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Introduction

short-term expediency continue to hamper the four transitions that are necessary – green, 

Benchmarking Working Europe further explores.

deliver on the task of deploying the enormous societal resources necessary to address the 

private actions aimed at channelling the structural changes at play, such as the deleterious 

digital and geopolitical – give rise to a fourth imperative: the socio-economic transition to 

on a number of conditions of possibility.

transformations, ultimately foregrounding the responsibility of EU institutions and civil 
society actors (including unions) for the task of safeguarding the fourth transition.
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Transition challenges
What are the parameters most relevant to the 
four transitions and their associated challenges? 
A number of exogenous shocks have served as 
catalysts, affecting the pace and magnitude 
of each of them: these shocks range from the 
environmental trauma that is ever more tangibly 

not necessarily need to turn into recurrent crises, 

long-term transitions. The resilience strategies 
that the EU adopts in managing the exogenous 

transitions?

A comprehensive strategy for navigating 

–  The realm of political economy
the old capital-labour divide is overlaid 

2

undergird production, employment and 
consumption. Crucially, the question 
that comes to the fore here is that of 

is a matter of basic human need, and 

lifestyle, fostered by conspicuous 

of accumulation beyond need or even 
comfort?

–  The realm of political identities

Europeanised versus nation-bound 

contrasting beliefs on the role of the 
EU and the kind of solidarity it ought to 
deploy.

the next three:

–  The realm of the politics of space across 

and settlers or insiders and outsiders, 

different political and cultural take on 

–  The realm of the politics of time, 

most prosaically – the various degrees 
of preference for the present held by 
different social classes.

–  The realm of democratic politics

ultimately be decided by our capacity 

to recast our democracy and reshape 
our democratic geopolitics.

the relevant parameters found in the three 

structural, socio legal and socio-economic.

The structural parameters concern the global 
embeddedness of European societies and the 

highlighted by the Covid-19 pandemic. Second, 
over the span of the past 40 years, European 

economies, resulting in demographic changes 

 
 

Most 

importantly, 

strengthen 

Social 

navigating 

the other 
three 

transitions?
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approach to international economic governance 

that domestic social imperatives ought to trump 

in globally integrated markets has become 
progressively disconnected from the societies 

reaching structuring effects on both European 
societies and the global order. This order has 

Naomi Klein (2005) has described as ‘disaster 

fear and desperation created by catastrophes 
to engage in radical social and economic 

The structural dynamics also play out in climate 

attendant issues of global climate justice. In this 

and allocation versus state-based redistribution 

The legal parameters of the economic policy 

transnational social rights in the areas of 

to individuals in order to ensure a degree of 

unemployment, healthcare, pensions and 

the nascent Social Europe suffered setbacks as 

under the pressures of neoliberal ‘structural 

especially during the pandemic, the EU delivered 

Social Rights may have exhausted its propulsive 

of old 20th-century instruments coexisting 
alongside a limited number of more up-to-date 

trade union movement is in a position to take the 
lead in building the broad democratic ecosystem 
that is needed to connect the dots and nourish a 
vibrant European social model.

sociopolitical parameters of the economic policy 

impact of neoliberal governance. This impact 

impoverishment and precarity. Rising inequality 

Western democracies has been a central subject 

the excellent special issue of Benchmarking 
Working Europe published last year (Countouris 

generalised precarity – the spread of precarity 
across the social spectrum – is a more recent 
phenomenon and has so far remained at the 

its implications for the fourth transition are 

some detail.

Precarity: an acute social malaise

Unlike sociologists of modernity from Max Weber 

politics
kind of policy actively generates precarity by 
translating overall risk and uncertainty into 

present, given that its consequences are political 
passivity, intellectual slumber, scepticism about 

condition of politically generated economic and 
social vulnerability rooted in the insecurity of 

features of precarity merit particular attention: 
its political origins and its massive scale.

Around the turn of the century, as competition 

the aforementioned spread of disembedded 
liberalism, achieving and maintaining 
competitiveness became the top policy priority 

redistribution policy of the Welfare State (a 
formula that effectively delivered the inclusive 

of environmental trauma), but also overlaid the 

dominant trait of the neoliberal 1980s and 1990s. 

