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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 

 

A. Objectives 

The UIE project has generated a large, sophisticate and integrated amount of qualitative and 
quantitative data. These were collected within a conceptual problematics that addressed 
contemporary social change and its effects on European societies. Strong emphasis was 
placed on understanding the sense of instability and insecurity in the “risk society”, as well as 
the causes and consequences these two conditions. The main objective of the project was to 
research the combined effect of Uncertainty, Insecurity and Complexity (throughout referred 
to as U, I, and C) on European citizens. It was also important to achieve that objective on a 
sound methodological foundation that included both the sophisticated integration of qualitative 
and quantitative data and the representation of societies with different socio-cultural 
dynamics, inside and outside the definition of ‘late modernity’. We are satisfied that we have 
been able to achieve results that fully correspond to our initial objectives.  

 

 

B. Findings 

We can reliably suggest that UIC can best be seen as a combined direct outcome of the link 
between a) socio-economic and cultural change, b) political and institutional governance, and 
c) effects on societies, parts of societies, and individuals. We are now able to assert on the 
basis of our data, and of our analyses so far, that this link exists and is very strong. The main 
conclusions to which we have come so far regarding this link are the following: 
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I. UIC are important negative aspects1 of people’s experience both in late modern and 
non-late modern European societies and social environments within these societies. 

II. UIC are not generated in the remote sphere of concerns, as both dominant 
theoretical positions in social sciences and political governance maintain; they are 
largely produced in the immediate sphere of existence. 

III. The primary cause of UIC is the combined pressure of three factors: 

a. the accentuation of socio-economic competition and the support for this 
continuing accentuation by political governance; 

b. the phenomenal increase of ‘institutional mediation’ in the postindustrial society, 
i.e. the progressing replacement of socio-cultural systems of negotiation, values 
and beliefs by systems of institutional performance. These systems are not 
subject to any social or cultural pressure and come as a result beyond the 
control – and often beyond the very understanding – of socialised individuals; 

c. the consequent decline of social empowerment for individuals, groups and, 
consequently, entire societies; 

IV. UIC affect different societies, parts of societies and social strata in dissimilar ways. In 
general: 

a. societies where institutional mediation is less strong are often more exposed to 
higher U&I (though not necessarily C); however, they have a more normative 
(“prescriptive”) attitude towards their environment, and are therefore better 
equipped to withstand damaging UIC effects; 

b. this prescriptive attitude is often associated with the general capacity of 
members of such societies to produce universal prescriptive models as to “how 
things should be” , an attitude that helps people pin down UIC to specific aspects 
of their lives (usually touching upon income, employment, family and health 
care) and produce clear representations of their environment; 

c. lower classes are socio-culturally better equipped to withstand damaging UIC 
effects; 

d. individuals that are upwardly mobile, or aspire to such mobility, tend to regard 
UIC as neutral or welcome aspects of contemporary life, provided that they do 
not touch upon factors that may negatively affect their class positions or 
aspirations; 

e. people, across societies, closely attached to strong belief or community systems 
(be they religious, political or otherwise) stem UIC much better than other social 
participants; 

                                                   
1 There are forms of UIC that are positively experienced (e.g. those related to aspiration, biographical adventure, etc.) All 
references in this document regard negatively experienced UIC, except if is otherwise mentioned.   
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f. as a result, the risk of the proliferation of fragmentary communities of belief (such 
as sects) is high and rapidly increasing; 

g. ethnic, religious and social minorities that are exposed both to high UIC and to 
an identity of Otherness imposed on them by majorities, are in a very difficult 
position in Europe and increasingly withdraw their symbolic allegiance to their 
societies; if this double dynamics continues, such minorities can increasingly 
distance themselves from their societies and, under specific circumstances, turn 
against them; 

h. younger generations seem to develop a culture where UIC are taken for 
granted. However, this change is accompanied by a long series of drawbacks, 
such as disinterest for public issues, political change and utopias as well as 
exclusive focus on consumption and material benefits. It remains to be seen if 
this cultural adaptation will survive prolonged exposure to UIC.    

V. Class position is of utmost importance regarding not only exposure to UIC, but also 
their representation, interpretation and experience. In particular: 

a. the lower classes seem to find themselves in an increasingly stressful 
predicament. This is mainly caused by the double pressure of institutional and 
market demands and standards on the one hand, and the heavily eroded low 
level stability and certainty that these classes enjoyed up until the 1970s. It is not 
an exaggeration to suggest that the socio-economic role of the lower classes 
under the present circumstances is practically impossible to fulfil; 

b. as a result, in societies where social empowerment is also eroded, the effect of 
UIC is devastating; the social condition of poor suburbs throughout Western 
Europe testifies to this effect;     

c. the lower middle classes are often exposed to high degrees of UIC, mainly 
depending on the occupation of the main family earner(s); however, the decline 
of their socio-economic participation and influence is rapidly affecting their 
control over their present and future; they can be seen as fundamentally 
destabilised; 

d. the middle and upper middle classes are also experiencing high levels of UIC, 
though these expectedly touch somewhat less upon the immediate present than 
UIC in lower classes. Nonetheless, and despite a certain degree of nuance, it 
would be fair to say that the certainties of a middle class position are almost 
over, particularly inasmuch as intergenerational continuity is concerned. 

e. the upper classes, mainly researched via the interviews with senior executives 
and officials in the private and the public sector, seem sensitive to UIC increase 
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regarding their professional field and violent threats (such as crime and 
terrorism), but relatively certain about their individual trajectories;  

f. strong and recurrent concern is expressed in all classes (except for the upper 
class) about children and their future; social empowerment helps people link 
these concerns to concrete worries (e.g. employment and income) whilst 
‘socially weak’ individuals remain unclear about what can be done to secure the 
future of their children. 

VI. Concern about parental care and time dedicated to one’s children are prevalent in 
our data. The combination of (seeking) work and family is often destabilising and 
stressful; as a result, women seem to suffer more from career interruption, financial 
dependency and motherhood-related stress or guilt. Men seem to face less visible 
but very serious problems of identity, competence and role in the family. 

VII. UIC sharply accentuate the distinction between “winners” and “losers” in today’s 
Europe. One of the most worrying forms of that distinction is that those who have to 
undergo UIC need to develop a different socio-culture from those who either enjoy 
stability and certainty or benefit from uncertainty and change; given the Premises of 
European social and political culture, a risk of deep social division is clear here; 

VIII. UIC combined, form the major vehicle for the individualisation of failure and 
inequality in contemporary Europe (and, most probably, in all contemporary capitalist 
democracies). Socially disempowered individuals can only count on success in 
capitalist competition (mainly in the labour market) in order to attain a satisfactory 
level of self-respect; given the very foundation of competition, where the majority by 
definition fails, there is a great and rapidly increasing deficit of self-satisfaction. The 
concept of “personal adequacy”, which we introduce with this report, depicts the 
growing impasse of the European citizens in terms of self-realisation, self-respect 
and well-being. Reversing this tendency should be a major priority for political 
governance in Europe. 

IX. There are several ways in which UIC have become major sources of political apathy, 
disengagement from the political process, and distrust, indifference or disdain 
towards public institutions and their representatives. 

X. A process of fundamental socio-cultural erosion is under way in Europe; without 
interference from governance structures, the decline of both citizen well-being and of 
the European socio-political model are a matter of time and conjunctures. 
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C. Recommendations 

We mention here some of the main lines of institutional action that we consider either 
indispensable or very significant if an effort to reduce UIC is undertaken in Europe: 

I. A single, socio-culturally meaningful, ‘language’ must be produced to govern all 
transactions between institutions and individuals; both the public and the private 
sector should communicate with citizen (or users) in that unified framework of 
exchange that redresses the balance of influence between individuals and 
institutions. 

II. An absolute, universal safety net regarding income is indispensable but no sufficient 
to reduce UIC. Contrary to conventional wisdom, beyond the very basic subsistence 
level, other aspects of life, such as sense of belonging and social influence are much 
more important than income in establishing confidence among European citizens. A 
plan for the social governance of exclusion, apathy and disengagement of European 
citizens is long overdue; such a plan should not be based on measures of financial 
assistance or motivation but on increasing the sense of personal adequacy via the 
socio-cultural sphere. 

III. Provided that I and II above are successfully in place, the deepening of capitalist 
competition can continue and increase without producing destabilising degrees of 
UIC. Based on our data, we see this as the only way to combine a “healthy 
economy” with a “healthy polity” and a “healthy society”. Such a balance would 
supply a new appropriate content for the “European model”, which has been in drift 
since the early nineties under the increasing pressure of globalisation. 

