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The Precariat

In the 1970s, a group of ideologically inspired economists captured the ears

and minds of politicians. The central plank of their ‘neo-liberal’ model was
that growth and development depended on market competitiveness; everything
should be done to maximise competition and competitiveness, and to allow
market principles to permeate all aspects of life.

Once theme was that countries should increase labour market flexibility, which
vame to mean an agenda for transferring risks and insecurity onto workers and
their families. The result has been the creation of a global ‘precariat’, consisting
of many millions around the world without an anchor of stability. They are
becoming a new dangerous class. They are prone to listen to ugly voices, and to
une their votes and money to give those voices a political platform of increasing
influence. The very success of the ‘neo-liberal’ agenda, embraced to a greater
or lesser extent by governments of all complexions, has created an incipient
political monster. Action is needed before that monster comes to life.

The precariat stirs

On 1 May 2001, 5,000 people, mainly students and young social activists,
#athered in Milan’s city centre for what was intended to be an alternative
May Day protest march. By 1 May 2005, their ranks had swollen to well over
$0,000 - over 100,000, according to some estimates — and ‘EuroMayDay’ had
become pan-European, with hundreds of thousands of people, mostly young,
taking to the streets of cities across continental Europe. The demonstrations
marked the first stirrings of the global precariat.

The ageing trade unionists who normally orchestrated May Day events could
only be bemused by this new parading mass, whose demands for free migration
and a universal basic income had little to do with traditional unionism. The
unions saw the answer to precarious labour jn a return to the ‘labourist’ model

they had been so instrumental in cementing in the mid-twentieth century — more

st;nlv_lgigbs.mmlnn@ ent security and the benefit trappings that

went with that. But many of the y m nts’
genceration con ordist pattern of drab full-time jobs and subordination
(0 industsi nd the dictates of capital. Though facking a cohesive}

alternative agenda, they showed no desire 1o resurrect [abourism.
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2 THLE PRECARIAT

Stirring first in Western Europe, EuroMayDay soon took on a global character,
with Japan becoming a notable centre of energy. It started as a youth movement,
with educated disgruntled Europeans alienated by the competitive market
(or neo-liberal) approach of the European Union project that was urging them
on to a life of jobs, flexibility and faster economic growth. But their Eurocentric
origins soon gave way to internationalism, as they saw their predicament of
multiple insecurities linked to what was happening to others all over the world.
Migrants became a substantial part of the precariat demonstrations.

The movement spread to_those with on—ké”éﬁ’%ﬁﬁaﬁélrl‘iféggrﬁs) And all the
time there was a creative tension between the precariat as victims, penalised and
demonised by mainstream institutions and policies, and the precariat as heroes,
rejecting those institutions in a concerted act of intellectual and emotional
defiance. By 2008, the EuroMayDay demonstrations were dwarfing the trade
union marches on the same day. This may have gone largely unnoticed by the
wider public and politicians, but it was a significant development.

At the same time, the dual identity as victim/hero ‘made for a lack of

- coherence. A furthe; PI:Oblel:l"l” was a ‘fa_iﬁl.}}re to focus on struggle. Wh t
was the enemy? All the-great movem

based, for better or prﬁr_wyyg‘rge.'»()ne group interest (or several) has fought against

another, the latter having exploited and oppressed the former. Usually, the
struggle has been about use and control over the key assets of the production
and distribution system of the time. The precariat, for all its rich tapestry,
seemed to a-cleasidea of what those assets were. Their intellectual heroes
included Pierre Bourdieu (1998), who articulatea"precarity, Michel Foucault,
Jiirgen Habermas, and Michael Hardt and Tony Negri (2000), whose Empire
was a seminal text, with Hannah Arendt (1958) in the background. There were
also shades of the upheavals of 1968, linking the precariat to the Frankfurt
School of Herbert Marcuse’s (1964) One Dimensional Man.

It was liberation of the mind, a consciousness of a_common sense_of
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individuality and identj rience of precariousness. In the
fanguage of sociologists, the public displays have been about pride in precarious
subjectivities. One EuroMayDay poster, done for a Hamburg parade, blended
in a pose of defiance four figures into one —a cleaner, a care worker, a refugee
or migrant and a so-called ‘creative’ worker (presumably like the person who
designed the poster). A prominent place was given to a carrier bag, held up as
an iconic symbol of contemporary nomadism in the globalising world.
Symbols matter. They help unite groups into something more than a
multitude of strangers. They help in forging a class and building identity,
fostering an awareness of commonality and a basis for solidarity or fraternité.
Moving from symbols to a political programme is what this boglﬁg_b_(_mLThe

oughout history.have been class

insecurity. But no ‘revolulgjgpfugg_)_m‘é?ﬁmr'ﬁ Sirﬁbié}iﬁderspapd}igg._l_hmma&no

 effective.anger yet, This was because no political agenda or strategy had been
forged. The lack of a programmatic response was revealed by the search for
symbols, the dialectical character of the internal debates, and tensions within
the precariat that are still there and will not go away.

Leaders of the FuroMayDay protesters did their best to paper over the
cracks, literally as in their visual images and posters. Some emphasised a unity
of interests between migrants and others (migranti e precarie was a message
emblazoned on a Milan EuroMayDay poster of 2008) and between youth and
the elderly, as sympathetically juxtaposed on the Berlin EuroMayDay poster of
2006 (Doerr, 2006).

But as a leftish libertarian movement, it has yet to excite fear, or even interest,
from those outside. Even its most enthusiastic protagonists would admit that the
demonstrations so far have been more theatre than threat, more about asserting

evolution of the precariat as the agency of a politics of paradise is still to pass
from theatre and visual ideas of emancipation to a set of demands that will
engage the state rather than merely puzzle or irritate it.

A feature of the FuroMayDay demonstrations has been their carnival

atmosphere, with salsa music and posters and speeches built around mockery

and humour. Many of the actions linked to the loose network behind them have

been anarchic and daredevilish, rather than strategic or socially threatening. In
I lamburg, participants have been given advice on how to avoid paying bus
fares or cinema tickets. In one stunt in 2006, which has gone into the folklore
of the movement, a group of about 20 youths wearing carnival masks and
calling themselves names such as Spider Mum, Multiflex, Operaistorix and
Ganta Guevara raided a gourmet supermarket in mid-morning. They filled a
trolley with luxury food and drink, posed to take photographs of themselves
and then walked out, having handed the woman at the till a flower with a note
explaining that they produced wealth but did not enjoy any of it. The episode
was life imitating art, based on the film The Edukators. The group known
as the Robin Hood gang has never been caught. They posted a note on the
internet announcing that they had distributed the food to interns, whom they
singled out as among the most exploited precarious workers in the city.
Scarcely intended to win friends or influence mainstream society, the antics
of groups like this bring to mind historical analogies. We may be at a stage
i the evolution of the precariat when those opposed to its central features -
precariousness of residency, of labour and work and of social protection — are akin
to the ‘primitive rebels’ that have emerged in all the great societal transformations,
when old entitlements have been stripped away and social compacts tossed aside.
‘I'ere have always been Robin Hoods, as Eric Hobsbawm (1959) famously

velebrated. They have _gg_qgj&_ﬂtg;is"ﬂg& in a period before gﬂg_g_hc;ent.political
wratery to advance the interests of the new class has taken shape.

‘Those who participate in the EuroMayDay parades and in companion
events in other parts of the world are just the tip of the precariat. There is a
much larger clement living in fear and insccurity. Most would not identify with

the EuroMayDay demonstrations. But that does not make them any less part
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of the precariat. They are floating, rudderless and potentially angry, capable

of veering to the extreme right or extreme left politically and backing populist

demagoguery that plays on their fears or - phobias.

The precariat stirred

In 1989, the city of Prato, a short distance from Florence, was almost entirely
Italian. For centuries, it had been a great manufacturing centre of textiles and
garments. Many of its 180,000 residents were linked to those industries, generation
after generation. Reflecting the old values, this Tuscan town was solidly left in its
politics. It seemed the embodiment of social solidarity and moderation.

That year, a group of thirty-eight Chinese workers arrived. A new breed
of garment firms began to emerge — owned by Chinese immigrants and a few
Italians with links to them. They imported more and more Chinese labourers,
many coming without work visas. While noticed, they were tolerated; they
added to the flourishing economy and did not place demands on public finances
since they were not receiving any state benefits. They kept to themselves, penned
in an enclave where the Chinese factories were located. Most came from one
city, coastal Wenzhou in Zhejiang Province, an area with a long history of
entrepreneurial migration. Most came via Frankfurt on three-month tourist
visas and continued to work clandestinely after the visas expired, putting
themselves in a vulnerable and exploitable position.

By 2008, there were 4,200 Chinese firms registered in the city and 45,000

- Chinese workers, making up a fifth of the city’s population (Dinmore, 2010a, b).
: They were producing 1 million garments every day, enough to dress the world’s
ipopulation in 20 years, according to calculations by municipal officials.

{ Meanwhile, undercut by the Chinese and buffeted by competition from India

and Bangladesh, local Italian firms shed workers in droves. By 2010, they

. employed just 20,000 workers, 11,000 fewer than in 2000. As s they shrank,
they shifted more workers from regular to precarious jobs.

Then came the financial shock, which hit Prato in much the same way as it hit
so many other old industrial areas of Europe and North America. Bankruptcies
multiplied, unemployment rose, resentments turned nasty. Within months, the
political left had been swept from power by the xenophobic Northern League.
It promptly instituted a crackdown on the Chiriese, launching night-time raids
on their factories and ‘sweatshops’, rounding up workers and demonising them,
just as the League’s political ally, Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi, spoke of his
determination to defeat ‘the army of evil’, as he described illegal immigrants.
A shaken Chinese ambassador hurried from Rome and said that what was
going on reminded him of the Nazis in the 1930s. Bizarrely, the Chinese
government scemed reluctant to take the migrants back.

~and unless the trades_,unlons were.
~at the time) wot
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The problems were not just caused by intolerant locals. The nature of the
enclave contributed. While Prato’s old factories struggled to compete, leaving
Italian workers to seek alternative sources of income, the Chinese built up a
community within a community. Chinese gangs reportedly organised the exodus
from China and ran the enclave, albeit vying for control with gangs from Russia,
Albania, Nigeria and Romania, as well as with the Mafia. And they were not
just restricting themselves to Prato. Chinese gangs were linking up with Chinese
companies in investing in Italian infrastructural projects, including a proposed
multibillion Euro ‘China terminal’ near the port of Civitavecchia.

Prato has become a symbal of globalisation-and-the-dilemmas.thrown up

l)y the growth of the precariat. As those Chinese sweatshops spread, Italians

‘*W_lmt their projetarian roles a‘nd were left to scramble for a precariat job or none

acall. Then the migrant part of the precariat was exposed to retribution from
the authorities, while dependent on dubious networks within their enclave
community. By no means unique, Prato reflects an undertow of globalisation.

Globalisation’s child

In the late 1970s, an emboldened group of social and economic thinkers,
subsequently called ‘neo-liberals’ and ‘libertarians’ (although the terms are not
synonymous), realised that their views were being listened to after decades

s
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of neglect. Most were young enough not to have been scarred by the Great

Depression or wedded to the social democratic agenda that had swept the
mainstream after the Second World War.

They disliked the state, which they equated with centralised government, with
its planning and regulatory apparatus. They saw the world as an increasingly
open place, where investment, employment and income would flow to where
conditions were most welcoming. They argued that unless Furopean countries,
in particular, rolled back the securmes that had been built up since the Second

e i AR

World War for the 1ndustr1al Worklng class and the hureaucratlc public sector,

accelerate, unemployment would rise, economic growth
would slow down, 1nvestment \}vo ald flow out “and poverty would escalate. It
was a sobering assessment. They ‘wanted drastic measures, and in poht1c1ans
like Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan they had the sort of leaders /v‘g!h\rﬁ
» go along with their analysis. .
: ﬁhc t/:]fg;c’d\y wasﬁ;t while their _diagnosis made partial sense;” thelr
prognosis was callous. Qver the next 30 years, the tragedy was compounded by

the fact that the social democratic political parties that had built up the system -

the neo-liberals wished to dismantle, after briefly contesting the neo-liberals’
diagnosis, subsequently lamely accepted both the diagnosis and the prognosis.

i
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One neo-liberal claim that crystallised in the 1980s was that countries needed
to pursue_‘labour _market flexibility’, Unless labour markets were made more
flexible, labour costs would rise and corporations would transfer production and
investment to places where costs were lower; financial capital would be invested

in those countries, rather than ‘at home’. Flexibility had many dimensionsﬁ@

Aflexibility meant speeding up adjustments to changes in demand, particula

A downwards; employment flexibility meant easy and costless ability of firms to
;L;‘ change employment levels, particularly downwards, implying a reduction in

employment security and protection; job flexibility meant being able to move
employees around inside the firm and to change job structures with minimal
opposition or cost; skill flexibility meant being able to adjust workers’ skills easily.

In essence, the flexibility advocated by the brash neo-classical economists
meant_systematically making employees more insecure, claimed to be a

necessary price for retaining investment and jobs. Each economic setback
was attributed in part, fairly or not, to a lack of flexibility and to the lack of
‘structural reform’ of labour markets.

As globalisation proceeded, and as governments and corporations chased
each other in making their labour relations more flexible, the number of
people in insecure forms of labour multiplied. This was not technologically
determined. As flexible labour spread, inequalities grew, and the clags structure

that underpinned industrial society gave way to something more complex but.
/ . ice_rtainl}f not less class based..We will come back to this. But the policy changes
“and the Fesponses of corporations to the dictates of the globalising market
economy generated a trend around the world that was never predicted by the
neo-liberals or the political leaders who were putting their policies into effect.
Millions of people, in affluent and emerging market economies, entered the

precariat, a new phenomenon even if it had shades of the past. The precariat

© wasnot part of ﬁtbeivg%gplgssj,@;bef‘p;;gl‘g;ar}af The latter terms suggest

- a society consisting mostly of workers in long-term, stable, fixed-hour jobs
with established routes of advancement, subject to unionisation and collective
agreements, with job titles their fathers and mothers would have understood,
facing local employers whose names and features they were familiar with.

Many entering the precariat would not know their employer or how many
fellow employees they had or were likely to have in the future. They were also
not ‘middle class’, as they did not have a stable or predictable salary or the
status and benefits that middle-class people were supposed to possess.

As the 1990s proceeded, more and more people, not just in developing
countries, found themselves in a status that development economists and
anthropologists Probably they would not have found this a
helpful way of describing themselves, let alone one that would make them see in
others a common way of living and working. So they were not working class, not
middle class, not ‘informal’. What were they? A flicker of recognition would have

occurred in being defined as having a precarious existence. Friends, relatives and

colleagues would also be in a temporary status of some kind, without assurance
that this was what they would be doing in a few years’ time, or even months or
weeks hence. Often they were not even wishing or trying to make it so.

Defining the precariat

'I'here are two ways of defining what we mean by the precariat. One is to say
it is a distinctive socio-economic group, so that by definition a person is in it
or not in it. This is useful in terms of images and analyses, and it allows us to
use what Max Weber called an ‘ideal type’. In this spirit, the precariat could be
described as a neologism that combines an adjective ‘precarious’ and a relateFl
noun ‘proletariat’. In this book, the term is often used in this sense, .thoggh it
has limitations. We may claim that the precariat is a class-in-the-making, if not
yet a class-for-itself, in the Marxian sense of that term. . . .
Thinking in terms of social groups, we may say that, lez.lvmg asnd'e agrarian
societies, the globalisation era has resulted in a fragmentation of national c!ass
structures. As inequalities grew, and as the world moved towards a flexible
()pen labour market, class did not disappear. Rather, a more fragmented global
class structure emerged. '
The ‘working class’, ‘workers” and the ‘proletariat’ were terms embedded in
our culture for several centuries. People could describe themselves in class terms,
and others would recognise them in those terms, by the way they dressed, spoke
and conducted themselves. Today they are little more than evocative labels.
André Gorz (1982) wrote of ‘the end of the working class’ long ago. O.the.rs
have continued to agonise over the meaning of that term and over the criteria
for classification. Perhaps the reality is that we need a new vocabulary, one
reflecting class relations in the global market system of the twenty-first century.

Broadly speaking, while the old classes persist in parts of the. world, we
can_identify seven groups. At the top is an ‘elite’, consisting of a tiny m'milber l @
of absurdly rich global citizens lording it over the universe, with thel? billions

of dollars, listed in Forbes as among the great and the good, able to influence
governments everywhere and to indulge in munificent philanthropic gestures. '
Below that elite come@-e‘—s@, still in stable full-time employment, some \;:)
hoping to move into the elite, the majority just enjoying the trappings of tbelr
kind, with their pensions, paid holidays and enterprise beneﬁts., often subsidised

by the state. The salariat is concentrated in large. corporations, government
agencies and public administration, including the civil service.

Alongside the salariat, in more senses than one, is a (so far) sma.ller g,roug(;: >
of ‘proficians’. This term combines the traditional ideas o’g)iof6581ongl and»
‘technfag;f:l;;‘;‘ covers those with bundles of skills that they can market,
carning high incomes on contract, as consultants or independent own-account
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wcrkvrs. The proficians are the equivalent of the yeomen, knights and squires
of the Middle Ages. They live with the expectation and desire to move around,
without an impulse for long-term, full-time employment in a single enterprise.
The ‘standard employment relationship’ is not for them.

