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Philip Rathgeb’s new book offers a compelling analysis of labour market dualisation and the experience of ‘outsiders’ – those unemployed or with few employment rights and protections – in the neoliberal era. Echoing Polanyi (1944 [1957]: 250) that ‘the market has been the outcome of a conscious and often violent intervention on the part of government’, Rathgeb contributes to contemporary examinations of shifting class power in advanced capitalist countries (e.g. Howell 2019) by interrogating the impact of labour market policy reform on society’s most vulnerable. 
Drawing upon quantitative sources (e.g. OECD datasets) and 45 interviews with policy-making elites (e.g. party spokespeople, interest group representatives), the objective of Rathgeb’s book is to explain why some European welfare states have protected ‘outsiders’ better than others during the neoliberal era. The book focuses specifically on labour market policy as a crucial area that can mitigate, reproduce or reinforce the effects of economic liberalisation on society’s most vulnerable. Using the cases of Austria, Denmark and Sweden – three states with traditionally strong Social Democratic parties and inclusive union movements – the book’s biggest contribution is in showing how variations in government strength (in terms of size and unity of its parliamentary support base) influences labour market policy outcomes in each country and union capacity to protect ‘outsiders’. The weaker the government (facing a hung parliament or intracoalitional divisions), the more likely it will negotiate political deals with unions to support consensus mobilisation and be unable to suppress union demands for improved employment and labour market policies. But when governing parties are politically united and hold a majority in parliament, they can more successfully constrain union demands and pursue their own reform agenda. 
Rathgeb asserts that while we’d normally expect governments to be more responsive when there are growing numbers of ‘outsiders’ in society, he argues that this situation only occurs when the weakness of government forces it to pursue exchanges with unions. Thus, he emphasises irony that protection of the weakest labour market segment relies on a weak government. This is represented in the case of Austria where unions have been effective in enhancing social protection for ‘outsiders’. Rathgeb attributes this outcome to a weak Social Democratic Party-led grand coalition that failed to formulate a common response to fiscal consolidation in the 1990s. Centre-right governments incorporated the policy preferences of right-wing populist parties (attached to the electoral demands of the working class), enabling the Austrian Trade Union Federation to demand concessions for the enhanced protection of temporary ‘atypical’ employment contracts, thus assisting ‘outsiders’.
By contrast, while protection of ‘outsiders’ in Denmark was enhanced during the 1990s under ‘Flexicurity’ (as unions and political parties worked to overcome a hung parliament), this model came under strain in the following decade where the weakening of Social Democrats allowed Liberal-Conservatives to pursue unilateral market reforms, such as liberalising the Ghent system. Similarly, in Sweden, in response to deepening recession in the early 1990s, the Social Democratic Party engaged in ‘modernisation’ by advancing a neoliberal economic agenda that led to unravelling of the Swedish Trade Union Confederation’s hegemonic policy-making influence. This enabled renewed opportunity for government to pursue unilateral labour market reforms such as ‘nationalising’ the Ghent system. 
Rathgeb’s argument, however, could be criticised for denying trade union’s greater agency in the political process. He implies that union influence depends on government strength (or weakness), but this neglects more nuanced consideration of unions as political actors.  However, the larger omission in Rathgeb’s book is neglecting to address the neoliberal weakening of union power, even in some European countries where union power has largely been retained. While Rathgeb argues the effectiveness of unions when governments are weak, neoliberal agendas of governments in Europe and globally have continued to support the expansion of capital power, prompting expanded and deepening forms of precarious work (see Howell 2019), bringing doubt around Rathgeb’s argument of union strength to protect ‘outsiders’ in this challenging climate. A further critique is around Rathgeb’s case for unions in corporatist states to deploy ‘confrontationist’ strategies that mobilise members to achieve their aims. Rathgeb offers no guidance on how this strategy may be advanced, or even if this approach is feasible. This is problematic given union renewal literature has extensively highlighted the limitations of union mobilisation strategies particularly where industrial action has been curtailed, as well as problems in unions successfully engaging and mobilising young workers or those in atypical employment. Rathgeb’s book, however, is timely in contributing to contemporary analyses and debates around addressing precarity of work. Academic and practitioners have much to gain from Rathgeb’s political analysis of how to advance social solidarity and protect precarious workers in the neoliberal era. 
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