IV. Specific large-scale efforts in social governance are necessary if European societies 
are to maintain a sense of imagined community and a sense of internal peace and 
safety. One of the urgent initiatives needed in that direction is the public 
establishment of premises and principles for ensuring equality and influence for 
minorities, both ethnic and social. 
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II. CONTEXT, METHODS, ANALYSIS 

 

The UIE project has generated between 2000 and 2004 a large, diverse and comprehensive 
amount of data in four countries: France, Greece, Hungary and the United Kingdom. The 
specificities of these data are a direct consequence of the piloted methodological design of 
the project. Among these specificities one could mention: 

a) the sophistication of the qualitative data, which meet elaborate combinations of criteria, 
so as to yield high analytical and interpretative benefits; 

b) the rarity of some qualitative data from social categories that are notoriously difficult to 
research, such as senior government officials and senior executives of large business 
groups.  

c) the depth of the quantitative data, which were produced with a consciously ‘qualitative’ 
questionnaire whose combination of items allows for a high degree of cross-
interpretation;  

d) the integrative methodological design, which maximises the analytical potential of the 
qualitative data via the use of quantitative data, and vice versa;  

 

To avoid loss of focus for the reader, we have placed all lists and questionnaires regarding 
our data in the Annexes of the report. Numbered references to focus groups (FGs), individual 
interviews and survey questions correspond to these lists. Beyond the production of empirical 
data, extensive national and international bibliographical research was undertaken. We attach 
to this report a bibliographical list that is not exhaustive but corresponds to the analyses 
presented in this document. 
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A. Problematics and Conceptual Framework 

The initial objective of the project was to inquire into social uncertainty and insecurity, to 
examine if these two phenomena are currently important, and to address their causality in 
contemporary societies, with emphasis on European social diversity. In order to ensure broad 
but manageable diversity, the researched national societies were selected to represent an 
array of different structural and cultural conditions. These can be schematically summarised 
as capitalism embedded in a liberal civil sphere (UK), capitalism antagonised by socio-
political culture (F), emerging capitalism in conflict with social culture (EL), and transitional 
capitalism (HU).    

 
I. The Debate on Risk and Modernity 

The context upon which the UIE project embarked is that of the debate on late modernity and 
the risk society, which we briefly summarise here as an introduction to our problematics. 
Specialised knowledge and ample information expand, deepen and complexify the 
understanding of ‘the world’, ourselves and the ways in which we live together. This has led to 
a self-referential process whereby postindustrial societies are obliged to act in order to 
respond to the new problems, questions and issues that they constantly produce. This 
condition of ‘reflexive modernisation’ is thought by contemporary social theorists to be 
inherently interwoven with the proliferation of dangers. The ‘risk society’ (Beck, Giddens) 
represents a social context where individuals and institutions compete for an always higher 
control over their environment and an ever lower exposure to an expanding list of dangers 
ranging from air pollution to stock exchange crash. 

This process is based on well-researched socially constructed perceptions which govern our 
understanding and assessment of different threats. For example, voluntary risk taking, such 
as skiing or bunjee-jumping, are seen as very different from imposed exposure to food 
contaminated by the BSE prion or to loss of income through redundancy (e.g. Adams, 
Slovic). The pattern for understanding which dangers are more important and “how much 
danger” can be tolerated is today the foundation of the relationship between individuals and 
their governance structures. Like other institutions in pre-modern societies (Douglas), 
contemporary governments and political institutions must be successful risk managers in 
order to survive. They are held responsible as much for safety regulations, from food 
consumption to skiing, as for the level of inflation, crime or unemployment. Other institutions, 
such as private organisations, are also asked to deliver a high level of predictability in their 
areas of activity, according to the same principles of risk acceptability. Thus, information 
technology systems should never fail to safely manage air traffic and gluten-free foods should 
never cause an allergy. 
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These representations of control and predictability are related entailments of the modern 
claim for a governable, safe world. However, the continuous expansion of this claim and the 
continuous production and discovery of new threats paradoxically leads to the perception of 
the current conjuncture as precarious and fragile. The technological and scientific reliability 
produces social, economic and ecological vulnerability. The fear of a new anomy arises as a 
consequence of the erosion of cultural, legal and economic national norms under globalising 
pressures. Structures of socialisation and tight social control, like the family, mutate, 
disintegrate and diversify just like work patterns. Urban centres become polarised and 
menacing (Davis). Gender and sexuality discourses and multiculturalism add to the volatility 
of identities. The information society constantly re-configures and challenges the content of 
the social bond (Castells). New inter-national cultures emerge and re-determine national 
social and political developments (Inglehart). 

 

II. The Safety Paradox 

The project’s essential questions, design and empirical approach were based on the 
theoretical work of the co-ordinator. Part of that work focused on the possibility of a vicious 
circle whereby institutions and organisations of both the private and public sector deliver an 
expanding, highly reliable environment within which the citizens develop their experiences 
and life trajectories and institutions themselves develop their projects for sustainability and 
growth. The provision and constant renewal of that environment leads to unprecedented 
degrees of certainty about specific fragments of institutional operation as diverse as the 
uninterrupted abundance of food at the local supermarket, the provision of care in the 
community, the reservation of holiday travel over the Web and the just-in-time delivery of 
goods and services in business-to-business supplies. 

By the same token, tolerance to uncertainty diminishes while dependency upon sustainable 
relationships is being simultaneously eroded. In a reversal of the condition of  ‘traditional’ 
societies, fragmented short-term certainty and predictability may engender long-term 
uncertainty and vulnerability. Put otherwise, the efficiency of proliferating initiatives of 
institutional activity – which in this broad sense includes the private sector – may in fact 
produce an overall destabilising life-world with significant negative effects both in the 
individual and in the structural sphere. Paradoxically, the major contemporary objectives of 
political and economic governance may be found to undermine citizen empowerment and 
quality of life and to cause the unwanted volatility of the economic sphere. In social science 
terms, the ‘risk society’ hypothesis may be found to have mistaken consequences for causes.  
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III. Uncertainty and Insecurity 

The ‘risk society’ thesis is undoubtedly a major contribution to the understanding of the 
postindustrial condition. However, it has taken the importance of current dangers for granted: 
the concept of risk is too often used to objectify environmental and other threats and very 
rarely seen to refer to socially produced danger awareness. Preoccupation with risk is seen 
as a social change in itself rather than a symptom of social change. As a result, the ‘risk 
society’ thesis reduces contemporary social organisation to its cultural foci; thus, it leaves 
social change unexplained since it does not sufficiently engage with the impact of social 
interaction and institutional action on the emergence of a risk culture. 

Understanding the mechanisms of socio-political generation of risk awareness is thus 
indispensable for construing the relationship between contemporary focus on threats and the 
modalities of the social, political and economic structure of postindustrial societies. The 
departure point of the UIE project is that increased danger awareness in late modernity is 
actually nothing other than the increased sensitivity and intolerance to dangers. We propose 
the introduction of U&I as major relevant categories for explaining this phenomenon.  

Individuals and institutions strategically manage the shifting postindustrial context in order to 
develop their projects. In doing so, they struggle against uncertainty, which they constantly 
encounter in many spheres of experience. They can no longer view any course of events as 
stable or assured, and this consequently makes their relationship with their own acts, and 
those of others, highly ambiguous. In this context, the modern legacy of assigning meaning to 
the present through the future is being accentuated. Certainty becomes a scarce commodity 
and individual security becomes a conscious priority instead of a natural condition. Trust in 
institutions diminishes while dependence on them increases. 

U&I refer not only to concrete developments that take place as observable facts (e.g. 
unemployment, divorce, media scares) but also to the occurrence of these facts as an 
indicator of probability involving the observer (somebody else’s redundancy automatically 
begs the question “how likely is my/our redundancy?”). At the level of consciousness and 
representation, they form an all-encompassing grid of interpretation of the social, 
technological and natural world which forms collective cultures and governs the actor’s 
strategic (non-)participation to his or her society (“if redundancy is likely, how should I plan my 
action to outdo others in avoiding it?)”. At the level of institutions, U&I undermine claims to the 
very legitimacy of institutional existence. They also increase alienation and apathy as part of a 
vision that casts doubt over the capacity of private and public agencies to deliver control in an 
increasingly elusive, self-contradictory context. 
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From this perspective, U&I must be considered as multi-level phenomena that run through 
several thematic areas of study, ranging from work to family structures and from the 
stockmarket to the environment. Anxieties over different possible threats - individual, familial, 
and collective - are not, however, qualitatively different or isolated from each other. They 
interact within the individual and the social structure and they create a coherent totality that 
generates collective attitudes towards present and future social conditions and determines 
people’s perceptions and demands of their institutions of governance. 

A culture of U&I permeates interaction with the outer world in all its forms: social, political, 
economic, technological and natural. What are the links and the criteria that lead institutional 
and individual actors to coherent representations of uncertainty and insecurity? How does for 
example uncertainty in one’s marital relationships or professional career combine with 
concerns about adequate pension investment or fear of new media such as the Internet? 
How do these concerns interact in order to coherently conceive of an uncertain world and 
manage it? How do they influence the relationship between individuals and institutions? It is 
the articulation and the consequences of this socio-cultural archipelago that will interest us in 
this project. The UIE project has focused on components of specific areas of action and 
experience and the links between these components, not on explaining developments in 
these areas themselves. We also focused on the process of constructing meaning and action 
around U&I. 