‘:'\ Below the proficians, in terms of income, is a shrmkmg core’ of manual

" employees, the essence of the old ‘working class’. The welfare states were built

with them in mind, as were the systems of labour regulation. But the battalions
.~ of industrial labourers who formed the labour movements have shrivelled and

. lost their sense of social solidarity.

-

_army of unemployed and a detached group of soc1mmlsﬁts 11V1ng off the
dregs. of society. The character of this fragmented class structure is discussed
elsewhere (Standing, 2009). It is the precariat that we want to identify here.
Sociologists conventionally think in terms of Max Weber’s forms of
stratification — class and status — where class refers to social relations of
production and a person’s position in the labour process (Weber, [1922] 1968).
Within labour markets, apart from employers and self-employed, the main

;

/ distinction has been between wage workers and salaried employees, the former

e —

covering piece-rate and time-rate suppliers of labour, with images of money-
for-effort, and the latter supposedly being rewarded by trust and compensation-
for-service (Goldthorpe, 2007, Vol. 2, Ch. 5; McGovern, Hill and Mills, 2008,
Ch. 3). The salariat has always been expected to be closer to ms

,k‘i and owners, while wage workers are inherently alienated, requiring dlsc1plihe,

subordination and a mix of incentives and sanctions.

By contrast with class, the idea of status has been associated with a person’s
occupation, with higher status occupations being those that are closer to
professional services, management and administration ( Goldthorpe, 2009).
A difficulty is that within most occupations there are divisions and hierarchies
that involve very different statuses.

In any case, the division into wage labour and salaried employee, and ideas
of occupation, break down when considering the precariat. The precariat has

class characteristics It consists of people who have minimal trust relationships

; Lor the state, making it quite unlike the salariat. And it has none of

iy

_the social contract relationships of the proletariat, whereby labour securities _
were prov1ded in_exchange for subordination and contingent loyalty, ‘the
unwritten deal underpinning welfare states. Without a bargain of trust or
security in exchange for subordination, the precariat is distinctive in class
terms. It also has a peculiar status position, in not mapping neatly onto high-
status professional or middle-status craft occupations. One way of putting it
is that the precariat has ‘truncated status’. And, as we shall see, its structure of
*social income’ does not map neatly onto old notions of class or occupation.
Japan illustrates the problems confronting students of the precariat. It has
had a relatively low level of income inequality (making it a ‘good country’,

Underneath those four groups, there is the growing ‘precariat’, flanked by an

gers, bosses

according to Wilkinson and Pickett (2009)). But inequality runs deep in terms
of status hicrarchy and has been intensified by the proliferating precariat,
whose economic plight is underestimated by conventional measures of income
incquality. Higher status positions in Japanese society entail a set of rewards
providing socio-economic security that is worth far more than can be measured
by monetary incomes alone (Kerbo, 2003: 509-12). The precariat lacks all
those rewards, which is why income inequality is so seriously understated.
The descriptive term ‘precariat’ was first used by French sociologists in /
the descr seasonal workers. This book will use a *
different notion, but temporary labouring status comprises a central aspect of
the precariat. We just have to remember that temporary employment contracts
are not necessarily the same as doing temporary labour. o
Some try to give the precariat a positive image, typifying a romantic free
spirit who rejects norms of the old working class steeped in stable labour,
as well as the bourgeois materialism of those in salaried ‘white-collar’ jobs.
This free-spirited defiance and nonconformity should not be forgotten, for
it does figure in the precariat. There is nothing new in youthful and not so
youthful struggles against the dictates of subordinated labour. What is more
novel is a welcoming of precarious labour and work style by ‘old agers’,
opting for such an existence after a long period of stable labour. We consider

them later.

The meaning of the term has varied as it has come into popular parlance. In)
ltaly, the precariato has been taken to mean more than just people doing casual
labour and with low incomes, implying a precarious existence as a normal state
of living (Grimm and Ronneberger, 2007). In Germany, the term has been used
to describe not only temporary workers but also the jobless who have no hope
of social integration. This is close to the Marxian idea of a lumpenproletaria_L
and is not what will be meant in this book.

In Japan, the term has been used as synonymous with ‘the working poor’,
although it evolved as a distinctive term as it became associated with the
Japanese May Day movement and so-called ‘freeter unions’, made up of young
activists demanding better working and living conditions (Ueno, 2007; Obinger,
2009). Japan has produced a group of young workers known as ‘freeters’ — a
name peculiarly combining ‘free’ and Arbeiter, German for worker — who have
been pushed into a work style of casual labour.

It is not right to equate the precariat with the working poor or with just
msccure employment, although these dimensions are correlated with it. The
lmcarlousness also implies a Iack of a secure work-based identity.whereas
workers in same low-income jobs may be building a career. Some commentators
have linked the idea to lacking control over their labour. This is complicated,
since there are several aspects of work and labour over which a person may
have control - skill development and use, amount of time required to labour,
the timing of work and labour, labour intensity, equipment, raw materials
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and so on. And there are several types of control and controller, not just the
standard supervisor or manager standing over the worker.

To assert that the precariat consists of people who have no control over
their labour or work would be too restrictive, since there is always ambivalence
and implicit bargaining over effort, cooperation and application of skills, as
well as scope for acts of sabotage, pilfering and boondoggling. But aspects of
control are relevant to an assessment of their predicament.

Perhaps an equally interesting line of delineation is associated with what
may be called ‘status discord’. People with a relatively high level of formal
education, who have to accept jobs that have a status or income beneath what
they believe accord with their qualifications, are likely to suffer from status
frustration. This sentiment has been prevalent in the youth precariat in Japan
(Kosugi, 2008).

For our purposes, the precariat consists of people who lack the seven forms
‘of labour-related security, summarised in the Box, that social democrats, labour

Forms of labour security under industrial citizenship

Labour market security — Adequate income-earning opportunities; at the
macro-level, this is epitomised by a government commitment to ‘full
employment’.

Employment security — Protection against arbitrary dismissal, regulations
on hiring and firing, imposition of costs on employers for failing to
adhere to rules and so on.

Job security — Ability and opportunity to retain a niche in employment,
plus barriers to skill dilution, and opportunities for ‘upward’ mobility
in terms of status and income.

Work security — Protection against accidents and illness at work, through,
for example, safety and health regulations, limits on working time,
unsociable hours, night work for women, as well as compensation for
mishaps.

Skill reproduction security — Opportunity to gain skills, through
apprenticeships, employment training and so on, as well as opportunity
to make use of competencies.

Income security — Assurance of an adequate stable income, protected
through, for example, minimum wage machinery, wage indexation,
comprehensive social security, progressive taxation to reduce inequality
and to supplement low incomes.

Representation security — Possessing a collective voice in the labour market,
through, for example, independent trade unions, with a right to strike.

THE PRECARIAT 11

parties and trades unions pursued as their ‘industrial citizenship’ agenda after
the Second World War, for the working class or industrial proletariat. Not all
those in the precariat would value all seven forms of security, but they fare
badly in all respects.

In discussions of modern labour insecurity, most attention is.given ta

employment insecyrity — lack of long-term contracts and absence of protection
against loss of employment. That is understandable. However, job insecurity is
also a defining feature. - -

The difference between employment security and job security is vital.
Consider an example. Between 2008 and 2010, thirty employees of France
‘Telecom committed suicide, resulting in the appointment of an outsider as the
new boss. Two-thirds of the 66,000 employees had civil service tenure, with
guaranteed employment security. But the management had subj 0
systematic_job_insecurity, with a system called “Time to Move’ that obliged
‘them to change offices and jobs abruptly every few years. The resulting stress
was found to be the main cause of the suicides. Job insecurity mattered.

It also matters in the civil service. Employees sign contracts that give them
much-envied employment security. But they also agree to be allocated to
positions as and when their managers decide. In a world of rigorous ‘human
resources management’ and functional flexibility, the shifting around is likely
to be personally disruptive.

Another feature of the precariat is precarious income and a pattern of income
that is different from that of all other groups. This can be demonstrated using the
concept of ‘social income’. People everywhere obviously have to survive on the
income they receive. That may be a flow of money or income in kind, in terms
of what they or their families produce. It can be measured by what they could
anticipate receiving should they need it. Most people in most societies have
several sources of income, although some may rely on just one.

‘I'he composition of social income can be broken into six elements. The
‘hrsa is self-production, the food, goods and services produced m&her
consumed, bartered or sold, including what one might grow in a garden or
houschold plo Q@ there is the money wage or the money income received

from labour. dY there is the value of support pravided by the family or local

are enterprise benefits that are provided to many groups of employees
there arc state benehts, including social insurance benefits, social assista
discretionary transfers, subsidies paid directly or through employers, and
aiwidised social services. there are private benefits derived from
wvings and investments.

Fach of these can be subdivided into forms that are more or less secure or
Assured, and which determine their full value. For instance, wages can be divided
into forms that are fixed on a long-term contractual basis and forms that are
variable or flexible. If someone receives a salary that provides the same income
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ecach month for the next year, the income received this month is worth more
than the same money income derived from a wage that is dependent on the
vagaries of the weather and an employer’s undetermined production schedule.
Similarly, state benefits can be divided into universal ‘citizenship’ rights, alongside
insurance benefits, which are dependent on past contributions and are thus, in
principle, ‘assured’, and more discretionary transfers that may or may not be
available depending on unforeseen circumstances. Enterprise benefits may be
subdivided into elements that everybody in a firm receives, elements that depend
on status or past service and elements given discretionarily. The same is true of
community benefits, which can be divided into family or kinship claims and
claims that can be made on the wider community for support in times of need.
- The precariat can be identificd by a distinctive structure. of social income,
E which_imparts a vulnerability going well beyond what would bx veyed b

| _the money income received at a particular moment, For instance, in a period
of rapid commercialisation of the economy of a developing country, the new
groups, many going towards the precariat, find that they lose traditional
community benefits and do not gain enterprise or state benefits. They are

more vulnerable than many with lower incomes who retain traditional forms
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prefer to be nomadic, travellers not settlers, so not all those in the precariat
should be regarded as victims. Nevertheless, most will be uncomfortable in
their insecurity, without a reasonable prospect of escape.

Labour, work, play and leisure

The precariat’s historical antecedents were the banausoi of ancient Greece, those
required to do the productive labour in society (unlike slaves, who laboured
only for their owners). The banausoi, regarded by their superiors as ‘cramped
in body’ and “vulgar in mind’, had no opportunity to rise up the social scale.
They worked alongside the metics (resident aliens), admitted craftsmen with
limited rights. With the slaves, these two groups did all the labour, without
expectation that they could ever participate in the life of the polis.

The ancient Greeks understood better than our modern policy makers the
distinctions between work and labour and between play and leisure, or what
they called schole. Those who did labour were non-citizens. Citizens did not do

%
i labour; they indulged in praxis, work in and around the home, with family and
friends. It was ‘reproductive’ activity, work done for its own sake, to strengthen
personal relationships, to be combined with public participation in the life of
the community. Their society was inequitable by our standards, particularly in

. of community support and are more vulnerable than salaried employees who
{ have similar money incomes but have access to an array of enterprise and state
| benefits. A feature of the precariat is not the level of money wages or income

earned at any particular moment but the lack of community support in times
of need, lack of assured enterprise or state benefits, and lack of private benefits
to supplement money earnings. We will consider the effects of this in Chapter 2.

Besides labour insecurity and insecure social income, those in the precariat
lack a work-based identity. When employed, they are in career-less jobs,
without traditions of social memory, a feeling they belong to an occupational
community steeped in stable practices, codes of ethics and norms of behaviour,
reciprocity and fraternity.

_The precariat does not feel part of a solidaristic labouscommunity. This
intensifies a sense of alienation and instrumentality in what they have to do.
Actions and attitudes, derived from precariousness,drift tawards opporfunism.
There is no ‘shadow of the future’ hanging over their actions, to give them a
sense that what they say, do or feel today will have a strong or binding effect
on their longer-term relationships. The precariat knows there is no shadow of
the future, as there is no future in what they are doing. To be ‘out’ tomorrow
would come as no surprise, and to leave might not be bad, if another job or
burst of activity beckoned.

The precariat lacks occupational identity, even if some have vocational
qualifications and even if many have jobs with fancy titles. For some, there is
a freedom in having no moral or behavioural commitments that would define
an occupational identity. We will consider the image of the ‘urban nomad’ later,
and the related one of ‘denizen’, the person who is not a full citizen. Just as some

the treatment of women. But they understood why it was ridiculous to measure
everything in terms of labour.

A contention in this book is that a primary objective in_overcoming. 1h£_7

;|

‘downsi iat as the twenty-first century advances should be to
rescue work that is not labour and leisure that is not play. Throughout the

twenticth century, the emphasis was on maximising the number of people
doing labour, while denigrating or ignoring work that was not labour. The
precariat is expected to do labour, as and when required, in conditions largely
not of its own choosing. And it is expected to indulge in a lot of play. As argued

in Chapter 5, it is also expected to do much unremunerated work-for—labour.’

But its lcisure is regarded as incidental.

Varieties of precariat

However one defines it, the precariat is far from being homogeneous. The
teenager who flits in and out of the internet café while surviving on fleeting
jobw is not the same as the migrant who uses his wits to survive, networking
feverishly while worrying about the police. Neither is similar to the single
mother fretting where the money for next week’s food bill is coming from or
the man in his 60s who takes casual jobs to help pay medical bills. But they all

Ly
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share a sense that their labour is instrumental (to live), opportunistic (taking
what comes) and precarious (insecure).

One way of depicting the precariat is as ‘denizens’. A denizen is someone
who, for one reason or another, has a more limited range of rights than citizens
do. The idea of the denizen, which can be traced back to Roman times, has
usually been applied to foreigners given residency rights and rights to ply their
trade, but not full citizenship rights.

The idea can be extended by thinking of the range of rights to which people
are entitled — civil (equality before the law and right to protection against
crime and physical harm), cultural (equal access to enjoyment of cuiture
and entitlement to participate in the cultural life of the community), social
(equal access to forms of social protection, including pensions and health
care), economic (equal entitlement to undertake income-earning activity) and
political (equal right to vote, stand for elections and participate in the political
life of the community). A growing number of people around the world lack at
least one of these rights, and as such belong to the ‘denizenry’ rather than the
citizenry, wherever they are living.

~—  The concept could also be extended to corporate life, with corporate citizens

i

/. and denizens of various types. The salariat can be seen as citizens with at least

implicit voting rights in the firm, covering a range of decisions and practices

*,  that the other group of citizens, the shareholders and owners, implicitly accept

e

while having their own explicit voting rights on the strategic decisions in the
firm. The rest of those connected to corporations —the temps, casuals, dependent
contractors and so on — are denizens, with few entitlements or rights.

In the wider world, most denizens are migrants of one kind or another, and
they will be considered later. However, one other category stands out — the large
layer of people who have been criminalised, the convicted. The globalisation era
has seen meer of actions deemed to be criminal. More people
are arrested and more are incarcerated than ever before, resulting in more people
being criminalised than ever before. Part of the expansion of criminalisation is
due to petty crime, including behavioural reactions to social assistance schemes
that create immoral hazards, situations in which deprived people risk penalising
themselves if they tell the truth and thus fall foul of some bureaucratic rule.

Temporary career-less workers, migrant denizens, criminalised strugglers,
welfare claimants the numbers mount up. Unfortunately, labour and

econom%mﬂc&ar&m&-p:esenled_m a way that ¢ could allow uS fo estimate

“the toial number of people in the precariat, lef let alone the numbﬁmhiw
~that make up its ranks. We have to build a picture on the basis of proxy

variables. Let us consider the main groups that make up the precariat, bearing
in mind that not all of them fit neatly; the identifying characteristic is not
necessarily sufficient to indicate that a person is in the precariat.

For a start, most who find themselves in temporary jobs are close to being in the
precariat because they have tenuous relations of production, low incomes compared
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with others doing similar work and low opportunity in occupational terms. The
number with a temporary tag to their job has grown enormously in the flexible
labour market era. In a few countries, such as the United Kingdom, restrictive
definitions of what constitutes temporary work have made it hard to identify the
number in jobs without employment protection. But in most countries, the statistics
show that the number and share of national labour forces in temporary statuses
have been rising sharply over the past three decades. They have grown rapidly in

Japan, where by 2010 over a third of the labour force was in temporary jobs, but
“the proportion may be highest in South Korea, where on reasonable definitions

more than half of all workers armmmxam.lm.tﬁgl.lhn.mbs_ 5 £

While being in a temporary job is an indication of a person being in a career-
less job, that is not always the case. Indeed, those we are calling proficians exult
in a project-oriented existence in which they move from one short-term project
to another. And long-term jobs in which someone must do the same few tasks
over and over again are hardly aspirational. Having a temporary job is fine if

_the social context is satisfactory. Bu%_’m/glolml economic system requires a
lot of people to have temporary jobs, then policy makers kers should address what
makes them precarious.

Currently, having a temporary job is a strong indicator of a kind of
precariousness. For some it may be a stepping stone to the construction of a
carcer. But for many it may be a stepping stone dowr into a lower income status.

»

H

‘Inking a temporary job after a spell of unemployment, as urged by many policy .