 
 

We need to 

kind of 

politics and 

of policy 

actively 
generates 
precarity by 

translating 
overall 
risk and 

uncertainty 

into 
pathological 

fragilities
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For the sake of ensuring national competitiveness 

not only privatised public assets, slashed social 
spending and reduced employment security, but 
also, often in violation of formal EU rules, struck 

creating social privileges for both capital and 

of competitiveness in the global economy 

into all spheres of decision-making, including 
public healthcare. The raison d’économie became 

raison d’état.

policy objectives (i.e. ensuring competitiveness) 

and longer-term impact on societal resilience. 
Although policy elites pledged allegiance to 
democracy, they engaged in a form of rule that, 

anxieties and concerns (as in the case of Brexit), 
did not assume responsibility for larger and 

on the environment to the effects on individuals 

and livelihoods became thus destabilised, our 

lies not uncertainty, instability or insecurity, 
but powerlessness. This is suggested by the 

‘precarius

or praying), given as a favour, depending on the 
prex

to ask or to entreat).

responsibilities on individuals and societies 
– responsibilities these latter are unable to 

of individual responsibilisation – the tendency 

are thus given responsibility for making ourselves 

economy is failing to create enough good jobs.

All this has resulted in the generalisation of 

precarity across social classes, professional 

occupations and income levels. In short, the 
combination of automation, globalisation and 
cuts in public services and social insurance 
has generated massive economic instability for 

and old, skilled and unskilled, the middle classes 
and the poor alike. Precarity is both pervasive 

minorities, immigrants and other impoverished 
or disadvantaged groups, but it is important to 

in poorly paid and temporary jobs, referred to by 

proletariat). It also results in psychological strain 

professors, nurses, administrators in middle 

that cuts across all other forms of social harm, 
and across classes and employment statuses.

Even though the precarity of the most fragile 
sections of the population (those in long-term 
unemployment or in poorly paid, insecure 
employment) is of most urgent concern, it is 

the massive scale and cross-sectional nature of 

societal aspects of precarisation are closely 

generates precarity for those on temporary 
contracts, cuts to public healthcare budgets 
indirectly increase precarity for all. The depletion 
of the commons also increases the importance 
of personal income as a source of security, 
thereby enhancing the salience of inequality. 
The poor suffer not because others have more, 
but because they do not have enough to ensure 
for themselves decent lives, especially because 
collective sources of social safety are vanishing. 

tends to be a feature of debates on inequality 
(since inequality-related concerns deploy the 

and them) contains a dangerous fallacy, for no 

be rich enough to provide for themselves good 
healthcare, as this depends on enormous public 
investment in science, education and medical 

might become, they are bound to remain fragile 
if precarity erodes our personal and collective 

 
 

At the heart 
of precarity 

lies not 

uncertainty, 
instability or 
insecurity, 

but power-
lessness
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the three scourges of the contemporary liberal 
democracies – poverty, inequality and precarity – 
need to be addressed as distinct social problems.

demographic groups and our societies in general, 
precarity should be seen as the social question of 
our time. We are not attempting here to defend an 

unemployed and those in stable but stressful 

and seek emergent strategies of solidarity across 

political implications of this state of affairs.

The corrosive political 
offshoots of precarity

The spread of precarity across the social 
spectrum has important political implications in 
respect of the four transitions.

1.  Since the thirst for security generally dampens 
any desire for change, public anxieties tend 
to fuel far-right, xenophobic populism that 
calls for shortcuts to security (e.g. blocking 

such an alternative is seen as implausible or 
incapable of delivering.

2.  On a related note, precarity fuels support for 
autocratic rule. The more vulnerable people 

in Europe, even in mature democracies such 

dictators – thus aggravating the condition of 

3.  Precarity is eroding solidarity as anxiety 

all social groups. The middle classes seem to 

had traditionally championed – for example 

immigrants for fear of job losses.
4.  Finally, economic insecurity is politically 

leaving neither time nor energy for larger 

By radicalising the conservative thirst for 

energies.

Europe’s time dilemma

multiplying emergencies on the one hand against 

on the other. The EU has admittedly started to 

polycrisis, but the effective implementation of 
these policies remains in the balance. Objectives 

political leadership makes a commitment to bold 

its formally ambitious environmental, digital and 

curbing fossil fuel dependency).

to focus on the troubles at hand at the expense 

is bound to become more acute. We cannot 

Vest protests in France. Yet this is a vicious circle: 

root causes have been institutionalised into a 

the present. As discussed above, our political 

makes people fearful of risk and change even 
as they admit that change is urgently necessary. 
At the same time, our political systems cannot 
rise to the challenge, based as they are on 
short electoral cycles, partisan politics and 
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Remedies:  
democracy’s renewal
governments, civil society and corporations have 

realms, leading to ever more competition 

to a politics of militant hope and mobilisation.

agency to navigate the four transitions? What 
should progressive movements seek to achieve? 

and vice versa? Since Tocqueville pinned much 
of his hope for democracy on socio-economic 

create the conditions for political solidaristic 
thinking and action. At the same time, by building 

the reforms needed to overcome and transcend 
precarity.