The project sought to represent the articulation of U&I as a complex totality where 
perceptions and experiences from different areas converge. We focused on the process that 
combines these perceptions and experiences into a general category of experience and 
interpretation, which we define as UIC. We addressed the question of uncertainty as a way of 
managing the unknown through probability and interpretation. Both for individuals and 
institutions, this is a strategic, relative condition built around comparisons with their 
environment. Insecurity takes over when the subject is exposed to imminent threat, 
particularly if such a threat is disproportionate within the environment used for comparison. 
We took researched the major categories and criteria that people use to perceive the 
threshold between satisfactory and unsatisfactory degrees of certainty and security with 
regard to each national society. We also shed light to the interactive dynamics that lead to the 
application of such criteria and the major amplifying and extenuating factors involved in the 
development of these dynamics for the task areas addressed. 
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IV. Complexity 

Interpreting social Uncertainty and Insecurity in that context involves understanding how they 
are experienced in the areas where they emerge, and how they are related to the social 
struggle between direct sociality (DS) and institutional sociality (IS) – which we discuss in the 
next section – when and where that struggle is active and when the one part does not clearly 
dominate the other (in which case the first stage of theoretical elaboration above will be 
enough). We were therefore able to link U&I, besides their thematic relevance, and their 
dimensions of trust and power, to social change as such, across the divide between the 
studied national societies. This framework opened a series of explicative avenues at various 
levels as it was shown in the submitted working papers and can be seen in the following 
sections of this report. But in addition to that, it enlarged the inquiry in order to include a new 
conceptual pole, that of complexity. This was a direct result of our findings, which clearly 
indicated that Uncertainty, and to a lesser extent Insecurity, are conditions whose proliferation 
and magnification is closely related to the capacity of actors2 to control their environment, not 
only practically but conceptually too. Some perceptions of a specific sphere of social 
experience or of the life-world in general are much more favourable to the emergence and 
growth of Uncertainty. The main types of such perceptions involve: a) arrangements, 
obligations and tasks that are very difficult to combine and painfully unrelated by some 
coherent link; b) the conceptual inaccessibility of a specific sphere of experience, the social 
environment in general or the relationships therein; the world in that sense becomes abstruse 
and impenetrable, often because of the multiplicity of stimuli; it can frequently be contradictory 
as well, because of the co-existence of many dimensions in comprehending and interpreting 
it. 

A comprehensive concrete example3 to illustrate this in a late modern context, is that of the 
condition of a young mother. We can assume that she chose to work part-time in a low-paid, 
precarious job in order to be close to her home and care for her baby, whom she can leave in 
a council crèche for eight hours a week. She loves her husband and child, has trained as a 
hospital assistant for palliative patients, and considers herself employable in a ‘real job’ in the 
area where she has received training. She needs to deal with a series of elaborate 
arrangements regarding her work and the needs of her baby, which are often unpredictable 
and irregular. Given that her husband works until late, she needs to deal with the majority of 
administrative issues concerning the family and inform herself on duties and opportunities, 
from tax allowances and cheaper goods and services to best quality baby food. At the same 
time she constantly considers her situation. She has not taken a ‘real job’ because she would 
earn less than her husband who works as an accounting assistant, so they decided together 

                                                   
2 The term is used here to denote not only individuals but also the whole array of what we define as ‘institutions’ in 
this research.   
3 This is a hypothetical example, combined from pieces from our qualitative data, in order to facilitate the 
presentation. Our analyses involve reports of the stress and insecurity that such conditions generate, rather than 
linear descriptions of the participants’ individual situation.  
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that he should be the main earner. However, she knows that the value of her training is falling 
very fast and that in order to get a job in three years’ time, when her baby will hopefully be in 
a nursery, she will certainly need to retrain. She considers that she will be at that time quite 
old for the junior position that she will be seeking, and her part-time job does not give her any 
relevant experience. Although she feels that the decision to adopt current arrangements 
makes sense because the couple could not possibly afford private childcare, she feels 
dependent on her husband and she has doubts that she is not accomplishing enough as a 
contemporary young woman. She is also worried about the fact that during these years she 
does not accumulate any pension rights and that she may regret this later, particularly if she 
and her husband divorce, as many couples do. She is also worried about what will happen if 
her husband is asked by his company to move to another branch, in an area where she 
knows that there is no hospital with palliative care units for her to apply for a job. 

The above is of course an indicative selection of the level of complexity faced by a specific 
individual in these circumstances. In fact, there is an interminable line of issues that one could 
refer to. Among the most obvious are: considering an area to live in, based on schooling and 
‘incivility’; career change; diet; saving for holidays; deciding the right time to get a mortgage 
and if doing so is financially viable, etc. Our example represents nonetheless the 
accumulation of choices, options and decisions whose combination often becomes 
overwhelming, at the same time in terms of life management and in terms of experienced 
uncertainty. The three levels that we have described in our research proposal (biographical, 
structural and mediating) are merging into the multiplicity and complexity of experience. The 
interesting finding, however, is to be located in the causality of this condition. There are three 
sides to that causality: a) the proliferation of goods and services offered by what we have 
already defined as institutions; b) the concurrent withdrawal of the clarifying and supportive 
effects of direct sociality; c) the immersion of the individual in a perception of her own life in 
terms of competitive improvement. This last element is crucially ignored by existing 
theoretical accounts and often misinterpreted via its disembedding symptoms. In fact, what 
our data support is that the options offered by institutions become de facto competitive tools 
of self development when the normative socio-cultural grid of competition and stratification 
that direct sociality provides has disappeared. Otherwise put, when the web of institutions 
provides atomised individuals with an impressive space for expansion there are no socio-
cultural rules but only institutionally imposed constraints that accompany the access to, and 
use of, that space (e.g. the terms and conditions for obtaining a loan as opposed to the life-
lasting debt that one would have to the member of his social environment lending him money 
on a moment of need). 

The opening of opportunities that are not socially pre-configured automatically amounts to 
their appropriation for building strictly individual trajectories. These trajectories now become 
lines of accumulation of modules of institutional action containing all types of input, from 
knowledge to material goods, from emotional stimuli to guarantees against specific threats. 
Individuals are therefore drawn into this deepening competitive game, often referred to as ‘rat 
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race’ in English, in order to achieve the best possible position through adherence to proposed 
modular options rather than creation of own opportunities. They are accordingly highly 
dependent in terms of means and highly independent in terms of options. The phenomenal 
extent of this increasing opening space in combination with the limited amount of stratifying 
outcomes (e.g. making it to the grade of a senior member of staff or not) generates a 
probably unprecedented amount of residual uncertainty, where each experience, each 
moment, and each occupied position are squeezed between the concern of regressing and 
being outperformed, and the obligation to effect new choices because they are available to 
all. The inherent stability of socially meaningful roles and positions now evaporates into an all-
encompassing, atomised and competitive uncertainty. 

This innovative and elaborate interpretative structure by the end of the project matured, as it 
is shown in the section entitled “Theoretical Contribution” and was extensively informed by 
the continuity of the framework across national societies and arguments. One thing seemed, 
however, clear before the integration of the comparative aspects, and that was the capacity of 
the project to provide an alternative map for understanding late modernity in terms of social 
change rather than cultural symptoms. Although we plan to make our case regarding this 
point in future publications, our analysis shows how it is simplistic to accept the idea of an 
ambitious, expansive and reflexive self as the sovereign, conscious cause of current 
developments. We also update epic notions of postindustrial modernity as a cultural 
proliferation of life options by shedding light on the mechanisms that make such a condition 
seem plausible whilst it is in fact underlain by very ‘real’ and tangible changes. Otherwise put, 
the ‘juggernaut’ of modernity will now increasingly appear as an enormous fruit machine in 
front of which the stressed subject tries to identify and choose the most competitive 
combinations of institutional action modules that pass before her eyes. The ‘risk society’ 
thesis will be re-determined as an accurate account of symptoms of increasingly de-
socialised and de-culturalised individuals plunged in the uncertainty generated by competitive 
decisions on the points of adherence to a vast institutional web. 

 

V. Direct and Institutional Sociality 

The search for a horizontal understanding of U&I in combination with the ‘safety paradox’ was 
pursued so far through a part of the qualitative empirical work, as scheduled. Both the 
variances and the points of convergence between countries called, as expected, for the 
development of a conceptual framework that linked structural socio-economic change to the 
transformation of sociality, through an uninterrupted line of interpretation. The directions of the 
national findings revealed serious inadequacies in late modern angles of interpretation and 
suggest qualitative differences in the generation of U&I, though both phenomena are clearly 
present across the researched societies. 
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The initial theoretical framework proposed by the co-ordinator in order to enter this new 
integrative approach involved two poles of sociality, which depend upon the degree of 
institutional mediation4 in collective and individual existence. The point of departure is that 
‘direct sociality’ (DS), i.e. sociality which is not mediated by third parties and is culturally 
negotiable among directly interacting participants, is being replaced by ‘institutional sociality’ 
(IS), where the frame of interaction or existence is configured by the action of private and 
public sector organisations. These are two antagonistic poles of the same axis, namely social 
interaction, and the presence of one leads to the erosion and the atrophy of the other. U&I 
would in this case be the products of the withdrawal of social certainty associated with DS 
contexts, as these come under pressure from IS. 

The members of the team have worked intensively on testing this framework against the 
data.  Our findings in Hungary and Greece showed that one more stage is needed to address 
the qualitative differences in the generation of UIC. The feedback for these needs was 
discussed in detail by the team and the theoretical framework was modified in order to 
incorporate the idea that DS cultures socially and culturally ‘enable’ individuals, groups and 
communities to withstand and ‘pollute’ IS environments by applying DS interpretations and 
rules on them. However, this typically happens where competition is possible along these 
lines (typically in public sector institutional action) and much less in market-motivated 
environments. From that point of view, the introduction of IS is spearheaded by the market 
and the atomising competition that it generates as the normalising and stabilising effects of 
DS diminish. This stage of socio-cultural enabling is currently visible in late modern societies 
only where the level of mediation by the private sector is inadequate and DS relationships 
persist (i.e. in young people found in conditions of ‘social exclusion’). 