P‘"x o

x//

nnkcrs can_result in lower earnings for years ahead (Autor and Houseman,
2()]()). Once a person enters a lower rung job, the probability of
mobility or of gaining a ‘decent’ income is permanently reduced. Taking a casual
job may be a necessity for many, but it is unlikely to promote social mobility.
Another avenue into the precariat is part-time employment, a tricky
vuphemism that has become a feature of our tertiary economy, unlike
mdustrial societies. In most countries, part-time is defined as being employed
or remunerated for less than 30 hours a week. It would be more accurate to
refer to so-called part-timers, kince many who choose or are obliged to take

A part-time ]ob find that they have to work more than anticipated and more
than thcy are bemg pald for. Part-timers, often women, who step off a career
ladder, may end up more exploited, having to do much uncompensated work-
for-labour outside their paid hours, and more self-exploited, having to do extra
work in order to retain a niche of some sort.

I'he growth in part-time jobs has helped conceal the extent of unemployment
and undcremployment Thus, in Germany, shifting more people into ‘mini-jobs’
has maintained the illusion of high employment and led some economists to make
foulish claims about a German employment miracle after the financial crash.

Other  categories  overlapping  with the precariat are ‘independent
contractors” and ‘dependent contractors’. There is no equivalence with the
precariat here, since many contractors are secure in some respects and have
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a strong occupational identity. One thinks of the self-employed dentist or
accountant. But differentiating dependent from independent contractors has
caused headaches for labour lawyers everywhere. There have been interminable
debates over how to distinguish between those who provide services and those
who provide service labour, and between those dependent on some intermediary
and those who are concealed employees. Ultimately, distinctions are arbitrary,
hinging on notions of control, subordination and dependence on other ‘parties’.
Nevertheless, those who are dependent on others for allocating them to tasks
over which they have little control are at greater risk of falling into the precariat.

Another group linked to the precariat is the growing army in call centres.
These are ubiquitous, a sinister symbol of globalisation, electronic life and
alienated labour. In 2008, the United Kingdom’s Channel 4 presented a television
documentary called ‘Phone Rage’, highlighting the mutual misunderstandings
between young call-centre staff and angry customers. According to the
programme, on average, people in the United Kingdom spent a full day each
year talking to call centres, and the amount of time was rising.

Then there ap¢interns, 2 peculiarly modern phenomenon whereby recent
graduates, curreﬁ?” tudent ren.
“no pay, "doing petty oyfﬁce - jobs. Some French commentators have equated the
“precariat with interns, “which is inaccurate but indicative of the unease with
which the phenomenon is regarded.

Internships are potentially a vehicle for channelling youths into the precariat.
Some governments have even launched intern programmes as a form of ‘active’
labour market policy designed to conceal unemployment. In reality, efforts
to promote internships are often little more than costly, inefficient subsidy
schemes. They have high administrative costs and use people to do little of
lasting value, either to the organisations or the interns themselves, despite
rhetoric about acclimatising people to organisational life and learning on the
job. We will consider interns later.

In sum, one way of looking at the precariat is seeing how people come to
be doing insecure forms of labour that are unlikely to assist them to build a
desirable identity or a desirable career.

Precariatisation

Another way of looking at the precariat is in terms of process, the way in which
people are ‘precariatised’. This ungainly word is analogous to ‘proletarianised’,
describing the forces leading to proletarianisation of workers in the nineteenth

century. To be precariatised is to be subject to pressures and experiences that
w‘f —

Icad to a precaniat exjstence, of living-in-the present, without a secure identity
ur sense of development aducvcd throwl_gﬂ}lhﬁﬁﬂb

udents or_even pre-students work for a while for Tittle or ~
e
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In this sense, part of the salariar is drifting into _the precariat. The case of

Japan’s legendary ‘salaryman’ is illustrative. This twentieth-century worker,
with lifetime employment in one enterprise, emerged through a highly
paternalistic model of labourism that prevailed until the early 1980s. In Japan
(and elsewhere), the gilded cage can easily become a leaden cage, with so
much employment security that the outside becomes a zone of fear. This is
what happened in Japan and in other East Asian countries that adopted a
similar model. To fall out of the company or organisation became a visible
sign of failure, a loss of face. In such circumstances, the pursuit of personal
development easily gives way to a petty politics of deference to those higher in
the internal hierarchy and of opportunistic scheming.

This was taken to its limit in Japan. The company became a fictitious
family so that the employment relationship became ‘kintractship’, in which
the employer ‘adopted’ the employee and in return expected something close
to a gift relationship of subservience, filial duty and decades of intensified
labour. The result was a culture of service overtime and the ultimate sacrifice
of karoshi, death from overwork (Mouer and Kawanishi, 2005). But since the
carly 1980s, the share of the Japanese labour force in the salariat has shrunk
dramatically. Those still clinging on are under pressure, many being replaced
by younger workers and by women with none of their employment security.
I'he precariat is displacing salaryman, whose pain is revealed by an alarming
risc in suicides and social illnesses.

‘I'he Japanese transformation of salaryman may be an extreme case. But one can
wee how someone psychologically trapped in long-term employment loses control
and drifts closer to a form of precarious dependency. If the ‘parent’ becomes
displeased, or is unable or unwilling to continue the fictive parental role, the person
will be plunged into the precariat, without the skills of autonomy and developmental
prowess. Long-term employment can deskill. As elaborated elsewhere (Standing,
2009), this was one of the worst aspects of the era of labourism.

Although one must beware of stretching the definition too far, another feature
ol precariatisation is what should be called_f ﬁCtlthuS occupatlonal mob111tyj_

epitomised by the on of ‘u > elegantly sati

T\%' The Economist (2010a). Someone in a static, going-nowhere job is given
M!)-sg)}‘l_qging epithet to conceal precariat tendencies. People are made into
‘hiel* or ‘executive’ or ‘officer’ without having an army to lead or a team to
forge. The US occupational body, characteristically giving itself the inflated title
ol the International Association of Administrative Professionals (having been the
more modest National Secretaries Association), reported that it had over 500 job
titles in its network, including “front-office coordinator’, ‘electronic document
specialist’, *media distribution officer’ (paper boy/girl), ‘recycling officer’ (bin
emptier) and ‘sanitation consultant’ (lavatory cleaner). The United States does
ot have a monopoly on titling ingenuity; it is happening everywhere. The French
now tend to call cleaning ladies the more prestigious techniciennes de surface.
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The Economist attributed the proliferation of job titles to the post-2008
recession, inducing a substitution of new fancy titles for wage rises, and to the
increasing internal complexity of multinational corporations. But this is not
just a recent outbreak of hyperbole. It reflects the growth of the precariat, in
which fictitious symbols of occupational mobility and personal development
have to cover up for a sterility of work. Flattened job structures are concealed
by title inflation. The Economist put it nicely:

The cult of flexibility is also inflationary. The fashion for flattening hierarchies
has had the paradoxical effect of multiplying meaningless job titles. Workers
crave important sounding titles, much as superannuated politicians are made
Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster or Lord President of the Council. Everybody,
from the executive suite downward, wants to fluff up their resumé as a hedge
against being sacked.

This points to a deeper malaise. The Economist concluded its perceptive
review by noting, “The benefits of giving people a fancy new title are usually
short-lived. The harm is long-lasting’. It felt that the practice induced cynicism
and that fancy titles can make the possessors more expendable. It is surely just
as much the other way round. It is because people are in expendable posts that
the titles they are given might as well demonstrate it.

The precariatised mind

One does not have to be a technological determinist to appreciate that
technological landscapes shape the way we think and behave. The precariat shows
itself as not yet a class-for-itself partly because those in it are unable to control

_ to_short-term decisions and rea
a casualty is the literate mind’ and the idea of individuality. There is a move

the technological forces they face. There is growing evidence that the electronic
gadgetry that permeates every aspect of our lives is having a profound impact on
the human brain, on the way we think and, more alarmingly still, on our capacity
to think. It is doing so in ways that are consistent with the idea of the precariat.
The precariat is defined by short-termism, which could evolve into a mass
inéapacitx to_think long term\m&:ﬁ By the low probability of personal
progtess or building a career. Peer groups may accentuate this by threatening
to ostracise those who do not conform to the behavioural norms. Unwritten
rules on what is done and not done impose heavy costs on the nonconformist.
The internet, the browsing habit, text messaging, Facebook, Twitter and other

social media are all operating to rewire the brain (Carr, 2010). This digital living is

damaging the long-term memory consolidation process tha he basis for wha

. generations of humans have come to regard as intelligence, the capacity to reason

through complex processes and to create new v ideas and ways of imagining.

The digitised world has no respect for contemplation or reflection; it delivers

jmt.mt stimulation and gratificatjon, forcing the brain to give most attention
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Ithough this has certain advantages,

away from a society made up of individuals with distinctive combinations of
knowledge, experience and learning to one in which most people have socially.

constructed, rapidly acquired views that are superficial and veer towards group

AupproVal rather than originality and creativity. Fancy terms abound, such as
‘continuous partial attention’ and ‘cognitive deficits’.

This may seem exaggerated. But it is becoming harder to deny that mental,
¢motional and behavioural changes are taking place and that this is consistent
with the spread of precariatisation. The literate mind — with its respect for
the deliberative potential of ‘boredom’, of time standing still, for reflective
contemplation and a systematic linking of the past, present and an imagined
future — is under threat from the constant bombardment of electronically
prompted adrenalin rushes.

The ability to fo be learned and can st or distorted.

Some evolutlonary biologists claim_that elecgrggig devices are returping

the human to its primitive state, of bein spon nd
Lapidly to signals of danger and opportunity, whereas the scholarly mind was
autually the historical aberration. This interpretation of a biological regression
i surcly depressing, with enormous evolutionary implications.

The electronic environment permits and encourages multitasking, a feature
of the tertiary society that will be considered later. Research has shown thas

Jhose who, from habit, inclination or pecessity, indulge in extensive multitasking -

tmp.\tc energies and are less productive on any specific task than those who
“do much less of it. The multitaskers are prime candidates for the precariat, since
thc'y have more trouble in focusing and more difficulty in shutting out irrelevant
or distracting information (Richtel, 2010). Unable to control their use of time,
they suffer from stress, which corrodes the capacity to maintain a developmental
mind, that sense of reflective learning with a longer-term perspective.
In sum, the precariat suffers from information overload without a lifestyle
that could give them the control and capacity to sift the useful from the useless.
We will see how the neo-liberal state is dealing with this later.

Anger, anomie, anxiety and alienation

The precariat experiences the four A’s — anger, anomie, anxiety and alienation.
The anger stems from frustration at the seemingly blocked avenues for
advancing a meaningful life and from a sense of relative deprivation. Some
would call that envy, but to be surrounded and constantly bombarded with
the trappings of material success and the celebrity culture is bound to induce

seething resentment. The precariat feels frustrated not only because a lifetime
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of flexi-jobs beckons, with all the insecurities that come with them, but also
because those jobs involve no construction of trusting relationships built up
in meaningful structures or networks. The precariat also has no ladders of
mobility to climb, leaving people hovering between deeper self-exploitation
and disengagement.

One example, cited in The Observer (Reeves, 2010), is a 24-year-old woman
social worker, earning £28,000 a year and working a 37.5-hour week, in
theory. She was doing ‘quite a few late nights’ because some families could not
be visited in the daytime, spending more time working on her own and doing
more work from home. She told the paper:

My great frustration is that I've been told for a long while 'm good enough to
progress to the next level, and I’ve taken on tasks beyond my job role, but there’s
no recognition of that. I just have to wait until a post becomes available. I think
that happens to quite a few people. From the team I started with, ’m the only
social worker left. And a lot of them have left due to issues of career support and

progression. We do a tough, responsible job and if that was recognised it might
keep us in the job longer.

This woman is linked to the precariat by lack of progression and her
appreciation of it. She was self-exploiting in the hope of mobility, doing
more work-for-labour. Her fleeing colleagues had realised that the mirage of
promotion was just that.

Ever since at least the work of Emile Durkheim, we have understood that

afoinie js-afeeling of passivity born of de3pair Yhis is surely intensified by the
prospect of artless, career-less jobs. Anomie comes from a listlessness associated
with sustained defeat, compounded by the condemnation lobbed at many in
the precariat by politicians and middle-class commentators castigating them
as lazy, directionless, undeserving, socially irresponsible or worse. For welfare
claimants to be told that ‘talking therapies’ are the way forward is patronising
and easily seen as such by those exhorted to opt for them.

The precariat lives with anxiety — chronic insecurity associated not only
with teetering on the edge, knowing that one mistake or one piece of bad
luck could tip the balance between modest dignity and being a bag lady, but
also with a fear of losing what they possess even while feeling cheated by
not having more. People are insecure in the mind and stressed, at the same
time ‘underemployed’ and ‘overemployed’. They are alienated from their
labour and work, and are anomic, uncertain and desperate in their behaviour.
People who fear losing what they have are constantly frustrated. They will be

.angry but usually passively so. The precarlatlsed m1nd is fed by fear and dis
__motivated by fear.

Allcnatmn arises from kpowing that what one is doing is not for one’s-ewn
_ purpnscorfor what one could respect or appreciate; it is simply done for others,
_at theie.behest. This has been rcga rdcd as a defining feature of thc proletariat. But

thesvn in the mencasint aveanianem s onereme | savcnsial fantoesl
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of being fooled — told they should be grateful and ‘happy’ that they are in jobs
and should be ‘positive’. They are told to be happy and cannot see why. They
experience what Bryceson (2010) has called ‘failed occupationality’, which can
only have an adverse psychological effect. People in such circumstances are
likely to experience social disapproval and a profound lack of purpose. And
lack of occupation creates an ethical vacuum.

The precariat is not fooled. They face a barrage of exhortations. But does the
intelligent mind succumb so easily? In Smile or Die, Barbara Ehrenreich (2009)

attacked the modern cult of positive thinkipg. She recalled how in the United
“Urates in the 1860s two quacks (Phineas Quimby and Mary Eddy) set up the
New Thought Movement, based on Calvinism and the view that belief in God
and positive thinking would lead to positive outcomes in life. Ehrenreich traced
this through into modern business and finance. She described how motivational

adage: ‘Bow so low that the Emperor does not see you smile’. But grating of teeth
ix more likely to be the response to the alienating twaddle that the precariat has
to put up with.

‘I'here are other reactions apart from re rage. For instance, the
precariat may fall into a_corrosive zone of deception and illusionyillustrated
by a South Korean interviewed By the International Herald Tribune (Fackler,
2009). The reporter noted,

With his clean, white university sweatshirt and shiny cell phone, Lee Changshik
looks the part of a manager at a condominium development company, the job
that he held until the financial panic last year — and the job that he tells his friends
and family he still holds.

Carcfully not telling anybody, he had gone to labour on a crab boat.
" definitely don’t put crab fisherman on my resumé’, said Mr Lee. “This work
fwrts my pride’. He added that in phone conversations he avoided talking about
hix job and avoided meeting friends or relatives in case this came up. Another
man working on the crab boats said he did not tell his wife; another told his
wile that he was away in Japan rather than admit what he was doing. Such tales
ol status decline are familiar enough. It is the feeling that they are endemic, a
structural feature of the modern labour market, that should cause alarm.

Those in the precariat lack self-esteem and social worth in their work; they
mimt look clsewhere for that esteem, successfully or otherwise. If they succeed,
the disutility of the labour they are required to do in their ephemeral unwelcome
jobw may be lessened, as status frustration will be lessened. But the ability
to find sustainable self-esteem in the precariat is surely deflated. There is a
danger of feeling a sense of constant engagement but of being isolated amidst
L DRSO S—— |

conferences had_speakers_telling short-term, mnrw@;_m_had_hem_ .
“hade redund e oood team players, defined as ‘a positive person’ who ..
wmiles frequently, do in and gratefully submits to whatever the boss

It‘m.mds ‘One could go further and wonder if some do not adopt the old Chinese

o Mm
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Part of the problem is that the precariat experiences few trusting
relationships, particularly through work. Throughout history, trust has evolved
in long-term communities that have constructed institutional frameworks of
fraternity. If one experiences confusion from not knowing one’s station in life,
trust becomes contingent and fragile (Kohn, 2008). If human beings have a

predisposition to trust and to cooperate, as social psychologists surmise, then

¥ "an environment of mhnite flexibility and insecurity must jeopardise any sense
g ite flex

of cooperation or moral consensus (Haidt, 2006; Hauser, 2006). We do what
" we can get away with, acting opportunistically, always on the edge of being
amoral. This is easier to rationalise when every day we hear of the elite and
celebrities breaking moral codes with impunity and when there is no shadow
of the future in our dealings.

In a flexible labour market, individuals fear making or being locked into
long-term behavioural commitments, since they may involve costs and actions
that could not be subject to desirable reciprocities. The young will not wish
to be tied by economic commitments to their parents if they fear they might
have to support them long into old age, with a shrinking state and increasing
longevity raising the prospective costs of doing so. The withering of an inter-
generational bargain is matched by more contingent sexual and friendship
relationships.

If everything is commodified - valued in terms of costs and financial rewards -
moral reciprocities become fragile. If the state removes labourist forms of social
insurance that created a substantive, if inequitable, social solidarity system,
without putting anything comparable in its place, then there is no mechanism
to create alternative forms of solidarity. To build one, there must be a sense of
stability and predictability. The precariat lacks both. It is subject to chronic
uncertainty. Social insurance thrives when there is a roughly equal probability
of upward and downward mobility, of making gains and making losses. In
a society in which the precariat is growing, and in which social mobility is
limited and declining, social insurance cannot flourish.

