposium, Aix-en-Provence, October 2022.



I. What is productivism?

Greening the economy/supply-side solutions will not be
enough; production needs to be reduced (ICPP 2022).

→ The ennemy in the fight for ecological transition is
productivism.

What is that?

– A notion first disseminated through the writings of Solvay :
• ‘the unlimited question for maximum production’
• ‘to ensure the well-being of human beings’

– A notion that has become hegemonic: 
• embraced both by capitalist and communist countries 
• the link between the goal and the means has become

unquestioned.
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II. Social law: a key pillar of productivism

Social law is underpinned by productivism.

- International social law and the right to work

- National social law systems and wage labour

→  Institutions of social law need to be reshaped.

What does that mean ?

- Mobilizing the existing institutions of social law will not be 
enough.

- But beyond denunciation, how can we articulate concrete and 
operational proposals ?

12-12-22 4



III. Social law: a tool for emancipation 
from productivism

Certain mechanisms of social law loosen the productivist
strangehold.
- International social law and the freely chosen dimension of the right to 

work

- National systems of SL and their support to « non-productive » activities

→  Social law is a concrete tool for imagining a future 
progressively freed from productivism
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Examples: working time reduction mechanisms, grounds for suspension of the
employment contract, family leaves, exemption from the obligation to look after a
job, possibility to maintain social assistance benefits while volunteering,
employment subsidies to support social economy enterprises or the cooperative
sector, etc.



Conclusion: 
What roadmap for trade unions?

- Trade unions' position on ecological transition and the 

post-growth society

- Fear of a social/ecological trade-off if the size of the economic 

pied does not increase anymore

- An opportunity? Tackling the core issue: alienation at work

- Reactivate historical trade unions struggle like:

- The reduction of working time

- The democratization of companies on occupational health and 

ecological issues
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