 

VI.The Hegemonic Discourse 

                                                   
4 In all UIE research the concept of the institution has been defined to mean every actor (usually public or private 
organisation) that holds a mediating function in human relationships, on condition that it has a rigid configuring 
‘third party’ role, i.e. a role which is not negotiable via socio-culture. 
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Since the beginning of the UIE project, we attached great significance to the set of converging 
regulating principles for discourse and practices that entirely dominates both the emerging 
European public sphere and the public sphere of many national societies, including those that 
we have been researching. To many social scientists, this set can adequately be represented 
as the European part of globally advancing liberalism. Our research shows that discursive 
structure to be only a part of the current condition and that there is a series of other elements 
that compose today’s hegemonic discourse. In fact, we have accumulated evidence that 
‘neo-liberalism’ is merely the easily perceived reflection of a discourse that encompasses the 
very meaning of contemporary social transformation and invisibly introduces an authoritative 
interpretation and set of priorities for the future of social coexistence in Europe. This 
hegemonic discourse is not intentionally conceived, co-ordinated or monitored; it is the 
formation of contemporary dynamics, constraints and tendencies that operate towards the 
same direction, and are themselves both causes and effects of adaptation to change. 
Expectedly, we will not address the emergence and construction of that discourse in this 
report; we will only list some of its major components that are particularly interesting for our 
research. 

The conception of society as a competitive environment is an essential premise of the 
hegemonic discourse. This is not merely a reflection or replication of the market model but a 
deepening admittance of the decline of forms of sociality that can sustain a less competitive, 
though more normative, social structure. Here are some important hegemonic discursive 
elements: 

a) Firstly, a key dimension which reveals that aspect is the promotion of the field of 
employment as the major field of self-realisation across hierarchical levels, 
sectors and types of work. The individual is severed from his other dimensions 
and possible relations, and reconstituted as an active person only with regard to 
work. 

b) At the same time, the individual is acknowledged and respected almost 
exclusively as an isolated user of institutions, sovereign in his dutiful function of 
demanding better services. 

c) Thirdly, obligations to the self and to the closed personal sphere are by the same 
token obligations to the society, and probably the only ones of that kind to exist. 
The duty to develop a competitive self is in fact the only valid proof of 
commitment to the community and the principal avenue of social belonging. 
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d) Fourthly, coherence of aims, values and efforts is to be left entirely up to the 
individual; there are no constraints other than the performance in what one 
specialises in, and the law. 

e) Fifthly, the environment of collective coexistence is only negatively addressed, 
that is from the viewpoint of removing obstacles, constraints and threats 
(including those to one’s safety) that it may create for the process of self-
development. Others are projected as either respectably engaged in the same 
competitive operation of developing their life project or potentially obstructing 
one’s own development. However, they remain in both cases atomised actors 
who are to experience the benefits and costs of their own actions individually. 

f) Sixthly, these parallel trajectories are built with modules of institutional action and 
standardised in their composition of three irreducible legitimate stages: 
preparation of a career, realisation of a career, and retirement. Only at this third 
stage one can one honourably withdraw from competition to the passive 
enjoyment of the institutional modules that she has managed to accumulate. 
Social participants are therefore allowed to look forward to this stage and 
sometimes from very early on in the process. 

g) Finally, all aspects of existence are mutable within the continuously widening 
limits of the law; from metaphysical beliefs to political preferences, from lifestyle 
profiles to family relations, everything can be modified, abandoned or 
recomposed in different forms. There are only two exceptions to this condition 
where dependence remains constant and indispensable: work and institutional 
mediation. 

The penetration of the hegemonic discourse is not undifferentiated, mainly because that 
discourse is in the last analysis the lowest common denominator of institutional action. This 
explains why direct sociality environments, and discourses that promote the importance of 
such environments, by definition resist its hegemony, slow down its penetration and distort its 
meaning. Although this hegemony is visible in all the countries studied, we have found 
different degrees of penetration in each one of them, reflected by the values, aspirations and 
expectations of our respondents. Attachment to the material aspects of social competition 
and weaker, albeit increasing, predominance of the “career-self”5 in non late-modern 
environments are clear expressions of social empowerment, which supports individuals 
against internalising a discourse that rejects dimensions of their existence that are still 
present. On the contrary, in late modern contexts there is merely nostalgia for these 
dimensions, to which the majority has not had a direct link and the institutional discourse is 

                                                   
5 A concept that we use in our analysis to indicate the domination of work for the development and preservation of (self-)identity. 
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both dominant and increasing its spheres of application. This is why younger people in 
particular, choose to escape through the idealised accentuation of that discourse by 
attributing liberating and adventurous dimensions to its expanding terrain of application. For 
example, the superficial idea that one can now be more competitive because one has access 
to more information and the possibility to seek opportunities abroad, brushes aside the fact 
that the same possibilities are open to every competing participant; therefore competition 
demands greater effort from all without improving anyone’s chances. The subconscious 
acceptance of the notion that society exists only as a web of institutionally mediated, parallel 
coexistence, opens up the illusionary assumption that one has the option to place herself 
anywhere on that web. This is mainly due to the fact that the dependency on one’s existing 
position on that web is organised according to different parameters than those of direct 
sociality environments. While the latter support the individual through the cultural parameters 
of his interaction with his environment, institutional mediation supplies services but not 
support; it is in that sense completely conditional upon the individual’s performance, and 
capacity to outdo others in occupying a different position. This means that one cannot invest 
one’s position with the certainty of some self-based continuity, but is always subjected to 
meeting external criteria which are intrinsically beyond one’s control. 

In conclusion, we have attached both methodological and theoretical significance to the fact 
that a hegemonic institutional discourse promotes acceptance and amplification of social 
conditions and perceptions that produce UIC as structural outcomes. This helped us 
formulate the research question that all institutional action, including the super-ordinate 
function of governance, is knowingly or unknowingly engaged in the attenuation of social 
empowerment and in its replacement by atomised projects that can be unrealistic in their 
aspiration, destabilising in their implementation, and disappointing in their outcome. The 
hegemonic discourse appears from that perspective as a tool that legitimates the perception 
of a world replete with UIC as an environment that is not only natural, but desirable too. 
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B. Some Methodological Points 

 

I. Piloting  

The design of the project included a phase of preparation and testing. The importance of that 
phase was confirmed during implementation. The team members were inducted by the co-
ordinator to a common, highly integrated, framework of inquiry involving issues of theoretical 
context, methodological approach and delineation of the topic. This took place, as planned, in 
parallel with extensive reading and led to a level of integration and maturity that allowed the 
team to implement piloting in a highly sophisticated conceptual and methodological context, 
and within the scheduled time (months 4-6) despite initial institutional problems (infra II.B). 

The piloting work in each country6 involved: a) a focus group with a wide age spread of 
unemployed male graduates from the country’s capital7; b) a focus group with a wide age 
spread of women in an ‘off-centre’ area8; c) an interview with a male member of the public, 
median earner and within three years to retirement; d) a female in her 20s, on part-time or 
full-time employment at the minimum salary, born to parents from the country's largest 
minority, educated at least to high-school level, brought up in the country since her childhood 
and clearly identifiable by the country's nationals as belonging to a minority (if second 
generation was too young, as close as possible to this profile, e.g. another minority origin); e) 
two interviews with business executives under CEO level, of companies of ‘blue chip’ 
standing in the country, not situated at the main national economic centre.   

The co-ordinator wrote a joint piloting protocol for the focus groups and the members of the 
public and a separate protocol for business executives. These protocols were thoroughly 
discussed and feedback was asked from all research associates and national supervisors. All 
feedback was centralised by the co-ordinator and incorporated into a next version which was 

                                                   
6 Two additional interviews with members of the public were conducted in Hungary in order to control for over-
representation of  Uncertainty and Insecurity in the chosen parts of the population because of the effects of 
transition.  
7 This included male graduates whose condition could be socially assimilated to that that of unemployed people, 
such as those who did not hold any stable part-time job in their field (e.g. engineering graduates delivering pizzas). 
The restrictive criterion in these cases was that the participants did not receive from all their working activity an 
income of more than half of the minimum legal salary in their country. 
8 With some adjustments for the specific national contexts, this meant concentrations of under 20,000 people at a 
distance of at least three hours from the country’s capital and two hours from a major conurbation by any means of 
transport. 
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discussed anew (for the advantages of that process, see B. below). An indicative selection of 
the project’s protocols and aids is given in the scientific annex.  

The piloting was implemented according to schedule and produced a broad range of benefits. 
Firstly, it led to the efficient operationalisation of the project’s problematics, which would 
otherwise have been much slower and less effective. Secondly, it allowed for the integration 
of the framework of inquiry with specific research demands and obliged the team to clarify the 
relationship with peripheral issues, which could have been interesting but were in fact topics 
that should be addressed at the level of symptoms of social change for our inquiry. Such 
issues related to the transition from communism in Hungary, the emerging modernity debates 
in Greece, (non-)alignment with globalisation and the ‘new world order’ in France, society and 
the ‘third way’ in the UK. Thirdly, the piloting provided firm ground for the redesigning and 
readjustment of the methodological tools, which was the object of long discussions between 
the team. These resulted in new versions of interview protocols being prepared by the co-
ordinator for the main empirical phase of the project. Fourthly, it yielded a rich body of 
valuable data that greatly helped the team to form an initial basis of findings and to engage in 
depth with the project’s problematics and hermeneutics. Fifthly, it allowed the team to 
produce on the basis of these data, as planned in the proposal, one working paper for each 
country. These four papers address the themes of the project on a highly advanced level and 
exemplify how well structured piloting helped the team achieve intensive progress. 