This highlights a feature of the precariat at the moment. It has yet to solidify
as a class-for-itself. One may depict a process of ‘falling’ into the precariat or
of being dragged into a precariatised existence. People are not born in it and
are unlikely to identify themselves as members with a glow of pride. Fear, yes;

anger, probably; sardonic humour, perhaps; but not pride. This is a contrast _

with the traditional industrial working class. It took time to become a class-
“for-itself but, when 1t did, it engendered atobust pride and dignity that helped
make it a political force with a class agenda. The precariat is not yet at that
stage, even if a few in its ranks display a defiant pride, in their parades, blogs
and comradely interactions.

A good society needs people to have empathy, a capacity to project oneself
into another’s situation. Feclings of empathy and competition are in constant
tension. People in incipient competition conceal from others knowledge,
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information, contacts and resources, in case revealing them would take away
a competitive edge. Fear of failure, or of being able to achieve only a limited
status, easily leads to disavowal of empathy.

What induces empathy? It may arise from a shared sense of alienation or
insccurity, or even shared poverty. Evolutionary biologists generally agree that

empathy is more likely within small stable communities, in which people know

each other and engage-with each other on a regular basis (see, for example, De
Waal, 2005). For many centuries, occupational communities fostered empathy,
with apprenticeship being a primary mechanism for building up an appreciation
of reciprocity, bolstered by guild rules of self-regulation. Everywhere that
model has been eroded by globalisation, even in Africa (Bryceson, 2010). The
precariat has a feeling of being in a diffuse, unstable international community
of people struggling, usually in vain, to give their working lives an occupational
identity.

Once jobs become flexible and instrumental, with wages insufficient
for a socially respectable subsistence and a dignifying lifestyle, there is no
‘professionalism’ that goes with belonging to a community with standards,
ethical codes and mutual respect among its members based on competence
and respect for long-established norms of behaviour. Those in the precariat
vannot be professionalised because they cannot specialise and they cannot
construct a steady improvement in depth of competence or experience. They
fuce uncertainty of returns to any specific form of work and have little prospect
of ‘upward’ social mobility.

‘T'he precariat has a weakened sense of ‘social memory’. It is part of humanity
to define ourselves by what we do and to do what we are. The social memory
arises from belonging to a community reproduced over generations. At best
it provides a code of ethics and a sense of meaning and stability, emotional
and social. There are deeply rooted class and occupational dimensions to this.
It extends to what we aspire to be. There are socially constructed barriers
to aspiration. For instance, in most societies a working-class child would be
laughed at for aspiring to be a banker or lawyer; a middle-class child would be
frowned on for aspiring to be a plumber or a hairdresser. You do not do what
you are not. We all define ourselves by what we are not, as much as by what we
are, by what we could not be, as much as by what we could be. The precariat
does not exist by itself. It is also defined by what it is not.

Policies promoting labour flexibility erode processes of relational and
pwer proup interaction that are vital for reproducing skills and constructive
sttitudes to work. If you expect to change what you are doing at almost any
Hime, to change ‘employer’ at short notice, to change colleagues, and above all
1o change what you call yoursclf, work cthics become constantly contestabl
aind opportunistic.
Observers such as Haide (2006) argue that work ethics can only be imposed
and enforeed from within society. This is expecting too much. Ethics stem from

——
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smaller, more identifiable communities, such as an occupational group, kinship
group or social class. The flexibility regime implicitly rejects work ethics ground
out by strong occupational communities.

A Gallup survey in Germany in 2009 found that only 13 per cent of all
employed felt committed to their job, with 20 per cent of employees being
resolutely disengaged (Nink, 2009). Given all those exhortations to be flexible
and mobile, to go for jobs as the source of happiness, it is surely healthy to be
disengaged, particularly in uncertain times. But given the significance of work
in our lives, that is surely not good enough.

In sum, the mix of rising anger, anomie, anxiety and alienation comprises
the inevitable flip side of a society that has made “flexibility’ and insecurity
cornerstones of the economic system.

Concluding remarks

Although we cannot give anything like precise figures, we may guess that at
resent, in.many countries, at least a quarter of the adult population-is-1

-~ precariat. This is not just a matter of having insecure employment, of being

in jobs of limited duration and with minimal labour protection, although all
this is widespread. It is being in a status that offers no sense of career, no sense
of secure occupational identity and few, if any, entitlements to the state and
enterprise benefits that several generations of those who saw themselves as
belonging to the industrial proletariat or the salariat had come to expect as
their due.

This is the reality of a system that waxes lyrical about and fosters a way of |
living based on competitiveness, meritocracy and flexibility. Human society has |
not been built over the centuries on permanent incessant change; it has been

based on the slow construction of stable identities and rather ‘rigid’ spheres

of security. The gospel of flexibility tells people that the enemy of flexibility is |

rigidity. A lesson of the Enlightenment is that the human being should be in

control of his or her destiny, not God or natural forces. The precariat is told |

that it must answer to market forces and be infinitely adaptable.

The outcome is a growing mass of people — potentially all of us outside the

elite, anchored in their wealth and detachment from society — in situations that
can only be described as alienated, anomic, anxious and prone to anger. The
warning sign is political disengagement.

Why should those who do not think they are part of it care about the
growth of the precariat? There is the altruistic reason, which is that we would
not wish to be there ourselves and thercfore would wish better for those facing
such an existence. But there are other reasons too. Many of us fear falling
into the precariat or fear that our family and friends will do so. The clite and
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the smugger parts of the salariat and proficians may think that, in a world
of diminished social mobility, they themselves will remain comfortable and
immune. But they might be alarmed by the thought that the precariat is an
emerging dangerous class. A group that sees no future of security or identity
will feel fear and frustration that could lead to it lashing out at identifiable or
imagined causes of its lot. And detachment from the mainstream of economic
affluence and progress is conducive to intolerance.
The precariat is not a class-for-itself, partly because it is at war with itself. One _

group in it may blame another for j}ﬁlnerability and indignity. A temporary
low-wage worker may be induced to see the ‘wellare scrounger” as obtaining
more, unfairly and at his or her expense. A long-term resident of a low-income
nrban area will easily be led to see incoming migrants as taking better jobs and
leaping to head the queue for benefits. Tensions within the precariat are setting
people against each other, preventing them from recognising that the social and
tconomic structure is producing their common set of vulnerabilities. Many will
be attracted by populist politicians and neo-fascist messages, a development
already clearly visible across Europe, the United States and elsewhere. This
Iv why the precariat is the dangerous class and why a ‘politics of paradise’ is
heeded that responds to its fears, insecurities and aspirations.
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Why the Precariat Is Growing

To understand why the precariat is growing one must appreciate the nature
of the Global Transformation. The globalisation era (1975-2008) was a
period when the economy was ‘disembedded’ from society as financiers and
neo-liberal economists sought to create a global market economy based on
competitiveness and individualism.

The precariat has grown because of the policies and institutional changes
in that period. Early on, the commitment to an open market economy ushered
in competitive pressures on industrialised countries from newly industrialising
countries (NICs) and ‘Chindia’ with an unlimited supply of low-cost labour. The
commitment to market principles led inexorably towards a global production
system of network enterprises and flexible labour practices.

The objective of economic growth — making us all richer, it was said — was used
to justify rolling back fiscal policy as an instrument of progressive redistribution.
High direct taxes, long used to reduce inequality and to provide economic security
for low earners, were presented as disincentives to labour, save and invest, and as
driving investment and jobs abroad. And a reorientation of social protection from
social solidarity to dealing with poverty and with people deemed social failures
ushered in a trend to means-tested social assistance and from that to ‘workfare’.

A central aspect of globalisation can be summed up in one intimidating
word, ‘commodification’. This involves treating everything as a commodity, to
be bought and sold, subject to market forces, with prices set by demand and
supply, without effective ‘agency’ (a capacity to resist). Commodification has
been extended to every aspect of life — the family, education system, firm, labour
institutions, social protection policy, unemployment, disability, occupational
communities and politics. ;

In the drive for market efficiency, barriers to commodification were dismantled.
A neo-liberal principle was that regulations were required to prevent collective
interests from acting as barriers to competition. The globalisation era was not one
of de-regulation but of re-regulation, in which more regulations were introduced
than in any comparable period of history. In the world’s Mt
new regulations were directive, telling people what they could and could not do,
and what they had to do to be beneficiaries of state policy.

The attack on collective institutions encompassed firms as social institutions,
trades unions as representatives of employees, occupational communities
as guilds of crafts and professions, education as a force for liberation from
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self-interest and commercialism, the family as an institution of reciprocity and
social reproduction, and the civil service as guided by an ethics of public service.

This concoction splintered labour arrangements and created a class
fragmentation, made more striking by the ‘tertiarisation’ of work and labour
associated with a decline in manufacturing and a drift to services. This chapter
fleshes out this picture, not exhaustively but in enough detail to appreciate why
the precariat is becoming a global class.

The global transformation

Nince the 1970s, the world economy has become integrated, to the extent that
developments in one part of the world almost instantly affect what happens
elvewhere. In the 1970s, movements on one stock exchange were matched by
smilar movements in others only in a minority of cases; today, they move
in tandem. In the 1970s, trade was a small part of national income in many
ountries and took place mainly in complementary goods; today it involves
#oads and services flowing in all directions with an increasing share consisting
of parts of goods and services, much within multinationals’ own networks.
Relative labour costs have become a much greater part of the trading process.

Capital and associated employment are flowing from Organisation for
feonomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries to emerging
Market cconomies. This will continue. Capital per person in China, India,
Indonesia and Thailand is three per cent of that in the United States. Productivity
In these cconomies will rise for many years simply by the construction of more
machines and infrastructure. Meanwhile, industrialised countries will become
rentier cconomies, in which average real wages will not rise or be a means of
reducing incquality.

The emerging market economies will continue to be a primary factor in the
#rowth of the precariat. There will be no reversal of this aspect of globalisation.
I in folly for those worried about inequality and economic insecurity in today’s
tich countries to imagine that an effective response to the financial shock of
00K and the subsequent economic crisis would be to retreat into protectionism.
Regrettably, however, as we shall see, governments have reacted in ways that have
erely intensified the insecurities and inequalities that underpinned the crisis.

The emergence of Chindia

Globalisation marked the emergence of what we may call ‘Chindia’, which has
Profoundly changed social and economic life everywhere. The combination of
€hina and India is not quite right; they are countries with different cultures
A structures. However, for our purposes, Chindia makes a convenient short-

b form metaphor.
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Before globalisation, the labour markets of economies open to trade and
investment had about 1 billion workers and job seekers (Freeman, 2005). By
2000, the labour force of those countries had risen to 1.5 billion. Meanwhile,
China, India and the ex-Soviet bloc had entered the global economy, adding
1.5 billion. So the labour supply in the globalising economies trebled. The
newcomers came with little capital and with very low wages, altering the

world’s capital-labour ratio and weakening the bargaining position of workers

outside Chindia. Since 2000, other emerging market countries have added
to the supply, including Vietnam, Indonesia, Cambodia and Thailand, with
Bangladesh and others entering the picture. A new term has become popular,
‘China Plus One’, implying that multinationals will hedge their strategy by
having plants in at least one other country as well as China. Vietnam, with
86 million people, is a leading candidate, with real wages that have stayed
constant for two decades. In 2010, a textile worker there earned US$100 per
month, a tiny fraction of wages in the United States or Germany, for example.

Symbolising the speed of change, for 40 years Japan was the world’s second
largest economy after the United States, and in 2005, in dollar terms, China’s
gross domestic product (GDP) was still half as big as Japan’s. In 2010, China
overtook Japan and was closing on the United States. India is racing up behind,
growing prodigiously year on year.

China’s growth has been led by state investment, notably in infrastructure,
and by foreign direct investment. Multinationals have rushed in, using surrogates
from around China. They have herded hundreds of thousands of workers into
hastily built industrial parks, housing them in dormitory compounds, forcing

them to work so intensively that most leave within three years_The mlght fit the !

image of an industrial proletariat, but they are treated as a disposable
labour force. Pressure to raise wages has grown. But they are so low that they
will long remain a small fraction of wages in rich industrialised countries, as will
unit labour costs, especially as productivity is rising sharply.

China has contributed to global income inequality in several ways. Its low
wages have put downward pressure on wages in the rest of the world and
widened wage differentials. It has kept its own wages remarkably low. As
growth accelerated, the share of wages in national income fell for 22 con-
secutive years, falling from a low 57 per cent of GDP in 1983 to just 37 per
cent in 2005. This makes China the most ‘capitalistic’ large economy in history.

Foxconn, the world’s largest contract manufacturer, epitomises the connivance
oF multinationals in the abuses in the industrial parks that have sprung up in
China. A subsidiary of Taiwan’s Hon Hai Precision Industry Company, it employs
900,000 people in China, Half are in ‘Foxconn City” in Shenzhen, with its fifteen-
storey manufacturing buildings, each dedicated to one customer, such as Apple,
Dell, HP, Nintendo and Sony. Foxconn City expanded by using a strategy of
hiring rural-urban migrants for pitifully low wages, expecting labour turnover of
3040 per cent a year as suceessive cohorts burnt themselves out.
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Its working arrangements helped increase the global precariat. The low
wages and labour intensity (including 36 hours of overtime a month), belatedly
brought to the world’s attention by a spate of suicides and attempted suicides
in 2009 and 2010, forced firms elsewhere to try to compete by cutting wages
and opting for flexible labour.

Those suicides had an effect. Following adverse publicity and unofficial
strikes, Foxconn raised wages. But one outcome will be cuts in free lodging and
food as well as in the extensive recreation facilities. The immediate reaction
of Foxconn to the suicides was paternalistic. It surrounded its buildings with
nets to catch people if they jumped, hired counsellors for distressed workers,
brought in Buddhist monks to calm them and considered asking employees to
vign ‘no suicide’ pledge notes. Silicon Valley celebrities in California expressed
concern. But they had no reason for surprise. They had made billions of dollars
from the ridiculously low-cost products.

Foxconn is a metaphor for globalisation. It will change its model, raising
wages in its primary zone, cutting enterprise benefits, moving more production
to lower cost areas and shifting to more precarious employees. The great
engine of outsourcing will outsource itself. However, Foxconn and the Chinese
development model have accelerated changes in the rest of the world to a
structure in which the precariat will become the centre of attention.

(.ommodification of the firm

An aspect of globalisation that has attracted less attention but which has
vontributed to the growth of the precariat is the way companies themselves have
hecome commodities, to be bought and sold through mergers and acquisitions.
Although long part of capitalism, these used to be quite rare. The frenzy with
which firms are now traded, split up and repackaged is a feature of global
vapitalism. And corporations are increasingly owned by foreign shareholders,
led by pension and private equity funds.

The commodification of companpies means that commitments-made by

nﬂ.fi‘ﬁ Gwniers are not worth as much as they used to be. The owners could

be out tomorrow, along with their management teams and the nods-and-
handshakes that make up informal bargains about how labour is done, how
pmyments should be honoured and how people are treated in moments of need.

In 1937, Ronald Coase set out a theory that was to earn him a Nobel
Irize in Economics. He argued that firms, with their hierarchies, were
superior to atomised markets made up solely of individuals; they reduced
the transaction costs of doing business, one reason being that they fostered
Jlong-term relationships based on trust. This reasoning has collapsed. Now
that opportunistic buyers can amass vast funds and take over even well-run
vompanices, there is less incentive to form trust relationships inside firms.
Everything becomes contingent and open to re-negotiation.
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For years academic journals were full of articles on national ‘varieties of
capitalism’. These are fusing into one global hybrid, closer to the Anglo-Saxon
shareholder model than to the German stakeholder model, as Japan’s example
illustrates. The Japanese miracle’ in the 1960s and 1970s was based on the firm
as a social institution, with rigid hierarchies, lifetime employment, seniority-
based wages and company unions. This was suited to a country entering the
world economy from a low-income base. But the model’s rigidities hindered its
adaptability in the globalisation era.

Eventually, the government rewrote corporate law to move towards the US
model, enabling firms to introduce performance-related wages, share options,
outside directors, promotions based on competence rather than age, pursuit of
shareholder value and the hiring of salaried employees in mid-career. The firm
was being commodified, orchestrated by financial capital and by owners -
shareholders not managers. It was not fully Americanised, but the trend was clear.

The proportion of shares held by foreigners rose nearly sixfold between 1990
and 2007. Issuing shares became common, leaving firms open to takeover. Until
the late 1990s, there were fewer than 500 mergers and acquisitions a year; in
2006, there were nearly 3,000. The change was due to a reform that allowed
companies to use shares to buy other firms, while accounting reforms obliged
firms to be more transparent. In 2007, a law allowed ‘triangular mergers’,
enabling foreign companies to use shares to buy Japanese firms via subsidiaries.

The takeover threat led companies to curb lifetime employment, mainly
through staff attrition without replacement by regular employees. The propottion
of firms describing themselves as ‘shareholder focused” rose to 40 per cent in
2007, while the share saying they were ‘worker focused’ fell to just 13 per cent.

Other countries have commodified the firm in similar ways, thereby making

life more insecure for employees. Even those in the salariat can now find that

overnight they have lost employment and other forms of security because their
firm has been taken over or declared bankrupt prior to restructuring. For their
part, as a partial defence, companies want more flexible labour forces so that
they can respond quickly to external threats.

