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DECENCY and THE MARKET
The ILO’s Decent Work Agenda as a Moral Market Boundary

Markets do not bring about morally beneficial results by and of  
themselves. Any moral evaluation of  market outcomes is to a large 
extent contingent on the way markets are allowed to operate, i.e. by 
the boundaries that determine where and how the market is allowed 
to function. Labor standards and the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda, which 
is based on the normative concepts of  human dignity and decency, 
can be seen as fulfilling this boundary function. 

In this book Maarten Biermans (1974) discusses the relationship 
between markets and morality by way of  this agenda. In this 
discussion the focus lies not solely on the content of  that agenda but 
also on its two foundational normative concepts and the way they 
interact with markets. The concept of  human dignity comes with 
a considerable history which is covered in the analysis. With regard 
to decency, the writings of  the philosopher Avishai Margalit on the 
Decent Society are used in the appraisal of  the ILO’s Decent Work 
framework. 

The evaluation of  the framework shows that the Decent Work Agenda 
will not be able to function effectively as a moral market boundary. 
The reasons for this outcome are predominantly found in the 
methodology that was deployed (e.g. the way the underlying concepts 
are defined) as well as in a general opposition against the idea of  
decency as an evaluative concept. The overall assessment presented 
in this dissertation offers various suggestions and routes on how to 
effectively incorporate the concepts human dignity and decency in 
moral market boundaries.
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