 

II. The Methodological Approach  

Both the epistemological premises and the methodological priorities were thoroughly 
discussed and all issues were clarified. The project established a standard process for 
refining its methodological tools. That process consisted on the production of the fundamental 
version of each specific tool by the co-ordinator who asked the team for critical comments, 
both in general and with regard to the adaptability of the proposed version to the research 
needs in the specific society. All feedback was shared among the team and centralised by 
the co-ordinator who produced a subsequent draft, which led to a new feedback cycle. The 
admitted version was the one that covered all points and came at the end of many feedback 
cycles. For instance, the protocol for interviewing Non-Private Sector Officials went through 
five such cycles of successive approximation with two slightly different final versions, one for 
Hungary and one for the other countries. 

This process was followed in all cases (focus groups, members of the public, private sector 
interviewees, non-private sector interviewees, survey questions). It was undoubtedly 
meticulous and stressful, particularly since it was implemented in depth, with eager 
contributions by all team members, and at a fast pace; however, it yielded excellent quality 
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results because it anticipated specificities in national societies and integrated them into a 
coherent scheme of approach and interpretation. We consider therefore that it was a 
rewarding investment of time and effort.  

The project has consciously focused on avoiding discussions that could lead to interminable 
pursuits of issues around methods and their application, and has focused on the optimal use 
of tools towards three objectives: a) access to the synthesised representation of UIC9 in the 
direction proposed in the research proposal; b) integration between methodological tools, 
priorities of inquiry and theoretical premises; c) sophisticated coherence of all research levels 
across the national societies studied. This conscious orientation proved effective in attaining 
all three objectives. The complexity of the themes and the conceptual scope of the project 
would have most probably been inaccessible without the awareness of the crucial role of the 
methodological tools. As it can be inferred from the following sections of this report, all major 
issues on the interpretability of data have been constantly informing the methodology of the 
project . 

 

III. The Qualitative Work 

The design of the qualitative work was a long process of integrating conceptual, analytical, 
practical, budgetary and time constraints. The narrowing down of issues, dimensions and 
profiles for the qualitative work was undertaken at the first stage with only the conceptual and 
analytical constraints in mind. The main aspects that had to be addressed here were: 

a) Fully exploiting our piloting work in all its dimensions (theoretical, conceptual, methodological 
and practical)   

b) Combining a broad socio-demographic coverage with the accentuation of aspects of strong 
analytical potential 

c) Maximising the analytic potential through the integration of qualitative and quantitative enquiry  

d) Operating the combination above across the national social, political, economic and cultural 
conditions, while at the same time keeping the effect of these conditions distinctive enough to 
be isolated in the analysis of the data 

e) Meaningfully articulating the profiles towards producing a map of analysis and interpretation 
complete and continuous enough, to fully satisfy the conceptual and empirical queries of the 
research  

The balanced and meaningful integration of these parameters was a long and meticulous 
process of exchange within the team leading to a cycles of successive approximation and 

                                                   
9 As we mentioned previously, complexity was a third conceptual focus, which was added as the research advanced. 
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articulation and to what we believe to be an excellent and highly innovative design in 
qualitative sampling. A short table of relevant socio-demographic categories for qualitative 
recruitment was designed by the co-ordinator in order to facilitate the profiling, recruitment 
and analytic categorisation of the interviewees. 

 

At the same time we introduced a socio-demographic form for all individuals that we 
interviewed as ‘members of the public’, i.e. not in on with regard to a specific function, 
professional or other. This form is anonymous in order to encourage the participants to 
respond more freely and has to main functions: 

a) To supply precise self-reported data that cover precise areas that are of great interest for 
our analysis, ranging from the number of partnerships that the interviewees have had in 
their private life, to the changes of self-perceived types of professional activity that they 
had in their professional life. 

b) To establish and embed as deeply and as reliably as possible our qualitative analyses.     

c) To monitor the quality of recruitment. 

At the same time, a unified questionnaire on uncertainty and insecurity was stabilised for all 
our interviewees, including institutional interviewees and focus group participants. 

At a second stage, the practical constraints were added. The thinking here was reversed and 
the main question asked by the co-ordinator was to establish what was the highest level of 
performance and workload that the members of the team could possibly manage. 
Furthermore, the design was checked against our budgetary constraints to make sure that 
the highest possible research value could be extracted form our funding.  

 

 
i. The Focus Groups 

The thinking behind the design of the Focus Groups addressed, beyond the general criteria 
of the previous section, the additional consideration of taking full advantage of a dynamic 
methodological tool. It would be too long to explain here the sophisticated hypotheses that 
sought to maximise the analytic potential of each group profile in terms of the dynamic nature 
of the focus group as a methodological tool. We suppose, however, that to a certain extent 
these hypotheses can be reconstructed by a colleague with experience in qualitative 
research. 

The summary table of focus groups for the main phase is supplied in the Scientific Annexe. 
The table supplies as such a comprehensive overview of the criteria and the rationale applied 
for each group. We urge the reader to look at the details of that table. We also give as a 
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reminder of that table in the main text a simple enumeration of the groups with their headings 
by section and individual group. 

 
A. SOCIALITY 
1  Community of High DS 
2 Individuals of Low DS 
 
B.    WORK 
3 Self-Perceived ‘Normal’ Employees 
4 Self-Perceived ‘Normal’ Retirees 
 
C. TOGETHERNESS AND DIFFERENCE 
5 Adolescent Group (Secondary School Students) 
6 Enclave Members 
7 Ethnic Others 
 
D. ASPIRATION AND EXPECTATION 
8 Aspirational Females 
9 Little-Aspiring Males  
 
E. UIC FAMILIARITY 
10 Small scale entrepreneurs 
11 Poor and deprived 
 
F. GAPS AND SANS10   
13,… 
 

Even a quick look at this list shows that each group is designed to correspond to a multiple 
set of analytic criteria. The section headings are not important beyond showing one of the 
possible criteria for each group. The individual groups were not selected either as parts of a 
symmetric structure or as attempts to supporting future claims of representativity. They were 
on the contrary conceived as samples of in-depth exploration that is almost impossible to 
conduct by other means, either quantitative or qualitative. 

For example, the inclusion of self-perception as a basis for reflexive screening criteria was a 
direct and innovative means to establish the appropriate cultural underpinnings for specific 
dimensions of our analysis. The group of ‘Normal Employees’, for instance, was designed to 
ensure a good basis for analysing the experience of UIC in given socio-economic conditions 
by those who – individually – consider their position in these conditions acceptable. The 

                                                   
10 “Specific Adjustments for National Societies” 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  26 

dynamic interaction between the participants was, therefore, likely to reconstruct for us the 
various possibilities of a dialogue which reveals both the experience of UIC that people have 
in their existence as social participants, and the considerations and judgements that they 
develop as part of exchanging with others who, albeit different, consider themselves similar in 
terms of the link between working life and individual socio-economic position. It is precisely on 
this basis that we can fully deploy the analytic potential of the group and gain insight into a 
series of other issues; for example: 

• What is the place and priority that ‘normal employees’ attribute to different experiences 
and understandings of sociality? 

• How do the accounts of these experiences and understandings differ from those of other 
groups whose participants do not see themselves as occupying (merely) acceptable 
positions in the sphere of work (e.g. those of groups 8-11)? How do they vary between 
participants from the private and the public sector?     

• How do both dimensions above vary according to social, political, economic and cultural 
conditions in the national societies? In particular, how do they vary with regard to 
parameters such as competition in the job market and the depth of a market economy?   

• To what extent comparative job (in)security affects the experience of UIC, the generation 
of meta-concerns, or the perception of UIC experienced by other parts of society? 

• How dependent is the participants’ experience of UIC on specific issues? E.g. it could be 
that a lower degree of UIC is due to projections into a secure financial future during 
retirement rather than with the participant’s satisfaction with their current position as such. 

• In that case – and supposing that the participants’ pension arrangements will deliver 
according to their perceptions –  what can the "Normal Retirees’ accounts tell us about 
the transition from the perception to the ‘reality’ of retirement? 

• Which are the most important aspects that we can map out in terms of policy 
recommendations? For example, if it is true that a present satisfactory degree of certainty 
and security is largely based on financial arrangements for the future, and if this is also 
corroborated by our quantitative work and bibliographic support, it then becomes clear 
that policy-making in the areas of income should change. 

It should probably become much more ‘retrospective’ in its approach so as to avoid a 
major future collapse in trust and confidence; in that case both employment policies and 
wage policies should be increasingly worked out ‘backwards’ with pension accumulation 
in mind and decision-makers should make the case for a shift in this priority to the trade 
unions, which will naturally be largely unaware and possibly unsympathetic to the issue. 

 

We hope that this short reference to a continuous line of analysis shows the depth and scope 
of designing the profiles of our focus group, both as individual units of analysis and as an 
integrated corpus of interdependent analytical components. At the same time, it is as valid for 
the focus groups as it is for the other empirical tools, that their full structure and analytical 
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function will appear more transparent at the end of the description of the entire empirical 
design. 