= Commodification has also made the division of labour within enterprises
' more fluid. If activities can be done more cheaply mn one location; Tey are—

s ———
‘offshored’ (within firms) or ‘outsourced’ (to partner firms or others). This
fragments the labour process; internal job structures and bureaucratic ‘careers’

- are disrupted, due to uncertainty over whether jobs people might have expected

to do will be offshored or outsourced.

"7 The disruption feeds into the way skills are developed. The incentive to
invest in skills is determined by the cost of acquiring them, the opportunity cost
of doing so and the prospective additional income. If the risk increases of not
having an opportunity to practise skills, investment in them will decline, as will
the psychological commitment to the company. In short, if firms become more
fluid, workers will be discouraged from trying to build careers inside them,
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. 'Flwwwﬁ&mmﬂm@; in terms of its ability
to switch activities. Many employees cannot relocate easily. They may have i

w partner earning an income, children Tocked into a school trajectory, elderly /‘i
relatives to care for. This risks disrupting occupational careers, tending to push i
more into a precariat existence. —

For a growing number of workers in the twenty-first century, it would
be folly to regard a firm as a place for building a career and gaining income
security. There would be nothing wrong with that, if social policy were
adapted so that all those working for companies are able to have basic security.
At present, that is far from being the case.

The sirens of labour flexibility: labour re-commodification

I'he pursuit of flexible labour relations has been the major direct cause of the

Trnwth of the global precariat. Haw flexibility has grown globally has been

!
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considered elsewhere (Standing,.1999b). Here we will just highlight aspects
accelerating ¢ wth of the precariat by thinking of the main forms - @
wage :

\mmg_rjg;nfbunctional of flexibility
The flexibility drive is unfinished business, as is shown every time there is
an cconomic dip, when commentators trot out the same call for more. It is a

process of labour re-commodification, making_the labour relationship more

fesponsive to demand and supply, as measured by its price, the wage. This has

"meant eroding all seven forms of labour security identified in Chapter 1. Too

Mmany commentators concentrate on one aspect, the reduction of employment
wurity by making it easier to fire employees, reducing the costs of dismissal

and facilitating.the use of casual and temporary gmployees. Although this is

part of the process, diminishing employment security is used to increase other

lorms of flexibility.

Stable émployees are more inclined ctively, since they are
more secure and confident in taking on their employers. Employment security
goes with representation security. Similarly, being a citizen worker means
fecling in control of one’s occupational development. Without other forms of
security employees have no skill security, since they fear being shifted around,
instructed to do tasks outside their personal plans or aspirations.

The key point is that flexible labour relations are an gmtive in the global fg

i e At -
lsbour process. We must understand what is entailed] not with an atavistic
tlewire to reverse the changes but to identify what would be needed to make ¢

Lonts (PN . Gl ¢ 3
them tolergble.
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Numcrical flexibility

For three decades, making it casier to fire workers has been advocated as a
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inclined to employ workers since it will be less costly to be rid of them. Weak
employment security has been depicted by the International Monetary Fund
(IMF), the World Bank and other influential bodies as necessary to attract
and retain foreign capital. Governments have accordingly competed with
one another in weakening employment protection and have made it easier to
employ workers with no such protection.

The dominant image of the precariat stems from numerical flexibility,
through what were long called ‘atypical’ or ‘non-standard’ forms of labour.
Mainstream companies are contracting out much of their labour, while
preserving a small salariat (corporate citizens) whose loyalty they value and
with whom they share a key asset — knowledge, the rent-seeking capacity of
tertiary firms. If knowledge is shared too widely, companies lose control of the

~asset. The salariat are citizens with voting rights in their firms, consulted or

ﬂj ’ “taken into account in a range of decisions. These rights are implicitly accepted

b"? »'-by the owners or major shareholders, who have voting rights on the strategic
“v# decisions of the enterprise or organisation.

A feature of flexibility is the growing use of temporary labour, which allows

firms to change employment quickly, so that they can adapt and alter their
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of life imitating fiction, bringing to mind the alphas and epsilons of Aldous
Huxley’s Brave New World.

A simple reason for using more temporaries is that other firms are doing so, ‘:}":
conferring a cost advantage. Competitiveness through use of temporary labOUF TS = -

-.,’
" Thereasingly important in the global system as companies seek to emulate what is T |
tone in other countries and by market leaders in their sector — a pattern known = ?"
ns ‘the dominance effect’. Multinationals try to establish their employment model C‘

division of labour. Temporary labour has cost advantages: wages are lower,

-\ experience:rated pay is avoided, entitlement to enterprise benefits s less and so
% on. And there is less risk; taking on somebodywt“emporarlly means not making
"2 commitment that mlght be regretted, for whatever reason.

Where services predominate, labour tends to be project oriented rather
than continuous. This brings more fluctuation in labour demand, making
use of temporary labour almost necessary. There are also less tangible factors
promoting its growth. People on temporary contra induced to la
harder, especially if the jobs are more intense.than zegylars have been domg
Regulars may resent change. Those on temporary contracts can also be put
in forms of underemployment more easily, paid less for fewer hours in down
periods, for example, They can be controlled through fear more easily. If they
do not put up with demands placed on them, tm% with
minimal fuss and cost. ‘

Temporary workers are used to extract concessionis from others, who
are warned that they will be displaced if they do not adapt. For instance,
~chambermaids working for Hyatt Hotels in the United States, with contracts
stipulating eight-hour days and regular routines, suddenly found they were
working alongside agency temps pressurised to work 12-hour days and to clear
more rooms (30 per shift). The regulars were being replaced.

The most striking example is the withering of Japan’s salaryman model.
Companies have put a freeze on hiring youths in lifetime positions and have
turned to temporary contracts. Paid much less, the temporaries are denied
training opportunitics and benefits, Some factories even oblige workers to wear
jumpsuits of different colours according to their emplovment statis. a cage

EVC helped firms to shift faster to temporaries, aqd ;g the contracting out

in places where they set up subsidiaries, usually edging out local practices. Thus
McDonald’s ‘best practice’ model involves deskilling, removal of long-serving
employees, union busting, and lower wages and enterprise benefits. Others
follow suit. Observers have highlighted the repertoires of labour practices on
which managers can draw (Amoore, 2000; Sklair, 2002; Elger and Smith, 2006;
Royle and Ortiz, 2009). Some usd‘vellow unions - set up and run by employers —
to defeat independent unions. A global model is emerging in which corporate,
technological and political factors influence the choice of tactics. To imagine
nistained effective resistance is fanciful.

Another example is Walmart, the United States’ largest and standard-
netting retailer and the source of the fortunes of four of its richest ten people.
It thrives on a sophisticated just-in-time process in which controlling labour
vosts through extreme labour flexibility has made it one of the most detested
madels in the world. Temporary labour is the essence of the system. Object to
what goes on and you are out.

The shift to temporary labour is part of global capitalism. It has been

avcompanied by a growth of employment agencies and labour brokers, which

ol much of their labou (Temporary gocntiema
bour process.. ‘Switzerland- base'th 700 OOO people on its books,

an become one of the world’s biggest private employers. Pasona, a Japanese
atalfing agency set up in the 1970s, sends out a quarter of a million workers
every day on short-term contracts. Pasona’s founder says flexibility is beneficial
for firms and workers, and dismisses the old norm of long-term employment as
wintimental. ‘Be a regular worker — and be exploited for the rest of your life’,
he told The Economist (2007). Like European and American agencies, Pasona
hax established dozens of subsidiaries dealing with outsourcing projects and
prodduction in Asian countries and the United States.

‘Iraditionally, temporary agencies focused on clerical staff and menial jobs,
sl as cleaning and hospital auxiliaries. Then some hit on the lucrative sphere
of ‘welfare claimants’. They are now going increasingly into the professional
arena, regarded as higher margin business. For instance, Adecco is shifting
from 20 per cent professional, and 80 per cent clerical and blue-collar, to
ine-third professional.

The growth of temporary labour, multinarional employment agencies and
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facilitated by legislative changes and has been legitimised by bodies such as the
Jﬁ?&;gﬁ&ﬁﬂﬂéﬁo@f Organisation, which reversed its opposition_to_pri
employment agencies in the 1990s. In Japan, a 1999 law overturned a ban on
temporary contracts and allowed private employment agencies in more areas;
after 2004, they were allowed in manufacturing. These reforms undoubtedly
contributed to the growth of the Japanese precariat. In Italy, the precariat was
enlarged by the Treu law of 1997, which introduced temporary contracts,
and by the 2003 Biagi law, which allowed private recruitment agencies. One
country after another has acknowledged the pressure of globalisation in
extending temporary labour.

It has accompanied what goes under the clumsy term of ‘triangulation’.
Labour law and collective bargaining were constructed on the basis of direct
relationships between employers and employees. But who is responsible when a
third party becomes an intermediary? Who is in control, the final employer or the

intermediary? The blurring of boundaries of decision-making and responsibility ':
adds to the precariousness. There is extensive case law to delight the minds of |

lawyers. But temporaries themselves know only that they report to two masters.
The situation is often murky. In Ontario, Canada, for instance, under a law

governing temporary help agencies, when temps sign on they waive their rights |
to choose worksites and type of work, surrendering control over their ‘labour |
power’ and commodifying themselves, to the extent of paying the agency a fee |
for registering with it. This is a route to a second-class citizenship with truncated |

rights. A life in temping is a curtailment of control over time, as the temp must be
on call; the time someone must put aside for labour exceeds the time in it.

So the trend towards temporary labour is strong. In some countries, notably |
the United Kingdom and the United States, very little employment is classified as |

temporary because short-term employees are not counted, even though they have
no employment security and are temporary in all but name. Successive British

governments extended the period during which employees have no security |

9. private, |

and reduced the employers’ cost of ending contracts. It was casualisation by

stealth. Elsewhere, in efforts to defend the ‘standard employment relationship’, {

unions, governments and employer bodies permitted temporaries alongside

regular employees, creating dualistic labour forces.

The temporary share shows no sign of declinir‘lrg:. On the contrary, the .

financial shock of 2008 and the recession that followed gave firms an excuse
to rid themselves of ‘permanent’ employees and to welcome more temps. By
2010, temps in Japan accounted for over a third of the labour force and over
a quarter of prime-age workers. In January 2009, 500 recently dismissed
homeless workers set up a tent village in the centre of Tokyo. When politicians

and TV crews congregated there, the city government reacted by finding them |

accommodation in unused public buildings. Although the gesture only lasted
a week, it raised awareness of the precariat, underscoring the widespread lack
of social protection. The image still held that families and companices looked
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after people, meaning the state did not need to do so. The stigma had persisted,
w0 that an unemployed person could not easily ask for support. The incident
heralded a societal shift of perceptions. The precariat was suddenly real.

In the United States, following the shock, firms resorted to a tactic that had
higured after the 1991 collapse of the Soviet system, putting regular employees
0n ‘contract status’ to avoid fixed costs. In the Soviet case, millions of workers
were put on ‘unpaid leave’, while firms retained their work history books. This
gave the impression that employment was holding up, but it impoverished the
workers, many of whom died. In the United States, the transfer of employees
into temporary contracts made them ineligible for health insurance, paid
vacations and so on. It would be an exaggeration to say the United States was
going down the Soviet route, but the tactics pushed workers into the precariat,
resulting in much personal suffering.

Furope is also fostering temporary employment. In Germany, millions of
workers have been added to the temporary category (Zeiterbeit). In the United
Kingdom, the Labour government opposed and then delayed implementation of
the EU Directive giving workers, hired through temporary agencies, rights equal
t0 those of permanent staff, with the same pay, vacations and basic conditions.
It wanted to keep the United Kingdom an attractive site for foreign investment.
However, it confirmed the precarious status of all those with temporary contracts.

Spain meanwhile has become the epitome of a multi-tier labour market, with
halt of its workforce on temporary contracts. In 2010, the OECD estimated that
NS per cent of the jobs lost in Spain following the financial crash were temporary.
It elaimed permanent employees were being kept in jobs because it was costly to
dinmiss them. But the high costs of salaried staff had already induced the shift to
temporarics as well as to outsourcing and employment of migrants. Government
and trades unions had reacted to the earlier pressure for flexibility by preserving
sourities for regular workers and creating a buffer of temporaries. This not
inly led to a multi-tier labour force but resentment by the precariat towards the
unions that had looked after their own members at its expense.

Another facet of numerical flexibility is the growth of part-time jobs. Reasons
i hudle the changing position of women and the shift to services. It is also partly
Involuntary. In the United States, the Bureau of Labour Statistics estimated in
Mil-2009 that over 30 million people were in part-time jobs ‘of necessity’,
more than twice as many as the number counted as unemployed, which made
for an adjusted unemployment rate of 18.7 per cent. A vast proportion of those
jobw will remain part-time and low paid even if the economy picks up.

The term part-time can be misleading, since much of what is counted as part-
Hime ix anything but. As we shall discuss in Chapter 3, there are many ways
by which firms pay people as part-timers but expect them to work more hours
than are remuncrated. As one woman told the Wall Street Journal (Mabher,
A00K), '1 have part-time status with full-time hours". Many have to take two
part-time jobs just to pay the bills or as insurance against loss of one of them.
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Numerical flexibility has also been associated with outsourcing and
offshoring. The financial shock accelerated the global drift to contract out
labour, even as production and employment were shrinking. Managements
became desperate to find ways of reducing costs. One way was 1o switch less
urgent deliveries to shipping, which permitted more offshoring, previously
limited by a need for expensive air transport. Companies also did more ‘near-
sourcing’ and ‘near-shoring’. Employment security in all of this is a mirage.

Finally, there are wheezes such as ‘zero-hour contracts’, whereby somebody
is given a contract but {eft unsure how many hours, if any, they will be required
to work or how much if anything they will be paid. Another wheeze is ‘unpaid
furloughs’,a euphemism for lay-offs, sometimes for months at a time, sometimes
as a regular weekly day off, unpaid. It is a lever of flexibility. Another wheeze
is the use of interns. The number in this novel status has expanded since the
shock. Governments have given subsidies and encouragement. Like furloughs,
they do good things for the employment and unemployment counts; most of
the costs are borne by interns and their families.

When all the intricacies of numerical flexibility are considered, the outcome is
insecure working lives for a growing number near the precariat. Every year, about
a third of employees in OECD countries leave their employer for one reason or
another. In the United States, about 45 per cent leave their jobs each year. The
image of long-term employment is misleading, even though a minority still have
it. A third of the job turnover is accounted for by the creation and ending of firms.

In the 1960s, a typical worker entering the labour market of an industrialised
country could have anticipated having four employers by the time he retired.
In those circumstances, it made sense to identify with the firm in which he
was employed. Today a worker would be foolish to do so. Now, a typical
worker — more likely to be a woman — can anticipate having nine employers
before reaching the age of 30. That is the extent of the change represented by
numerical flexibility.

Functional flexibility and job insecurity

The essence of functional flexibility is to make it possible for firms to change
the division of labour quickly without cost and to shift workers between
tasks, positions and workplaces. With global competition, and an ongoing
technological revolution, it is understandable why companies want this and
why governments want to help. However, it has brought painful changes
that have expanded the precariat. Whereas numerical flexibility generates
employment insecurity, functional flexibility intensifies job insecurity.

A facilitating change came with the strengthening of managerial prerogative
over work arrangements, the subject of struggle in the 1970s and 1980s, when
emnlovers wrested control from unions and professional bodies. In subjecting

.
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(Standing, 2009), but paradoxically it was necessary for ‘precariatisation’.
Istablishing administrative control over the division of labour allowed
managements to create flexible arrangements that included weaker lines of
uccupational progression.

As more enterprises became multinational, managements could switch
jobs and functions between plants within their network and their supply
chains. New terms came into the lexicon of management and labour analysis.
Outsourcing became a catch-all for overlapping processes. Having control
of the division of labour made it easier to offshore (shift employees of tasks
to a plant in another country) and inshore (shift between plants within
a country), and to switch between outsourcing and insourcing whenever
advantageous.

A profit-maximising manager or an engineer might see this switchability
ax desirable. But consider the implications for the workers subject to it. Most
never had control over building a career, so there should be no romanticising
some golden age (Sennett, 1998; Uchitelle, 2006). But now, many more have
no control at all. The strengthening of management prerogative means job
funecurity is the new norm. How can people construct a career and build an
oveupational profile when they can be moved at short notice or when the next
rungs on an occupational ladder are suddenly outsourced?

A related trend is the spread of individual contracts, as part of the
wontractualisation® of life. In industrial society, the norm was a collective
contract, set by collective bargaining, perhaps extended to other firms in a
sector. But as unions and collective bargaining have shrunk, individualised
contracts have grown. For a brief time, fewer workers were covered by any
contracts, but the trend to individual contracts is strengthening. They allow
firms to provide different treatments, degrees of security and status, SO as to
channel some workers into the salariat, some into stable jobs, some into a
precariat status, increasing divisions and hierarchies. Individualised contracts
allow employers to tighten conditions to minimise the firm’s uncertainty,
enforced through the threat of penalties for breaking a contract. V

Individual contracts have become more of a global trend since China
enacted its Labour Law of 1994 and its Labour Contract Law of 2008, which
entrenched fixed-term and open-term contracts. These will boost outsourcing
amd triangulation as firms learn to minimise the costs that come with contracts.
As China is the world’s most dynamic and largest labour market, these
developments mark a move to a multi-layered global labour force in which
privileged salariats will work alongside a growing precariat.