We therefore need to identify the enabling 
conditions
survive but are able to absorb both endogenous 

There is no invisible hand of democracy that 

effect of industrial democracy and increased 

and, more broadly, there is a strong nexus 

the context of ever-increasing global competition 

democratisation of production is embedded into 
a truly transformative democratic and economic 
agenda, it also runs the risk of increasing 

impacts on human beings and nature: from self-

health disorders through to extractive economic 
practices that destroy the ecosystem.

It is therefore important to resist the neoliberal 

responsibilities it is structurally hampered to 

is not enough to focus only on procedures that 

these procedures or structures protect the State 
(and other forms of the collective) from capture 
at the hands of particular private and factional 
interests (Bagg 2021).

and the political order together. The political 

for insulating European societies from the 
nefarious pressures of an exclusive focus on 

altering our economic philosophy to rethink the 

social justice. It is not enough to build resilience, 

vulnerability and demand that public authority, at 
all levels of governance, assumes responsibility 
for systematic long-term appraisals of crisis 
management.

our political order to make room for the kind of 

by a pluralistic civil society featuring a diverse 
range of voluntary organisations, media outlets, 
academic institutions, social groupings or 
religious denominations, engaged in coalitions 
guarding the public interest in pushing back 
against both state and corporate capture. The 
current mechanisms of electoral accountability 
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one hand, cast privately, the democratic vote 
increasingly expresses personal and short-

of American democracy. On the other hand, the 

mechanism for tying governments to the public 

combinations of representative democracy 
through elections, deliberative democracy 

democracy through referenda or preferenda 

intermediary social bodies like trade unions 
need to play a key role in each of the legs of 

actors and practices that are emerging to deal 

activism.

concerns, and the furthering of the political 

interests of societies beyond the interests of 
the politically active demos – that is, taking 
into account the interests of future generations, 
those of non-EU nations, and those of the planet.

as the ‘durable ability to sustain cooperation 

of its population and of their national political 

to serve such an agenda as the guardian of the 
long term, because its decisional bodies are 
relatively insulated from public pressure in the 

(hence the title of this editorial), and capable of 
assessing and reconciling short-term actions 

a systemic commitment to pursuing sustainable 

actors across the continent.

Among other things, sustainable integration 
to serve the four transitions discussed in this 
special issue requires novel mechanisms of 

accountability for long-term policy commitments 
across borders, based on the example of the 

foster other-regardingness and solidarity. Trade 
unions can also play a role in helping to enforce 

clauses introduced in international agreements, 
based on the example of the (draft) Directive 

obliges businesses to address the adverse 
impacts of their actions, including in their value 

trade unions can play a crucial enforcing role 

Unions can also support novel mechanisms of 

safeguard the broader and longer-term policy 

institutionalised environment of transparency 

actions of decision-makers could be scrutinised 

able to do so, coalitions of organised social 

record their grievances regarding the rule of 

build on emerging transnational social rights 
and social equity measures at EU level such as 
the recent Adequate Minimum Wage Directive 

sector and even cross-industry level. Similarly, 

reinsurance scheme introduced in 2020 (e.g. 
the SURE (temporary Support to mitigate 
Unemployment Risks in an Emergency) facility) 

EU labour rights are granted on the basis of 
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novel 

mechanisms 
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(even if one is a TCN). We see these as potential 

liberalism, especially if they are granted on the 

We put forth these embryonic suggestions to 

special focus on the social transition. Trade unions 

industrial and economic democracy if they are to 
insist that the democratisation of corporations 
cannot simply happen behind an opaque 
curtain of privacy rules dictated by capital. Such 
innovative forms of democratic accountability 

– for example the systemic roots of systematic 

this process of transitioning from the particular 
to the systematic and systemic dimensions of the 
social justice agenda, thereby helping to build the 

in order to navigate the four major transitions of 
our time.
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