 

 

ii. Senior Institutional Interviewees 

This series of individual interviews was designed as one of the two parts of our qualitative 
work on UIC aspects of institutional function and action. As we have explained in length, both 
in the proposal of the project and in our previous report, it is important for us to establish how 
UIC affects not only individuals and social collectivities, but also ‘institutions’ (in the broad 
definition that we apply to the term in the UIE project and which includes private sector 
organisations). This is important for three main reasons: 

a) institutions are the most in influential actors in establishing and changing the conditions 
that generate UIC, as we suggest in our conceptual framework; 

b) they have a much higher interest and capacity in researching, analysing and anticipating 
UIC because they hold by definition high stakes with regard to future UIC developments; 
in addition, that development is almost invariably a major criterion for judging present 
performance, therefore very much part of the institutional discourse and identity at any 
one time; 

c) institutions have a specialised focus and they are accordingly able to supply accounts of 
UIC that, unlike those of individuals and groups, are less subject to the influence of UIC 
in other sectors; 

  
The combination of these dimensions was desirable for its high analytical value since it could 
provide a series of interesting juxtapositions, comparisons and interconnections both among 
the institutional interviews and between institutional and non-institutional interviewees. For 
example, it will be fundamental to see what is the structure according to which the perception 
of UIC is organised, depending on whether one is only on the receiving end of institutional 
action or not; or establish to what extent the involvement of priorities such as 
competitiveness, performance or resilience are similar in accounts of institutional and 
biographical trajectories. The scope of such analytical projections was really infinite and only 
at a relatively advanced stage of analysis did we know which of these projections were the 
most promising. 
 
In order to approach our interviewees in the most efficient way, we have made arrangements 
in our interview protocols for the distinction between the private sector and the rest of the 
institutional space (mainly public institutions and NGOs). We have also decided to interview 
at the level of senior responsibility which is, however, combined with an involvement in the 
daily, ‘regular’ activity of the institution. 
 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  28 

We should also add that we undertook a great challenge in trying to organise these 90 minute 
interviews that had such narrow and senior profiles. The targeting, preparation, approach and 
further contact for each of these profiles lasted many months. In most cases we wrote, 
successively, to over twenty potential interviewees in order to finally achieve one 
appointment. This was of course done in parallel with the rest of the empirical work which 
took place in off-centre areas. 

 

iii. The Interviews with Public Sector/NGO Officials 

Much thought and discussion were devoted to the choices that we could make in this area 
and to the details and rationale of the profiles. The proper formal definition of the category is 
that of ‘non-private sector officials’, which reflects the underlying substantive criterion of 
whether the institution belongs to the market sphere or not and, accordingly, if the institution 
is being driven by a vision that goes beyond outperforming competitors. A list of the profiles is 
supplied in the Scientific Annexe. The important considerations here were to cover the 
broadest possible scope of parameters that are important both for generally accepted 
distinctions regarding non-private institutions and for possible fluctuation of UIC related 
sensitivity and viewpoints. We wanted both the institutions and the interviewees to be 
influential in their sector and have a good sense of the external world.  
 

Throughout the recruitment of our institutional interviewees we applied to the greatest 
possible extent our guideline of a 60/40% spread for the centre/off-centre distinction11. We 
included the State and Local Authorities, an indispensable choice for the analytic approach of 
the universe of public institutionality. Given the major role that our piloting phase conclusions 
seemed to attribute to work, we chose trade unions with very different memberships. For our 
NGOs, we introduced the criterion of holding a specific, prescriptive “worldview” for an NGO, 
in order to combine that with our general approach of prescriptiveness in views and values as 
a potential factor that affects the experience of UIC. 

 

iv. The Interviews with Private Sector Leaders 

The categories that we targeted here were again filtered through all the levels of our research 
design. We supply in the Scientific Annexe a summary presentation of the profiles. A 

                                                   
11 For reminder, the ‘rigid’ definition of off-centre is: Concentrations of under 20,000 people at a distance of at least three hours 
from the country’s capital and two hours from a major conurbation by any means of transport. Off-centre should not be confused 
with other definitions such as “rural”. There were nuances on the empirical application of the off-centre concept, mainly depending 
on the geography and transport systems of each country.  
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sophisticated, but unified, interview protocol addressed the entire scale of the interviewees. 
The recruitment of the senior executives involved was in many cases very difficult. 

We sought to include in a comprehensive manner all the crucial levels and dimensions that 
were important for the multiple layers of considerations involved in our research design; class 
and gender considerations were also important in the design of the specific profiles of the 
interviewees. The interviews for this part of the qualitative work were organised into four main 
categories, according to the size, location, and sector of the business. These four categories 
are: 

A. Small Scale Businesses - Centre 

B. Medium Scale Businesses - Off-Centre 

C. Large Scale Businesses 

D. Internet Based and Media of major national influence 

Ranging from high-street shopkeepers to executive vice-presidents of global business 
groups, our interviewees have provided us with an impressive scope of data. We were able to 
capture the depth of views and attitudes that we sought. This allowed us to compare, across 
countries and levels of activity and decision-making, the relationship between the perception 
and experience of UIC and the development of strategic visions of stability, growth and 
governance in the private sector. One of the many significant advantages of this fact is that 
we were able to superpose the structure of this relationship with that of the non-private sector 
and with the strategic view that social participants take of their biographical trajectory. We are, 
therefore, well placed to build an analysis of the structure and compatibility of ‘UIC thinking’ 
between political and civil governance, the market and the society; this analysis is not yet 
concluded. If we succeed, we will achieve a level of analysis that has been so far inaccessible 
to the social sciences, despite the fundamental practical importance of knowing whether the 
interactive dynamics of these three spheres are in any way likely to produce the objectives 
that each one of these spheres is driven by. 

More generally, we have at these stages serious reasons to hope that more than one 
scientific break-though will come out of the great effort and application which we have 
invested in setting up and pursuing two additional lines of empirical research with our 
institutional interviewees. 
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IV. The Quantitative Work 

It was known from the proposal stage that the inclusion of extensive quantitative work in 
parallel with the qualitative work was an important challenge. This challenge mostly regarded 
three areas: a) the design of a high quality face-to-face survey with a high qualitgy national 
sample; b) the full integration of the survey into an uninterrupted line running through the 
different levels and areas of the overall research design; c) the extraction of the highest 
possible analytic and comparative value from the questionnaire; d) the technical, 
administrative and budgetary challenge that the quantitative work and analysis presented us 
with, particularly after the reduction of the requested project budget by 20% at the negotiation 
stage. 

From the very early stages of piloting the structuring of the quantitative work was a parallel, 
integrated consideration.  At the stage of designing the qualitative tools for the main phase of 
the project, each member of the team had a series of ideas of what the role, content and 
potential analytic benefits of the survey should be and these ideas were taken into account for 
the design of the qualitative work.  As the articulation between the methodological tools 
increased, the considerations around the quantitative tool became more refined and 
concrete. This was reflected clearly in the structure of our project meetings. 

The detailed design of the questionnaire was a very dense collective operation of daily 
exchange over several months. All points, from substantive analytic issues to linguistic 
nuances in translations and technical constraints per country, were discussed with the co-
ordinator as a provider of integrated, balanced solutions operating across our conceptual and 
geographic context. This process was marked by the production of a new draft of the core 
questionnaire by the co-ordinator once a new stage of maturity was reached. There have 
been four such drafts. 

The entire operation showed how crucial it was to have anticipated a consortium and 
recruited a team whose combined skills could be integrated in order to achieve very fast the 
high level of qualitative sophistication and quantitative expertise demanded by the research 
design. Three members of the team (Michelle Dobré, Lilla Vicsek, György Lengyel) 
possessed advanced quantitative skills and ensured the sound basis of all thinking around 
the survey. An external colleague with advanced quantitative skills, Dr Klara Vlachova from 
the Czech Academy of Sciences, was also brought in on a research grant to offer additional 
analytic insight and eventually increase the scope of the research.  
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i.  Core Questionnaire 

We defined as our ‘core questionnaire’ our common source questionnaire which would be the 
longest possible that we could afford in any of the researched countries and was written in 
unidiomatic English, so as to facilitate translation. Budget concerns led the co-ordinator to 
give the questionnaire the most cost effective form, which among other aspects involved 
extracting the highest possible analytic potential through the use of items rather than 
questions. A second major problem that needed to be resolved through protracted and 
stressful negotiations in each country was the introduction of questions and items designed to 
maximise the depth of inquiry for our research rather than obey the norms of the often 
positivist and simplistic premises behind typical survey design. The length, depth and 
intensity of negotiations with some of our survey partners has added a major component of 
stress and workload to the obligations of the co-ordinator and, in some limited periods, to the 
research associate concerned in each case. The fact that these negotiations were conducted 
with given omnibus survey deadlines made them very arduous indeed.  

The final version of the core questionnaire appears on the joined quantitative tables in the 
Scientific Annexe. The attached version contains set of ‘shortening priorities’ so as to make 
sure that in all countries we could stretch our financial possibilities to the limit in order to cover 
as much territory as possible. The structure of the questionnaire responds to all levels of our 
enquiry and is accordingly more sophisticated than that of a mere set of direct opinion 
questions. Every item in the questionnaire was designed to yield specific analytic benefits in 
many directions, depending on its interpretative contextualisation each time. We will not 
supply details here, but a quick look will make clear that the questions allow for any 
combination of comparisons between UIC spheres, immediate concerns, meta-concerns, 
values, mode of sociality, representations of the institutional web, representations of individual 
trajectories, and citizen priorities with regard to UIC. The totality of these combinations are 
articulated with the structure of our qualitative work and the design of our qualitative protocols. 