Individual contracts, casualisation and other forms of external flexibility
vome together in another clumsy term, ‘tertiarisation’. This is more than is
vonveyed by ‘the tertiary sector’, which implies a shift to services. For decades
the world’s production and employment have been shifting to services. The

popular term *de-industrialisation” is misleading, since it implies an crosion
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and loss of capacity, whereas much of the change has been consistent with
technological advances and the changing nature of production. Even in
Germany, an export powerhouse, the share of manufacturing in output and
employment has shrunk to under 20 per cent. In France, the United Kingdom
and the United States, it is much lower.

Tertiarisation summarises a combination of forms of flexibility, in which
divisions of labour are fluid, workplaces blend into home and public places,
hours of labour fluctuate and people can combine several work statuses and
have several contracts concurrently. It is ushering in a new system of control,
focusing on people’s use of time. One influential way of looking at it has been
the Italian school, drawing on Marxism and Foucault (1977), which depicts
the process as creating a ‘social factory’, with society an extension of the
workplace (Hardt and Negri, 2000).

That image is not quite right. The factory is the symbol of industrial
society, in which labour was defined in blocks of time, with mass production
and mechanisms of direct control in fixed workplaces. This is unlike today’s
tertiary system. The flexibility involves more work-for-labour; a blurring of
workplaces, home places and public places; and a shift from direct control
to diverse forms of indirect control, in which increasingly sophisticated
technological mechanisms are deployed.

Part of the functional flexibility and tertiarisation has been a growth of
distance working, which breaks up groups of employees and tends to isolate
them. Of course, many workers welcome the chance to work from home. At
IBM, a pioneer in distance working, 45 per cent of employees do not come into
the office regularly, saving the company US$100 billion annually (Nairn, 2009).
Employees increasingly have ‘roaming profiles’, allowing them to transfer settings
and files to whichever computer workstation they are using, including portable
laptops. Virtual workplaces have proliferated, with employees working ‘at home’
or wherever they want. Such arrangements save money on offices, give a company
access to a broader pool of talent (and retain women after childbearing), allow
it to operate extended days, reduce office politics and colleague interruptions,

and are more environmentally friendly. Drawbacks include lack of informal

information sharing and less esprit de corps.

Teleworkers are also vulnerable to being pushed off the employee payroll,
for tax and social contribution purposes. Or part of their labour may not show
up in the records, perhaps to disguise the extent of work or the income, or
to increase the exploitation of the person supplying the service. This shadow
labour is inevitable in a tertiary market economy.

Occupational dismantling

In addition to functional flexibility and distance work, changes in occupational
structures have disrupted the capacity of people to control and develop
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their occupational potential. In the globalisation era, governments quietly
dismantled the institutions of ‘self-regulation’ of professions and crafts, and
in their place erected elaborate systems of state regulation. These removed the
vapacity of occupational bodies to set their own standards, to control entry
to their occupation, to establish and reproduce their ethics and ways of doing
things, to set rates of pay and entitlements, to establish ways of disciplining and
sancrioning members, to set procedures for promotion and for other forms of
eareer advancement, and much else.

The onslaught on occupational self-regulation was part of the neo-liberal
apenda. Milton Friedman — architect of monetarism and, after Friedrich Hayek,
the most influential economist guiding Thatcher, Reagan and Chile’s Pinochet —
eut his intellectual teeth in 1945 with a book attacking the medical profession
(Fricdman and Kuznets, 1945). The neo-liberals wanted regulations to block
any collective voice. Occupational bodies were high on the hit list.

State regulation has intensified via occupational licensing and a shift in
lieensing to state entities insisting on adherence to competition and market-
baned practices. Occupational bodies became subject to antitrust rules.
Occupations that set their own rules were seen as market distorting, by acting
monopolistically. So more people were subjected to occupational licensing and
nbliged to conform to market practices.

The changes have been dramatic. In the United States today, over 1,000
mweeupations are subject to licensing, covering more than 20 per cent of the
labour force. The spread of licensing elsewhere has been as extensive. And
whereas one might presume that ministries of labour or their equivalents would
e responsible for regulation of occupational practices, the trend has been to
transfer responsibility to finance ministries. The US Supreme Court and the
Federal Trade Commission set the trend in the 1970s, removing the exemption
of professions from antitrust rules. Gradually, competition and financial
Institutions have come to rule what occupations can and cannot do. In Australia,
all vecupations come under the Competition and Consumer Commission; in
Belgium and the Netherlands, professions are subject to regulation by their
vompetition authorities. In the United Kingdom, government-dominated
hoards have made competition and consumer interests the ruling principles.

Market regulation has accompanied liberalisation of occupations,
urchestrated to some extent by international regulatory devices such as the
Gieneral Agreement on Trade in Services of the World Trade Organisation and
the Furopean Union’s Services Directive. National markets are being opened
i loreign competition in occupational ‘services’ in countries that previously
hadd national jurisdictions over who could practise being a lawyer, accountant,
architect, plumber or whatever.
liven occupations that were bastions of the salariat and profician classes
ennceal precariat tendencies, through truncated “careers’. In the financial sector,
mowt people are in short-term jobs. A trading room of 1,000 people may contain
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fifty over the age of 40 and just ten aged over 50. A career might peak after just |
five years. A few become winners, wallowing in money. Some go into the salariat
in administrative jobs. Some fizzle out, drifting into the precariat. It is no surprise |
that the post-2008 scene in the United States produced part-time mini-financiers }
doing deals from their bedrooms or kitchens for a few clients, imagined as well §
as real. Stratification is going deep into all sorts of occupations.

With job insecurity the flip side of functional flexibility and linked to
re-regulation of occupations, enterprises can stratify workers almost along
class lines, shunting less effective performers into dead-end or deskilling }
jobs while reserving salaried posts that preserve occupational credentials for |
favourites. Although stratifying decisions may be grounded in assessments of
capacities, control of occupational structures by managers and administrative !
rules increases the scope for diverting people from a professional niche into a!
precariat channel. This may feed back into learning decisions. Why invest in|
an occupational skill if I have no control over how I can use and develop it?

The regulations are splintering occupations, breeding para-professions
bound for the precariat. According to the first National Strategic Skills Audit}
issued in 2010, England’s fastest-growing jobs over the past decade included|
a few modern professions and crafts — conservation officers, town planners, |
psychologists and hairdressers ~ but mainly consisted of semi-professional
jobs, such as paramedics, legal associates and teachers’ assistants. This reflects i
the weakening of occupational communities and their division into elites,
and precariats, the latter unable to climb to higher ranks. The process wasy
encapsulated by the United Kingdom’s Legal Services Act of 2007, dubbed the
“Tesco law’, which permits standardised legal services to be offered, including]
through supermarkets, by legal assistants with minimal training and no chance|
of becoming real lawyers. ¥

Finally, there is an emerging sphere of occupational restructuring that
reflects the commodification of firms, which will accelerate precariatf
tendencies. This is the commodification of management, epitomised by the
growth of interim managers hired out through agencies or by themselves fotffi
short-term assignments. If management school directors persist in thinking,
that management should not be a profession, they should not be surprised if

many interim managers drift from being high-status proficians to disposable
members of the precariat.

Wage system flexibility: restructuring social income

One imperative of globalisation is wage flexibility. The term conceals a raft of
changes that have propelled the growth of the precariat. In essence, not only
has the level of income received by most workers gone down but their income
insccurity has gone up. This can be seen through the prism of social income, as
presented in Chapter 1,
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Social income is being restructured. First, wages in industrialised countries
have stagnated, in many countries for several decades. Wage differentials have
widened enormously, including differentials between regular employees and those
near the precariat. For instance, in German manufacturing, wages of permanent
workers have risen, while wages of those with ‘atypical’ contracts have fallen. In
Japan, temporary employees receive wages that are 40 per cent of those paid to
walarymen doing similar jobs, and they are denied the biannual bonuses worth
about 20 per cent of total pay. Temporaries even have to pay more for company
cantcen meals. When wages revived after the recession of 2008-10, wages of the
shrinking salariat rose while those of temps fell even further. .

Unlike others, the precariat relies largely on money wages. In the twentieth
ventury, the salariat and the proletariat came to rely largely on other forms of
remuneration. There was a shift from wages to enterprise and state benefits,
mainly for full-time employees. The shift was greatest in the Soviet Union
and in China, where the danmwei (‘iron ricebow!l’) system gave employees of
state enterprises ‘cradle-to-grave’ benefits and services, provided they stay.ed
vompliant. The shift from money wages also occurred in welfare states, with
more state benefits in Western Europe and more enterprise benefits in the
United States and Japan. It also occurred in developing countries where the
‘modern sector’ copied what was happening elsewhere.

Some, such as Esping-Andersen (1990), have called the shift from wages
fabour decommodification’, implying that workers were less reliant on the
market for income. This is misleading in that entitlement to most beneﬁts
wis dependent on regular participation in the labour market or on h:an.nng
a ‘breadwinner’ in a stable job. A more accurate description is ‘fictitious
lecommodification’. Workers had to comply with market dictates to obtain
those forms of social income, which is not the same as saying income was freed
from the market.

In any event, globalisation has reversed the trend from wages to beneﬁFs.
While the salariat retained, and continued to gain, an array of enterprise
henctits and privileges, with bonuses, paid medical leave, medical insurance,
paid holidays, créches, subsidised transport, subsidised housing and much f:lse,
the shrinking ‘core’ has been losing them bit by bit. The precariat was deprived
ol them altogether. '

‘I'his is how wage flexibility has shaped the precariat. Employer contributions
and provision of benefits and services had come to comprise a large part of
lbour costs, particularly in industrialised countries. Faced by competition
from Chindia, firms have been offloading those costs, by outsourcing and
nfishoring and by converting more of the workforce into the precariat, notably
hy using temporaries denied entitlement to benefits.

‘I'his is labour re-commodification, since remuneration is concentrated on
money wages. It goes with the more contingent nature of employment and the
pursuit of competitiveness. While one could give numerous examples, what
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has been happening in the United States captures the story. While the salariat
have retained enterprise benefits, core workers have been tipped towards the
precariat. The share of US-based firms offering health care benefits fell from
69 per cent in 2000 to 60 per cent in 2009. In 2001, employers paid 74 per cent

of their employees’ health costs; by 2010, they were paying 64 per cent. In §
1980, US employers paid 89 per cent of contributions towards retirement |
benefits; by 2006, that had fallen to 52 per cent (Dvorak and Thurm, 2009). |

By 2009, only a fifth of US employees had company-based pensions,

The main reason was that American firms were trying to cut costs to adjust |

to the globalisation crisis. In 2009, US employers still offering health insurance

were paying on average US$6,700 per employee a year, twice as much as in

2001. One response has been to offer core employees ‘high-deductible health

care plans’, where they must pay the first tranche of medical costs up to a |
specified amount. Ford dropped its ‘no deductible’ plan in 2008, requiring |
employees and family members to pay the first US$400 before insurance |
compensation started and to pay 20 per cent of most medical bills. This was

dismantling part of their income.

Meanwhile, the promise of a company pension is being taken away |

from those being pushed into the precariat. Corporations are rushing to cut
pension obligations and other ‘legacy costs’, financial commitments to former

employees living out their retirement years. The widely used 401 (k) retirement |
plans have usually allowed employers to make variable contributions. In §
2009, over a third of US firms cut back or eliminated matching payments to |
those plans. Even the American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), the ;
non-profit advocacy group for people over 50, did that for its own employees. |
Some firms, such as the computer company Unisys, raised their contributions |

when closing or freezing old-style pension schemes so as to defuse resentment, |

only to suspend them later. Enterprise pensions are in free fall.

This has undermined mutual commitment by employer and employee.

Ford, for generations the epitome of US capitalism, has frequently suspended |
contributions; between 2001 and 2009 it contributed for only two-and-a-half |

years. Salaried employees hired after 2003 have no company pensions at all.

Ford claimed it switched to self-managed retirement accounts to give workers |
portability, claiming that younger workers ‘don’t think of a career with one |
company any more’. In reality, the firm was cutting labour costs and transferring |

the risks and costs to workers. Their lives were being made more precarious.
In the great car-producing areas of Michigan, abandonment of enterprise

benefits was slowed by government subsidies and by labour intensification, the |

heart of lean production. But as benefits have been chipped away, the ranks

of the precariat have been swelled by what would once have been considered

the most unlikely of sources. As employment in car firms slumped, falling by
threce-quarters between 2000 and 2009, a group emerged called ‘GM gypsies’,
car workers who moved around the country as one plant after another closed.
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If company pensions, on which the social compact of twentieth-century
capitalism was constructed, are being whittled away, so are state pensions, led
by the United Kingdom. The UK state pension today is worth 15 per cent of
Average earnings and declining, and the age of entitlement is to rise to 68 from
65. One predicts the age of entitlement will recede to 70 or more. The Turner
report of the Pensions Commission, accepted by the Labour and Conservative
partics, proposed a three-part deal - stay in employment for longer, save more
#nd then have a very modest state pension to help out. This was intended to halt
the rise in means testing. But unless the basic pension rises, and means testing is
reduced, the incentive to save will be enfeebled. There is no incentive for low-
Income earners to save, since if they do they will lose their pension entitlement.

Another aspect of social income restructuring is the shift from fixed to flexible
pay. Here again, flexibility means an advantage for employers and increased
risk and insecurity for wage earners. One demand of twentieth-century labour
muovements was for a stable predictable wage. But global capitalism wants to
adjust wages quickly. If it cannot do s0, it will go to where it thinks it can. In
2009, US firms on average were setting aside almost double the share of their
payroll for variable pay, such as performance awards, as they did in 1994
{(Dvorak and Thurm, 2009).

In the recession of the early 1980s, concession bargains proliferated as unions
and employees gave up entitlement to benefits in return for wage rises. Now,
eoncession bargains are more one sided. Benefits are taken away from the lower
ranks of workers so that wages rise as a share of income, but wages stagnate.
In 2009, Ford’s workers gave up cost-of-living allowances and lost holiday
pay and college scholarships for their children as well as tuition assistance.
The same wage sustained a much more precarious existence. And there has
been a further push to increase all forms of flexibility, including occupational
dinmantling. Thus, Ford reached a collective agreement with the United Auto
Workers that froze entry-level wages, had a no-strike clause and paid current
workers a bonus for agreeing to the concessions. This followed similar deals
i &:M and Chrysler, which also reduced the number of job classifications, in
LiM's case to just three skilled trade classifications.

Suich developments are part of a process of adjustment around the world.
The circle is closing. As workers in China agitated for higher wages and better
vonditions, multinationals grandly conceded large money wage increases but
ok enterprise benefits away. Foxconn’s penned workers in Shenzhen had
feveived subsidised food, clothing and dormitory accommodation. In June
4010, on the day he announced a second big rise in wages, the head of Foxconn
sahl, "today we are going to return these social functions to the government’.
The company was shifting to money wages, giving the impression that workers
were gaining a lot (a 96 per cent wage increase), but changing the form of
Femuncration and character of the labour rclationship. The global model was
eoming to China.
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The precariat experiences the full force of wage flexibility. Its wages are lower,
more variable and more unpredictable. The variability is unlikely to correlate
positively with personal needs. When those in the precariat have above-normal
financial needs, as when they have an illness or family setback, they are also
likely to be receiving a below-average income. And their economic uncertainty is |
intensified by the way credit markets work. Not only is the cost of obtaining loans
higher, reflecting lack of creditworthiness, but also the need for them is higher, }
inducing many in desperation to take money from loan sharks at unsustamably
high rates of interest and with unrealistic repayment schedules.

There are many studies, and quite a few novels, that show how in poor
communities one form of income insecurity accentuates others. Those on ]
precarious incomes, particularly if moving in and out of short-term low-paid ;
jobs and dealing with the unfriendly complexities of the welfare system, easily |
drift into chronic debt.

income security and no contributions-based social protection. And while it must
rely on money wages, these are lower and more variable and unpredictable
than those of other groups. Income and benefit inequalities are mounting, with
the precariat left further behind and dependent on an enfeebled community
wystem of social support.

Precarious unemployment

Unemployment is part of life in the precariat. But there has been a revision
of attitudes that has made it harder to handle. In the pre-globalisation
era, unemployment was seen as due to economic and structural factors.
The unemployed were unfortunate, in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Unemployment benefit systems were built on the principle of social insurance;
everybody contributed, so that those with a low probability of becoming
unemployed subsidised those with a higher probability.

That model has collapsed, even if the fiction continues in some countries.
Fewer workers are in a position to make contributions or have them made
on their behalf, and fewer qualify under contribution rules. But in any case
official attitudes to unemployment have radically changed. In the neo-liberal
framework, unemployment became a matter of individual responsibility,
muking it almost ‘voluntary’. People came to be regarded as more or less
‘employable’ and the answer was to make them more employable, upgrading
their ‘skills’ or reforming their ‘habits’ and ‘attitudes’. This made it easy to
go to the next stage of blaming and demonising the unemployed as lazy and
sroungers. We will consider where that has led in Chapter 6. Here we just
want to capture how unemployment has affected the precariat.