 

ii.  Budget, Technical Co-ordination and Questionnaire Administration 

The full version of the questionnaire was administered only in Hungary and the shortest 
version was administered in the UK. The difference, which consists in seven points that were 
omitted reflects of course the cost of the survey and the possibilities for financial negotiation in 
each country. We have already mentioned that the budgetary constraints had significant 
impact on the preparation and administration of the survey, largely because the cost for 
technical preparation, co-ordination and administration was inelastic. We have tried all 
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possible solutions and thoroughly discussed cost-cutting with a series of opinion research 
institutes. At the same time, our negotiating position was weak because in order to reduce 
costs we had to administer our questionnaire as a part of omnibus surveys. In some countries 
(e.g. the UK), it was difficult to interest partners as such because of the demanding scientific 
profile of the questionnaire and the low budget  that we could afford. 

At all stages of the process, from the number and details of tour variables to the introductory 
statements that we wished to include, we had to make budget sensitive decisions. One of our 
most painful cost-cutting decisions was to re-arrange the whole process in the middle of its 
development and undertake the technical co-ordination of the survey ourselves instead of 
possibly reducing the questionnaire  to around two thirds of its current length. Dobré has been 
conducting the technical co-ordination and with the technical parameters of our partner 
institute in France as a departure point; Vicsek has provided assistance and critical feedback 
to Dobré in this task. Our communication model of repeated, detailed cycles of updates by 
each member of the team ensured that data collection and coding in each country followed a 
satisfactory, homogeneous pattern. We have added in terms of workload what we could not 
financially afford and the whole team has worked hard to ensure that this co-ordination did not 
hamper the progress of the qualitative work. In the case of Dobré, however, this was 
obviously less possible and this is why empirical work in France was completed later than in 
the other countries. 

In general, we have ensured that in all countries: a) the questionnaire was translated within 
the full depth of the socio-cultural content of the respondents; b) the visual presentation of the 
questionnaire and the face-to-face approach were adjusted so as to increase comprehension 
and ease on the part of the respondents; c) specific questions contained specific visual scales 
so as to support reflexive assessments by the respondents; d) technical aspects (such as 
variables, coding, data maps etc.) were developed in a way that ensured the highest possible 
degree of integration and comparison.  
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C. Findings and Analyses 

 

I. September 11 

Throughout our analysis, the reader will notice a flagrant absence of references to the attacks of 
September 11, 2001. This might seem inexplicable at first sight; therefore we should mention the 
following points: 

a) September 11 was undoubtedly a highly significant geopolitical event. It took place during the 
period in which we were carrying out our qualitative work and before we carried out our 
quantitative work; 

b) We reacted immediately to the events and thoroughly discussed potential implications and 
contingency plans; we decided to carry on with our schedule and carefully reconsider it after the 
first sign, in any of the countries, that September 11 was either dominating our interviews or 
unduly affecting our data. 

c) That sign never came! Despite our general research theme, September 11 never became 
anything than a (very significant) topical subject in the discussions with our participants. It did not 
“pollute” our focused exchanges on the sub-topics that our protocols addressed and it did not 
‘blind’ the participants when they thought about these sub-topics.   

d) From an analytical point of view, we could not have stronger evidence for our thesis on meta-
concerns and UIC. If doubts remained before September 11, there were none after, regarding 
the clear prevalence of the immediate sphere of experience as the decisive factor for the 
generation, depth and intensity of UIC. 

e) As a result, the analytical contribution of the attacks is both immense and unidirectional. All our 
analyses, interpretations, conclusions, theses and recommendations should be seen as backed-
up by this subtlest and strongest of proofs.  
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II. Quantitative Analysis 

 
i. Some Theory-Based Hypotheses 

 

The hypotheses were formulated based on the literature presented in part II. of the National 
Report. All of the hypotheses were tested with the quantitative tool, whilst with the qualitative 
component only some of the micro-hypotheses were tested. 

 

 
Macro-hypotheses 

In case of the macro-hypotheses theories hypotheses were formulated on the uncertainty 
constallation of the whole of the Hungarian society, in comparison with the other three 
countries of the European research. 

There are theories, which postulate the homogenity of subjective well-being within a society, 
and its difference between societies. Inglehart (1990) explaines this with the cultural norms 
connected to positive and negative affective and cognitive states, which are different between 
countries, as each country has a somewhat different culture and history. It is interesting to 
see whether this hypothesis stands in the case of uncertainty as well. Thus, our first macro-
hypothesis is:  

Macro-hypothesis 1: National homogeneity  

There is less variance in the extent and focus of uncertainty within the countries, than 
between the countries. 

 

In case of the late-modern theories (Beck 1992, 2000; Giddens 1990, 1991; Lianos 2001) it is 
not always totally clear, whether its theoreticians maintain that in late-modern societies the 
extent of uncertainty is different as well, or just its focus, in comparison with the non-late-
modern societies. Based on this a strong and a weak version of the late-modern hypothesis 
was formulated. 

 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  35 

With respect to the focus of late-modernity, the main late-modern theorists assume that in 
late-modern societies people are worried mostly about post-material dangers, especially 
about global ecological dangers caused by technology. 

 

The literature view the Western-European and the North-American societies to be to most 
late-modern (Giddens 1991). From the investigated four countries Beck’s (1992) assumption 
for the wealth of late-modern nations is true mostly for the Western-European countries from 
the four countries investigated. Based on this, we constructed the following hypotheses: 

 

 Macro-hypothesis 2: Late-modern societies 

a. Strong assumption: 

In the countries with more late-modern elements (France, Great-Britain), the average 
level of uncertainty is higher and people’s fears center more around postmaterial 
dangers. 

b. Weak assumption:  

In the countries with more late-modern elements (France, Great Britain) people’s fears 
center more around postmaterial dangers.  

 

After the system change in Hungary, much literature dealt with the low subjective well-being, 
high level of fears, anxieties and pessimism prevailing in Hungary (Róbert 1996, Spéder-
Paksi-Elekes 1998, Lengyel-Hegedus 2002, Andorka 1994, Ferge 1994, Farkas 1999, Kiss 
1997, Kopp 1994). The majority of this literature explained these negative affective and 
cognitive phenomena with the state socialist past, the system change itself, and the 
economic recession that followed it. It is interesting to see whether these theories which were 
formulated mainly for the first half of the nineties, are true in 2001-2002:  
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Macro-hypothesis 3: Hungarian history 

The extent of uncertainty is highest in Hungary, because of the cumulated effects of the 
socialist past, the system change and the economic recession, and because of other 
historical factors.  

 

Micro-hypotheses 

Micro-hypotheses were investigated within the Hungarian sample. In the case of the micro-
hypotheses, assumptions are made about the uncertainty constellations of individuals within 
Hungary, compared to other Hungarian individuals.  

Several authors stress the impact of economic and cultural resources on the disposition 
towards the future  (Bourdieu 1978, Dobré 2001, Schwarzt-Melech 2000, Scott 2000). Based 
on these theories we can expect that the more economic and cultural resources one has, the 
less uncertainty one feels. With respect to the focus of uncertainty Inglehart (1997) assumes, 
that those who have many economic and cultural resources tend to be afraid more from 
postmaterial than from material dangers. He leads these back to several mechanisms.  

There are theories, which see phenomena close to uncertainty as a consequence of 
powerlessness (Mirowsky-Ross 1986). Another branch of the literature emphasizes the 
negative impact of distrust on different cognitive and affective phenomena (Delhey-Newton 
2002, Mirowsky-Ross 1986).  

 

With respect to Hungarian society an assumption has been voiced, that the fact that many 
held themselves to be losers of the system change in the 1990s played a role in the negative 
public atmosphere in the country (Farkas 1999). The negative atmosphere was also 
connected to the opinions on the system change by several authors: these authors stated, 
that the high level of pessimism prevailing in Hungary is in connection with the negative 
judgement of the system change by the population (Róbert 1996). These macro-level 
statements can be reformulated on the micro-level: thus, who feels a loser of the system 
change, who rates the system change more negatively will feel more negative cognitive and 
affective phenomena, and thus will feel a greater extent of uncertainty.  

Cultural theory (Douglas 1992, Douglas-Wildavsky 1982, Thompson et al. 1990, Adams 
1995) claims that what people are afraid of is not dependent on the individuals psychological 
characteristics, and not real dangers, but is predominantly determined by the individuals 
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“cultural biases”. Cultural biases are a certain value and belief systems, which have only a 
few variations. The theory states that those with a certain cultural bias accept a cultural 
package: many views, norms, fears go together. I will investigate whether some of these 
consistent cultural packages exist, whether people with certain cultural biases can be held to 
have certain views on uncertainty. 

 

Based on these the micro-hypotheses are the following: 

MICRO-HYPOTHESES 

Hypothesis 1: Economic and cultural resources 

Individuals with more economic and cultural resources feel less uncertainty and their 
fears center more around postmaterial dangers. 

Hypothesis 2: Anomie and alienation 

Individuals, who feel anomie and alienation feel more uncertainty. 

Hypotheses 3: Distrust 

Those, who do not trust institutions and people in general, feel more uncertainty. 

Hypothesis 4: The selective effects of- and attitudes toward the system 
change   

- The relative losers of the system change feel more uncertainty. 

- Those, who have negative attitudes towards the system change, and positive 
attitudes toward the previous system, feel more uncertainty. 

Hypothesis 5: Cultural biases 

- Those with individual cultural bias, feel less uncertainty. 
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- The fears of those with egalitarian cultural bias, focus more on postmaterial dangers. 

- Indirect assumption: The level of uncertainty is independent of the risk level of the 
individual’s work situation. 