T'he first recession of the globalisation era in the early 1980s led to a change
in otficial attitudes towards the lower reaches of the labour market where the
precariat was emerging and a change in attitude among those losing jobs. In
the United Kingdom, flexible wages and precarious jobs combined with high
unemployment led working-class youths, in particular, to embrace ‘the dole’
an authenticating their disdain of the lousy jobs on offer, a rejection caught by
pop bands such as UB40, whose name (unemployment benefit form 40) and
hnd members were drawn from the dole queues. This may have affected only
# minority of youths growing up in declining working-class areas, but it helped
change official attitudes, providing an excuse to resurrect an image of the idle

For years, the impact of social income restructuring and wage stagnation ]
was cushioned by state subsidies. We consider those later. But the stagnant |
earnings and economic insecurity of those being tilted towards the precariat |
were also concealed by cheap credit, subsidised by governments in most ]
OECD countries. Middle-class families were enabled to consume more than |
they earned, disguising the fact that earned incomes were declining. They had §
a false private benefit income. The crash shattered the illusion that all were |
gaining from the second Gilded Age of rampant growth. Suddenly, millions of !
Americans and Europeans felt closer to the precariat. ‘

In short, social income under global capitalism is increasingly insecure. |
While companies are ‘travelling light’, this translates into multi-layered income ]
insecurity for the precariat. And the restructuring of income means that |
costs of living are rising for those in economic insecurity. A market society §
characterised by uncertainty and volatility makes it advisable to take out.
insurance, rewards those who do so and penalises those who cannot. Those
with temporary contracts not only have a higher probability of financial need |
but also find it harder and more costly to take out insurance. ;

A final aspect of the post-globalisation restructuring of social income is |
that, whereas before the welfare state, individuals and families relied heavily |
on informal mechanisms of community help, these are no longer there. They |
were weakened by the growth of state and enterprise benefits. For several
generations, people came to think there was no need for them, so they faded.
But as firms offloaded enterprise benefits and as the state went for means-tested |
benefits, there was no community support to fall back on. “When you need
them, they don’t help you’, one 59-year-old unemployed Spaniard unable to
obtain help from relatives told the Financial Times (Mallet, 2009). The family
reciprocity system had broken down.

In sum, the precariat is faced by a unique combination of circumstances.
Unlike the old proletariat and the salariat, it has no enterprise benefits to give

irresponsible poor.

Ihe real problem was the flexible labour market. If wages are driven down
and more jobs become precarious, unemployment benefits become relatively
more attractive. In recognition, governments in industrialised countries
lowered benefits, made them harder to obtain and harder to retain. That did
away with the insurance character and the avowed purpose of providing an
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adequate income to compensate for temporary ‘interruption of earning power’,

as William Beveridge (1942: 7) had put it. But ‘unemployment traps’ became |

more widespread, since the loss of benefits entailed in taking a low-paying job
pushed the effective ‘tax’ rate to near or even above 100 per cent.

A vicious circle led governments in ugly directions. As wages fell, and as low-
paid temporary jobs became the norm for the lower end of labour markets, the

income replacement rate of benefits rose. Middle-class commentators lamented |

the ‘excessive generosity’ of benefits and claimed that, as ‘work did not pay’,

benefits should be cut. To help make work ‘pay’, governments introduced |

in-work benefits and earned-income tax credits, a recipe for distortions and

inefficiencies. But the unemployment trap remained, leading policy makers to |

take steps towards coercing the unemployed to take jobs, however unpleasant
and poorly paid.

Global reform of unemployment benefits has acted as a breeding ground for {

the precariat. While not identical in all countries, the trend has been similar.

The biggest change has been in the image of unemployment. Now it is depicted |
as reflecting a lack of employability, personal failings and excessive wage or
job expectations. The benefits regime is based on ascertaining whether a person |
deserves to receive anything, and this has become an agenda for requiring a |

person to behave in certain ways in order to deserve assistance.

While unemployment insurance still holds sway in a few countries, |
entitlement conditions have been tightened everywhere; periods for entitlement |

have been shortened and benefits have been cut. In most countries, only a

minority of the unemployed receive benefits and the minority is shrinking. And
means-tested benefits have expanded, with all sorts of behavioural conditions |

attached to them.

In the United States, to be entitled to unemployment benefits, usually |
someone must have been employed full-time for at least a year in his or her
last job. More than half the unemployed (57 per cent in 2010) do not qualify. |
The situation is worse, since many who do not qualify drop out of the labour |

force altogether. Two-thirds of recipients say they fear their benefit will expire
before they can obtain a job. By 2010, poverty among the unemployed and

underemployed was worse than at any time since the 1930s, with one in nine |

Americans living on food stamps. There were six registered seekers for every

job vacancy, up from 1.7 before the crisis, and long-term unemployment |
accounted for 40 per cent of the total, much more than in previous recessions. |

It was the only recession since the Great Depression of the 1930s to have wiped
out all the job growth from the previous cyclical upturn.

The rich world’s job-generating machine is running down. This pre-dates the
shock of 2008. In the United States, GDP growth slowed between the 1940s

and 2000s but employment growth slowed much more. In the 1940s, non- |

agricultural employment rose by nearly 40 per cent; the increase was less in the
19505, accelerated slightly in the 1960s, fell to 28 per cent in the 1970s and 20
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per cent in the 1980s and 1990s. But in the 2000s, employment actually fell by
0.8 per cent. Work was not ‘disappearing’ but the global market was leaving
Amcrican workers behind.

In the globalising labour market, recessions accelerate the growth of the
precariat. Now that there are more temps and other unprotected workers,
there is more scope for rapid labour shedding in the first phase of a recession.
The days are gone when large numbers of workers were laid off, retaining
their jobs until demand picked up. Those on the margins lose their jobs first.
I lowever, they may not have appeared in the employment statistics before the
recession or in the unemployment statistics subsequently. This helps explain
why some European countries with high clandestine and migrant employment
experienced only small rises in recorded unemployment and modest declines in
employment after 2008.

Firms have used the recession to transfer more labour into the zone of
the precariat and to restructure in other ways, including greater resort to
offshoring and outsourcing. Successive recessions in the United States have
been followed by more anaemic labour market recovery, alongside a huge
rise in long-term unemployment. When economic growth revived after the
recessions of the 1970s and early 1980s, employment expanded immediately
and was substantial. When it restarted after the recession of 2008-9, there was
0 job expansion at all for over a year. Indeed, the ‘sunbelt’ states went on
shedding jobs, arousing fears of a ‘job-loss recovery’.

In Germany, some of the unemployed simply disappeared from the country;
muany East Europeans left because they could obtain community support in
their home countries and because, coming from EU member countries, they
vould return when jobs picked up. By contrast, migrants losing precarious
jobs in the United States dared not go home, for fear of being blocked from
returning. Perversely, it might help the US unemployment rate if it was easier
for migrants to leave and to return.

In general, recessions tip more people into the precariat, partly because
thuse who lose jobs slip into a lower income-earning stream on re-employment.
1S studies (such as Autor and Houseman, 2010) have found that taking up
temporary jobs after unemployment tends to lower annual incomes and
long-term earnings. This is a reason for the unemployed to resist pressure to
tuke the first job offered to them. It is not laziness or scrounging but merely
CumMIMon sense.

Meanwhile, the unemployed have been turned into a treatment category.
The trend to making everything subject to contract has been extended to them.
In some countries, the unemployed are renamed ‘clients’ and have to sign
eontracts, accepting certain obligations and penalties for failure to comply.
Almost by definition, they are under duress when they sign. Contracts signed
in such circumstances would normally be moot in common law. But we will
gonvider where that has led later.
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The unemployed also experience a form of tertiarisation. They have
multiple ‘workplaces’ -~ employment exchanges, benefit offices, job-search
training offices — and have to indulge in a lot of work-for-labour — filling in
forms, queuing, commuting to employment exchanges, commuting in search
of jobs, commuting to job training and so on. It can be a full-time job being
unemployed, and it involves flexibility, since people must be on call almost all

the time. What politicians call idleness may be no more than being on the end

of the phone, chewing nails nervously hoping for a call.

The precarity trap

A labour market based on precarious labour produces high transaction costs

for those on the margins. These costs include the time it takes to apply for
benefits if they become unemployed, the lack of income in that period, the time

and costs associated with searching for jobs, the time and cost in learning new |

labour routines, and the time and cost involved in adjusting activities outside

jobs to accommodate the demands of new temporary jobs. The total may be |
substantial by comparison with expected earnings. This creates what could be ]

called a ‘precarity trap’.
A UK study in 2010 by Reed in Partnership, a firm helping unemployed

find jobs, found that the average cost of obtaining a job, with clothes, travel,

child care, training and so on, came to £146, a considerable amount for people

who may have been unemployed for a long time or been through a series of

temporary low-paid jobs. In the first month of a job the cost was a further

£128. If there is the prospect of just a temporary low-paid job, the disincentive '
implied by the precarity trap is much greater than the conventional poverty |
trap to which so much attention has been paid. Reed in Partnership’s chief |

executive commented, ‘A large proportion of the people we work with cannot
afford the cost of even paying travel costs to get to an interview’.
A person living on a stream of temporary jobs has a risk-strewn existence.

Consider a woman who has a temporary job and adjusts her living expenses to
equal the wage she earns. Then the job ends. She has minimal savings. She has |
to wait for several weeks — it may be much more — before she can obtain any |

state benefits. In that time, she adjusts her living standards downwards, but she
may have to borrow or go into debt by delaying payment for rent and so on.
There may be an additional factor. People doing temporary jobs typically do

not rush to apply for benefits. It is often done reluctantly, after hardships have |

set in. So, debts and obligations to relatives, friends and neighbours mount, and
the loan sharks lurk. The precariat trap becomes more formidable.

If our woman is fortunate, she may obtain state benefits with which to pay
off some of the debts and gain some financial relief. But then suppose she is
offered another temporary low-paying job. She hesitates. Some benefits might
continue for a while, under rules to help *make work pay’ and reduce the

WHY THE PRECARIAT IS GROWING 49

standard ‘poverty trap’. But she knows that when the job ends she will once
again face daunting transaction costs. The reality is that she cannot afford to
take the job because, in addition to the cost in lost benefits while the job lasts,
there is the cost of getting back on benefits. That is the precarity trap.

The precarity trap is intensified by the erosion of community support. While
being in and out of temporary low-wage jobs does not build up entitlement to
state or enterprise benefits, the person exhausts the ability to call on benefits
provided by family and friends in times of need. This is compounded by debt
and interludes of social illness that may include drug taking and petty crime,
wuch as shoplifting. It is made worse by the stress of insecurity and the indignity
of constantly having to try to sell oneself to agencies and potential employers.
Without an underpinning of economic security, the flexible labour market is
bound to create those outcomes.

The financial shock

On top of the longer term changes towards the unemployed, the financial
meltdown of 2008-9 accelerated the growth of the global precariat by putting
more pressure on firms to cut labour costs through flexibility measures and
prompting government policies that encouraged them.

Predictably, the precariat initially bore the brunt of the shock. Temporary
employees were the easiest to make redundant, simply by not renewing
contracts. Randstad, the world’s second largest staffing company, reported
sharp declines across Europe in 2008, observing that firms were more inclined
t cut jobs than in previous recessions. But as the recession proceeded, it became
¢lear it was a lever for expanding the precariat. Adecco, the world’s biggest
temporary employment agency, reported that the regrowth of employment was
voncentrated on temporary labour (Simonian, 2010).

In the United Kingdom, the impact of the crisis was notable for the drop in
the number of employees, whereas the number of self-employed hardly fell. In
the first year of the recession, full-time jobs plummeted by over 650,000 while
part-time jobs rose by 80,000, with 280,000 part-timers saying they could
not obtain a full-time job. Unemployment rose by more than employment fell,
mainly due to the inflow of young labour force entrants and a rise in the labour
foree participation rate of elderly workers facing reduced pensions and savings.

In the United States, firms responded to the crisis by cutting long-term
employces and replacing others by technological changes or by outsourcing,
partly to avoid a repeat of the costs of making people redundant. A survey in
2010 concluded that at least a quarter of the 8.4 million jobs eliminated in the
United States since the recession began would not return (1zzo, 2010).

After the job cuts, measured labour productivity soared, which was
Imerpreted as a reflection of employers pressurising employees to labour more,
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curbing job creation. This may be only part of the story, since the shock may
have accelerated outsourcing and resort to more shadow labour. For instance,
there has been a boom in outsourcing of legal processing. Pangea3, an India-
based leader in this emerging market, doubled its revenue in a year. While UK
and US law firms were struggling, cutting recruitment and making lawyers

redundant or putting them on furloughs, the recession was a boon for lawyers |

in India.

Traditionally, major recessions lead to reductions in inequality, but this
time income differentials went on widening, in general and within particular

sectors. Thus, the crisis led to growing inequality between the fortunes of §

top law firms and those of others. The elite guarded incomes and status by |

laying off some of the salariat and limiting career opportunities of others,
while enlarging the number of legal auxiliaries with all the insecurities of the
precariat. Leading financial and economic service companies also benefited

from class differentiation, since opting for reputation and bigness is the risk- |

averse strategy at a time of insecurity. While the legal profession is undergoing

the most profound restructuring, all professions are being pushed in the same |

direction, of having fewer protected insiders alongside a growing number in
insecure career-less positions.

Putting employees on unpaid leave, or furloughs, has grown in the United |
States at the same time as unpaid overtime. In 2010, twenty US states required }
employees to take unpaid time off and over 200,000 public sector workers |
were ‘furloughed’ every week, typically told to take Friday off, without pay. ]
For many it was liberating, despite the income loss, enabling them to spend |
more time with their family; ‘Furlough Friday’ became a staple part of life |
around the country. But it was a step in pushing employees out of the comfort |

zone of the salariat.

Furloughs have spread in Europe too. One major British firm asked employees |

to take two weeks unpaid leave and had a 95 per cent take-up. Others offered two
months off at 50 per cent of salary. British Airways gave all staff the opportunity

to work part-time; many said they wished to do so and work for charity in the

time made available. It was also a bonanza for the new occupation of ‘life coach’, |

eager to counsel people on how to reorganise their lives.

In 2009, a Spanish bank, BBVA, offered to let staff take as much as five years

off at 30 per cent of salary. This gave the average employee at least £12,000,

with health care added. The bank was doing that rather than pay six weeks of |

severance pay for every year worked. It acknowledged that many employees

might have difficulty readjusting when they returned, but that problem seemed |

far away.
Another bank in another country highlighted the dualistic treatment of the

salariat and precariat post-2008. In response to the banking crisis, which left

it heavily subsidised by the UK government, Lloyds Banking Group cut over
20,000 jobs. In October 2010, it announced that it had ‘mitigated the impact
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on permanent staff with a significant release of temporary and contract staff’.
Next time around, no doubt, the bank will have more temps and others who
van be easily let go.

Dismantling the public sector

'I'ne final frontier for the precariat is the public sector, long the trailblazer for
labour standards and stable employment. It provided a high social income,
with benefits accounting for a large share of compensation, coupled with
burcaucratic rules and an ethic of service.

Vor generations, the civil service deal was that, while earnings never reached
the giddy heights of the private commercial sectors, public employees had
employment security if not job security, as well as standard-setting pensions,
health care benefits and so on. But as civil servants carried out their political
masters” instructions to flexibilise private labour markets, the gap between
their privileged security and the remainder of society became glaring. It was
only a matter of time before the public sector itself became a prime target for
flexibilisation. That time came with the shock of 2008, even though erosions
had started long before.

The attack began with moves to commercialise, privatise and contract out
services. Temporary contracts and part-time employment with inferior wages
and benefits crept in. Then governments moved against the sector as a whole.
Public pensions were declared ‘unaffordable’ and ‘unfair’; governments used
¢omparisons with the private economy to justify cutting public wages. It did
not help that fiscal stimulus packages, quantitative easing and subsidies created
bulging public deficits. That was not the fault of the public sector, but it became
ah vasy target for budget cuts. Insecure private sectors looked on without
solidarity. Financial markets too insisted on public spending cuts as evidence
that povernments were on ‘the right track’. This is driving the erosion of the
public salariat.

Globally, the public sector is being turned into a zone of the precariat.
Nowlere is this more so than in the United States, where neo-liberal economic
sealotry has created a fiscal perfect storm. Cities have been pushed into chronic
delt by a straitjacket of fiscal rules demanding a low-tax ‘balanced budget’
repime. For years, public employees defended their wages through their unions
anl collective agreements, while the private sector suffered declining wages
and shrinking benefits. Their unions remained strong. In 2008, 37 per cent
of government workers were unionised, nearly the same as in 1980, whereas
private unionisation had fallen from 20 to 7 per cent. In 2009, for the first time,
public sector workers made up more than half of all union members in the
gntry. They had defended their members well, but the widening inequality

- etween public and private sectors made for rising resentment.
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The crisis was used to cut public sector job security, through intensifying
functional flexibility. Administrators began insisting that public employees |
should perform tasks other than those they were employed to do. A city |
administrator in Arkansas said, with evident pride, ‘I pay more money to
less people and maximise their use with more tasks’ {Bullock, 2009). The |
court clerk now did marketing and handled the website, firefighters doubled !
as ambulance drivers, and workers at the water treatment plant were paid |
extra to stand in for truck drivers. A survey of cities and counties found that
many were planning to take advantage of the crisis to rearrange work in
similar ways, !

Everywhere, the political right used the recession to intensify a campaign to
cut public sector wages, benefits and employment security. Characteristically, §
in commenting on the United States, The Economist (2009) claimed that
‘public sector workers are spoiled rotten’, on the grounds that on average |
they earned 21 per cent more than those in the private sector and were |
24 per cent more likely to have access to health care. Some 84 per cent of |
state and local government workers still had a defined-benefit pension plan, ]
guaranteeing retirement income based on years of ‘service’ and final salary, |
compared with only 21 per cent of private sector workers. The figures could §
have been interpreted as showing how miserly private firms had become. Or
the comparison could have been made with what the elite and private salariat §
were receiving. {

Public employees now face an onslaught on their pensions, which will {
worsen the income prospects of their precariat offspring. Again the US situation
is most alarming. The National Association of State Budget Officers warned
that US states would face huge budget deficits due to pension liabilities. Anti- {
public sector critics were helped by media stories of a few former senior public’
employees living in opulence on their pensions. r

The United States is only the harbinger. The attack on the public sector |
is part of the post-2008 adjustment across all industrialised countries. In
Greece, under a centre-right government, 75,000 civil servants were added ]
to the already huge public sector between 2004 and 2009. Once the crunch |
came in 2010, the public salariat was slashed, feeding the Greek precariat, §
The government also announced it would remove barriers to entry to some
professions, lowering their wages to reduce public spending. In Italy, pressure |
on the civil service was also growing. In October 2009, 40,000 police officers
marched through Rome to demand better pay and new police cars. Because of |
a freeze on hiring, the average age of Italian policemen had risen to 45. They
were not alone; millions of civil servants were losing employment security. In
Portugal, 50,000 civil servants protested in February 2010 against a pay freeze,
but the government went ahead with a rundown of public services. In Ireland,
forced to accept a Eurozone bailout in late 2010, the hard-won gains of the
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public sector (and its sometimes anachronistic perks) were being stripped away
in a matter of months.

In the United Kingdom, as in the United States, two-thirds of all new jobs
In the decade before 2008 were in the public sector. Cutting it will enlarge the
precariat simply by altering the public-private share of employment. But the
infention is to turn more of the public sector into the zone of the precariat
through privatisation, outsourcing and casualisation.

An aspect of the attack is the effort to turn over more services to civil
socicty or non-governmental organisations (NGOs). In the United Kingdom,
this is presented as a way to reduce the Big State and generate the Big Society.
But it is a way to obtain services on the cheap, transferring activities done
by professional employees to those on precarious contracts and “volunteers’.
Pntities registered as charities have become major employers, with 464,000
full-time staff in 2009. More than half their income comes from government
vontracts to supply public services. But charity employees are not well paid
amnd have precarious contracts. Subsidised by gifts from private donors, they
muke social services cheaper, undercutting public equivalents and legitimising
poor contractual relations for ‘volunteers’. This makes the sector particularly
vulnerable in a recession. When donations dry up, these quasi-public employees
van feel close to being in the precariat themselves. It was no surprise that as
the recession deepened many of them left to work in supermarkets. In effect,
vontracting out services is expanding the precariat while undermining small
vharitics.

Giovernments are also acting more like commercial firms in their treatment
ol civil servants, pursuing functional and employment flexibility. For example,
they arc saving on office space by decentralising and flexibilising the labour
of their employees. In the United States, a law passed in 2000 obliged federal
Hovernment and its agencies to establish networking policies. By 2006, 140,000
federal employees, 19 per cent, were doing jobs from alternative worksites.
This is precariatisation, isolating employees and limiting their space and
upportunity for collective action.

In 2009, 24,000 Spanish civil servants — 10 per cent of the total — were
labouring partly from home, on condition that they had to come to the office
fur SO per cent of their labour time. Remote working has also been introduced
v ltaly, where the public sector is notorious for absenteeism. An innovator
in the United Kingdom was Winchester City Council, which consolidated
Iy lour office locations into two and installed a web-based booking system
to let employcees reserve desk space or meeting rooms as they saw fit. This
"t desking’ is depersonalising the office, since it is no longer ‘my office’. The
pychological cffect is of interest, since the increased instrumentality of the
workplace will reduce a sense of attachment both to the firm or organisation
il 1o the workforce as an entity to be defended.




54 THE PRECARIAT

In sum, the public sector, so long the bastion of the salariat and standard |
setter for decent labour, is fast being turned into a zone of flexibility in which |

the precariat can grow.

The subsidy state: bane of the precariat

One scarcely noticed aspect of globalisation was the spread of subsidies. This
may be one of the great ‘con tricks’ of economic history, since much has gone |

to capital and to high-income earners in the form of ‘tax reliefs’, ‘tax holidays’
P g y

and ‘tax credits’. If a rich person in the United Kingdom, for instance, wishes |
to avoid tax on part of their income, they need to do no more than put it in |

. . ' . % . j
a personal pension plan, deferring the income while saving 40 per cent of it. §

Someone in the precariat hardly has the same opportunity.

Consider what happened after the crash of 2008. Interventions to prop up |

banks globally in 2008-9 came to US$14,000 billion, according to the Bank
of England. This is probably an understatement. Meanwhile, amid feverish

lobbying by corporations, Western governments launched a vast range of |
subsidy schemes, in what should be called subsidy protectionism. Unbowed |

by its disastrous performance leading up to the crash, when it had indulged
in financial speculation, US motor company GM said it would go ‘subsidy
shopping” and shift production and jobs to where governments offered the
biggest subsidies.

Subsidies are integral to industrial policy, usually presented as backing ‘
‘winners’. In reality, such subsidies have been used to prop up big firms or:
sectors under pressure, preserving structures containing important political ]
constituencies. But subsidies will not arrest the international re-division;
of labour as jobs are transferred from high-cost countries to low-cost high-
productivity areas. While they may prolong some old-style employment, they
do so at the cost of denying support to others. They rarely benefit the most!
insecure groups in society.

Subsidies introduced during the 2008-9 crisis to stimulate car sales benefited §
car buyers relative to others and car labourers relative to other workers. They
were certainly not the poorest or most precarious. Ecologically, such subsidies
favour resource use at the expense of resource conservation. Then there are
subsidies for enterprise benefits; these lower the demand for workers doing

low-productivity services. And, as will be shown, enterprise benefits are a }

burden on youth since old agers and migrants are more prepared to labour !
without them.

Labour subsidies, including carned-income tax credits and marginal |
employment subsidics, are also in reality subsidies to capital, cnabling |

companics to p,.un more pr()hrs and pay lower wages. They have no cconomic
v semrseial v s LY B swaze A Wens emad s ol o 8w ol CE T | [ |
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vredits, is that as the poor and less educated in rich countries face the stiffest
vompetition from low-cost labour in developing countries, governments need
to subsidise low wages to provide adequate incomes. But while intended to
offset wage inequality, these subsidies encourage the growth or maintenance of
low-wage precariat jobs. By topping up wages to something like subsistence,
tux credits take pressure off employers, giving them an incentive to continue
to pay low wages. Cheap labour means firms are also under less pressure to
be efficient. Tax credits and other labour subsidies are the twenty-first-century
equivalent of the Speenhamland system, a landlord-inspired subsidy introduced
in Berkshire in 1795 that became notorious for causing rural pauperisation
across England.

The folly has yet to be realised. Governments going down the tax credit
route will have to run faster merely to stand still, since downward pressure on
wages is growing as other emerging markets join Chindia. As a Financial Times
leader (2010a) opined, without drawing this logical conclusion,

If Britain is to continue to offer a generous welfare net while wages at the bottom
are stagnant, low-income workers may soon find that living on benefits is only
slightly less profitable than working. To make sure that work still pays, the
government will have to increase its subsidy on their wages via the tax credits
Nystem.

It added that, to limit rising costs, the government would have to tighten
rules on who is ‘deserving of support’. This it promptly did.

Within a year of the crash, sixteen OECD countries introduced wage subsidies,
hiring bonuses or public works jobs to stem the rise in unemployment. While
Spain had a huge public works programme, the United Kingdom went for
'Rolden hallos’, offering up to £2,500 to firms that recruited anybody who
had been unemployed for more than six months, giving £1,000 per worker on
hiring and a further £1,500 for training. This was sure to swell the precariat,
by expanding the number put into temporary jobs and tempting employers
to sack existing workers and hire substitutes. South Korea also introduced a
hiring subsidy under a policy that required employees to accept a wage freeze,
temoved bargaining rights and paid the subsidised recruits two-thirds of the
wape of existing employees — spreading a multi-tier labour force. In the United
Mates, the Obama administration managed to enact a US$13 billion scheme
in 2010 that gave companies a tax credit if they hired unemployed jobseekers.
Opportunistic employers would quickly work out how to do beneficial
aubstitutions.

Other countries favoured short-time compensation schemes, mostly directed
at manufacturing, by which employers could apply for temporary assistance to
supplement wages of regular employees. By 2010, twenty-one EU countries had
short time job schemes covering more than 2.4 million workers; Germany’s
Kurzarbeit scheme .ll(mc accounted for 1.5 million workers, mvolwm., a wage
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of income from being on short time, a formula copied by others, such as
the Netherlands. In the United States, seventeen states, including California,
introduced a temporary cut in the payroll tax and provision of unemployment
benefits for those forced to work part-time,

Subsidised short time operates just like any labour subsidy. It involves
moral and immoral hazards, rewarding inefficiency and poor performance.
And it distorts markets, hindering the transfer of jobs to higher productivity
areas. While subsidies are defended as ‘keeping people in jobs, so preserving
skills’, and reducing the social costs of the recession (Atkins, 2009), they

prevent people moving on and acquiring new skills or making better use of |

those they have.

Coupling short-time labour with government subsidies was one route by
which full-time employees were converted into subsidised part-time members
of the precariat. And since almost all short-time subsidies have a finite life,
many will have only a temporary respite before losing their jobs altogether.

An ultimate irony of subsidies is that they do not fool people for long.

While bolstering old jobs and promoting temporary labour, swelling the |
precariat in unsustainable ways, they leave a nasty taste. One disillusioned |

South Korean who seemed a recruit to the precariat was quoted as saying,

‘Even if I get a job this way, I'll only work for a few months, and during that 1
time Il always feel like a pathetic extra who exists at the generosity of other |

workers’ (Choe, 2009).

The shadow economy

One other factor has played a role in expanding the precariat. This is variously |

known as the shadow, grey or black economy. There are many reasons
for believing it has grown and is underestimated by available statistics.

De-industrialisation has played a part, as has the growth of numerical flexibility,

since the shift from large-scale factories and office blocks of employment

concentration makes handshake labour easier and harder to detect. The
changing character of welfare states has also been relevant, undermining

social solidarity and the principles underlying progressive direct tax and social
insurance.

Whatever the reasons, the shadow economy is where much of the precariat
survives, facing exploitation and oppression. A study by Friedrich Schneider
of the University of Linz (The Economist, 2010b) estimated that the unofficial
economy accounted for over a quarter of Greece’s GDP, over 20 per cent of the
GDP of Italy, Spain and Portugal, and over 10 per cent of the GDP of Germany,
France and the United Kingdom. He attributed much of the tax evasion to ‘tax
rebellion’, arguing that people are more reluctant to pay taxces if they do not
think they are obtaining value from the services offered by the state. If so, cuts
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in public services to reduce budget deficits may encourage more tax rebellion,
nepating the impact of spending cuts on the deficit. .

Given the size of the shadow economy and the existence of a cushion of
shadowy labour, in times of relative boom, as before the crash of 2008, a
vonsiderable amount of labour goes unrecorded. Poor employment growth
records may be misleading. By the same token, a recession may begin witb a
tlecline in shadow labour, giving the impression that employment is not falling
by much and that unemployment is not rising by much, particularly as those in
the shadows would be ineligible for state benefits.

This is consistent with the available data. In the first two years of recession,
the fall in employment across Europe was only a third as large as the percentage
contraction of the economy. In Spain, by 2010 recorded unemployment had
tisen to over 4.5 million, well past the level that trade unionists and othe}’s had
predicted would lead to riots. There were no riots. Some observers attributed
that to traditional tolerance of unemployment and family networks that c'01.11d
provide community benefits. Others thought it had more to do with the thriving
underground economy. The tax inspectors’ union, Gestha, estimated th.at the
underground economy accounted for over 23 per cent of GDP and that it had
expanded while recorded GDP was shrinking considerably.

A globalising open market economy characterised by informal contracts,
part-time and temporary jobs, project orientation and myriad pf:rs'onal services
In surely conducive to shadow labour. It is not an aberration; it is part of the
global market system.

The decline of social mobility

Finally, and most revealingly of all, the stratifying character of thfe globa.lisin'g
labour process has produced a decline in upward social mobility, which is
a4 feature of the precariat. As Daniel Cohen (2009: 19) said of French (anFl
Furopean) workers, today very few rise to middle management, and ‘therft 1,s
now a greater probability of remaining at the bottom of the wage scale f01.' life’.
In the United Kingdom, social mobility has declined, which has been linked
to the growth of inequality. By 2010, as shown by the Labour government’s
National Equality Panel (see also Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009), it was hax.'der
for a child born into poverty to climb the social ladder than at any time since
the 1950s. Those born in 1970 were less likely to have risen in social status
than those born in 1958. It is just one sign that class still matters.

Most strikingly, given its self-image of unrivalled opportunity ff).r upward
mobility, the United States has long had declining social ‘moblhty. InFer—
gencrational mobility is low by international standards (Sawhill and Has.klns,
2009), Children born in the lowest and highest quintiles are even more likely
to atay there than in the United Kingdom and much more likely to do so than
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in Sweden or Denmark. With inequality growing to record levels and social
mobility declining, the neo-liberal economic and social model has surely failed
in its claim to generate merit-based social mobility.

One reason for the slowdown in social mobility is that middle-income jobs
have been whittled away. For example, in the United Kingdom, the number -
of jobs in the top wage decile grew by almost 80 per cent between 1979 and
1999. The second decile grew by 25 per cent, and the bottom two deciles
also expanded (Goos and Manning, 2007). But jobs in the middle six deciles i
shrank. What this trend means, and it is repeated in many countries, is that the
‘middle class’ is suffering from income insecurity and stress, being pushed into |
the precariat.

Conclusions

There was a crude social compact in the globalisation era — workers were
required to accept flexible labour in return for measures to preserve jobs so |
that the majority experienced rising living standards. It was a Faustian bargain.
Living standards were maintained by allowing consumption to exceed incomes f
and earnings to exceed what jobs were worth. While the latter fostered
inefficiency and market distortions, the former put swathes of the population
into bewildering debt. Sooner or later, the devil would have his due, a moment
that for many came with the crash of 2008, when their diminished incomes fell
below what was needed to pay off debts they had been encouraged to build. |
A new layer was about to join the precariat. ‘

At the end of the globalisation era, the compact had broken down. On the
employers’ side, more wished to ‘travel light’. On the workers’ side, there was |
more stress, insecurity and psychological detachment. Work-related suicides ]
increased in many countries, including France, Japan and across Scandinavia,.
the Mecca of social democracy. In the United States, they rose by 28 per cent
in one year. Meanwhile, according to the Center for Work-Life Policy, a US|
consultancy, the proportion of employees professing loyalty to their employers |
fell from 95 to 39 per cent, and the proportion expressing trust in them fell from
79 to 22 per cent. In the age of the precariat, loyalty and trust are contingent }
and fragile.

One can see why the precariat is growing. But the greater the size, the more
the dysfunctional aspects will grow ominous. Insecurities breed social illness, |
addictions and anomic angst. Prisons overflow. Robin Hood gangs lose their
sense of humour. And dark forces spread in the political arena. We will come to
those after considering who is entering the precariat and what is happening to
the key assets of the global market society.

3

Who Enters the Precariat?

One answer is ‘everybody, actually’. Falling into the precariat could
happen to most of us, if accidents occurred or a shock wiped out
the trappings of security many have come to rely on. That said, we must
remember that the precariat does not just comprise victims; some enter the
precariat because they do not want the available alternatives, some because
it suits their particular circumstances at the time. In short, there are varieties
of precariat,

Some enter the precariat due to mishaps or failings, some are driven into
it, some enter hoping it will be a stepping stone to something else, even if
It docs not offer a direct route, some choose to be in it instrumentally -
including old agers and students simply wishing to obtain a little money or
experience — and some combine a precariat activity with something else, as is
Increasingly common in Japan. Others find that what they have been doing
lor years, or what they were training to do, becomes part of an insecure
precariat existence,

This chapter on demographics, and Chapter 4 on migrants, look at
groups that have a relatively high probability of being in the precariat. The
demographics can be summarised in terms of women compared with men
#nd youth compared with old agers. In each group, there are ‘grinners’, who
welcome precariat jobs, and ‘groaners’, obliged to take them in the absence
of alternatives. Among youth, the ‘grinners’ are students and travelling
bhackpackers, happy to take casual jobs with no long-term future; the ‘groaners’
are those unable to enter the labour market through apprenticeships or the
eyuivalent, or competing with ‘cheaper’ old agers with no need for enterprise
heneits.

Among old agers, the ‘grinners’ are those with adequate pension and health
vare coverage, who can do odd jobs for the pleasure of activity or to earn
money for extras; the ‘groaners’ are those, without a reasonable pension, who
face competition from more energetic youth and less needy old agers. Among
women, the ‘grinners’ include those with partners in the salariat, who can treat
a job as a sideline; the ‘groaners’ include single breadwinners and those facing
the triple burden of having to care for children and elderly relatives, while
teeding to take a paid job. Among men, the ‘grinners’ include those with a
fartner carning a reasonable income; the groaners include single earners able
0 obtain only a precariat job.
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