 

Data and Methods 

The Hungarian part of the empirical material consists of a representative Omnibus survey. To 
examine the micro-theories I use survey data from the three other analysed countries. The 
surveys took place in the Uncertainty and Insecurity in Europe research project. To test the 
micro-theories I also used the answers to some questions, which were asked in another 
question block in the same Hungarian Omnibus survey. The collection of the data took place 
in the first half of 2002.  

I use several different methods to investigate the macro- and micro-hypotheses throughout 
the quantitative analysis. Macro-hypotheses are studied with the comparison of standard 
deviation, variance-analysis, and linear regression. Micro-hypotheses are investigated with 
linear regression.  

In the four countries of the project a representative survey was conducted in the first half on 
2002. The Hungarian survey was administered by the institute TÁRKI. There was another 
block of questions in the same survey, financed by another research, which I could also use 
for my analyses. The Hungarian sample contains only individuals, who are above 18, whilst 
the samples from the other countries contain individuals above 15, thus from the other 
samples I could only use the part for the individuals over 18. The Greek sample has no 
people over 80 in it, whilst the other samples do, thus I only took into account people under 
80 from the other samples as well. This way the sample for the four countries consists of 
respondents between 18 and 80 years old. Thus, the sample sizes for the macro analysis 
were the following: Greece: 1916, Hungary: 1468, Great-Britain: 935, France: 922 individuals. 
The samples in every country were weighed by gender, age and type of residence. 

In case of the testing of the micro-hypotheses the whole Hungarian sample (1502 individuals) 
was used.  
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ii. Examining the Hypotheses 

The Macro-hypotheses 

Homogeneity within countries and heterogeniety amongst cultures was investigated with the 
comparison of deviations with respect to feelings of uncertainty. Deviation within each country 
was compared with outer deviation: the deviation of the country averages. For the cultural 
homogeniety hypothesis to be confirmed it is also needed that the country averages 
significantly differ from each other.   

Deviations are presented in table 2., 3. and 4. Not all average uncertainty values differ from 
the average of another country significantly, which would be needed for hypothesis 1 to be 
confirmed. Deviation within the countries proved to be much greater than deviation between 
the countries.  

 

? Table 1. Average and deviation of insecurity 

? (1 – feels totally secure – 5 does not feel secure at all) 

 Average Deviation N 
   

 France 3,18 1,19 905   
 Great-Britain  2,72 1,22 932 
 Greece 3,20 1,23 1902 
 Hungary 3,23 1,11 1456 
 Total 
 

3,12 1,20 5195 

 

? Table 2. The average and deviation of unpredictability  

? (1 – feels knows everything needed 5 – knows too little) 

 Average Deviation N 
   
 France 2,91 1,22 839 
 Great-Britain  2,63 1,19 804 
 Greece 3,35 1,29 1757 
 Hungary 3,42 1,11 1414 

“Do you know enough about 
what your life will be in one 

year?” 
  
 
  

 Total 3,18 1,25 4813 

  
 France 

 
3,39 

 
1,21 

 
795 

 
“Do you know enough about 
what your life will be in three  Great-Britain  3,07 1,25 716 
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 Greece 3,87 1,15 1650 
 Hungary 4,01 1,00 1380 

years?” 
 
  
  
  

 Total 3,70 1,19 4541 

 

? Table 3. The average and deviation of postmaterial focus 

Average Deviation   N  
  

 France 0,8781 1,6088 758 
 Great-Britain  0,8673 1,5012 875 
 Greece 0,1285 1,2625 1667 
 Hungary -0,1496 1,3595 1247 
 Total 0,3193 1,4623 

 
4547 

 

Thus, the cultural homogeniety hypothesis was not supported by the data.  

The average of the Hungarian and Greek respondents with resepct to unpredictability lies 
quite close to each other, and differs from the two Western-European countries. The results 
are contrary with respect to the strong hypothesis of late-modernity: as the extent of 
unpredictability is greater not in the Western-European countries, but in Hungary and 
Greece. There are less marked differences in the case of insecurity. Only the average of 
Great-Britain differs considerably from the others. According to the data people feel less 
insecurity there, then in the other three countries. This is also in contradiction of the strong 
hypothesis of late-modernity.  

 

Although results do not support the assumption of the greater extent of uncertainty in France 
and Great-Britain, results are in accordance with our expectations in the case of the focus of 
uncertainty.  In the two Western-European countries people focus significantly more on 
postmaterial anxieties (the postmaterial focus variable, which measures the difference of 
having anxiety because of postmaterial issues and of material issues). We must not forget 
however, that there are great differences within countries with resepct to uncertainty. We 
must also take into account that we only have data from four countries, thus what maybe true 
for these four countries does not neccessarily have to be true worldwide.  
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For the third macro-hypothesis to be confirmed, it is needed, that the level of uncertainty is 
significantly higher in Hungary, than in the three other countries. Whilst it is true, that the 
extent of unpredictability and insecurity is the highest in the Hungarian sample, but this value 
differs significantly from the others in the case of one measure of unpredictability (the 3 year 
question), in the other cases the difference  between the Greek and the Hungarian values is 
not significant (on a 0,05 significance level).  Thus, the hypothesis is only supported partially 
by the data. This does not mean, however, that the system change might not have caused a 
great increase in insecurity in Hungary. It is also possible, that as more than a decade has 
passed, people in the past few years have acclimatized to the changes, and thus their level 
of insecurity decreased in comparison with the era right after the system change.  

 

The Micro-hypotheses 

The Focus of Uncertainty 

Micro-hypotheses were investigated on the Hungarian sample. First, I present data on the 
focus of uncertainty.  

 

? Table 5: Regression models of Hypothesis 1. with respect to the focus of uncertainty. /Beta 
parameters and their significance levels/   

 

 

The explanatory variable 

Step 1.: 

 

Step 2.: 

With control variables 

 Dependent variable: 
focus of 
unpredicatbility 

Dependent variable: 
focus of unpredicatbility 
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subjective class position: 
middle- and upper class 

(reference: lower class) 

0,896** 0,809** 

subjective class position:  
lower-middle class 

(reference: lower class) 

0,746** 0,700** 

subjective class position:  
working class  

(reference: lower class) 

0,489** 0,467** 

durable consumption goods 
0,252** 

0,283** 

education: 

max. 8 classes  

(reference: univ. diploma) 

-0,575** -0,580** 

education: 

vocational middle school  

(reference: univ. diploma) 

-0,372** -0,393** 

education: 

high-school diploma 
(referencia: univ. diploma) 

-0,191 -0,189 

Controlvariables 
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gender  

-0,0184* 

age: 30-39  (ref. under 30)  

-0,0135 

age: 40-49   

-0,0274* 

age: 50-59   

-0,0292* 

age: 60-69   

-0,078 

age: over 70   

0,130 

type of residence: city (ref. village)  

0,196* 

type of residence: Budapest  

0,254* 

Constant -0,616** -0,799** 

Adjusted R² 0,102 0,117 

Comment: **: significant on level 0,01        *: significant on level 0,05  

 

Hypothesis 1. postulated the relationship between economic and cultural resources and the 
focus of uncertainty.   

It can be seen from Table 5., that the economic resources are in connection with uncertainty: 
the higher class one belongs to the greater are their anxieties focusing on postmaterial 
dangers. Those, who have more than three durable consumption goods (such as color 
television, microwave oven, washing machine, etc.) they also feel more anxiety in connection 
with postmaterial issues, as those who possess less such goods. The effect of cultural 
resources is a bit less obvious. Those who have high-shool diploma, do not focus on other 
dangers as those with a university degree. However, the danger hierarchy of those who have 
completed at the maximum 8 classes, or who absolved a vocational middle school (without 
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high-school diploma) differs significantly from those with a university degree, even if we 
control for economic resources and the control variables. 

The effect of egalitarian cultural bias was also investigated. I investigated whether those who 
have an egalitarian cultural bias focus their anxities more on postmaterial dangers (global 
ecological dangers), than others. Data did not support this assumption However, constraints 
of the operacionalization have to be emphasized in the interpretation of these results.   

The Extent of Uncertainty 

In the national report, I discuss the micro-assumptions pretaining to the extent of uncertainty 
in two integral modells, which contain the variables from all the hypotheses and the socio-
demographic control variables.  

It can be seen from Table 6. that the integrated models have great statistical explanatory 
power, especially if we take into consideration that we are dealing with the explanation of 
attitudes. The explanatory power of the integrated model of insecurity is greater, than that of 
unpredictability, whilst in the case of the former the adjusted R² is 42 percent, in case of the 
later it is 35,6 percent.   

 

Experiencing a drop in life-niveau and belonging to the middle or higher class (in comparison 
with lower class) is a significant influencing factor both in the case of unpredictability and 
insecurity. There is a difference however, that on top of this out of the cultural and economic 
resources, the former is influenced by cultural resources, the later by having durable 
consumption goods. This might be a sign that security is connected by people mainly to 
financial well-being, whilst people do not neccessarily think so much in term of finances with 
respect to unpredictability.  

 

? Table 6. The integrated regression models.  

? /Beta parameters and their significance levels./ 

 

 

 

The integrated models 
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The explanatory variable 

Dependent variable: 

Unpredictability 

(0 – feels that s/he can 
foresee totally, 10 – 
feels s/he cannot 
foresee at al, how 

his/her future will turn 
out) 

Dependent variable: 

Insecurity 

(0 – feels totally secure, 
10 – does not feel 

secure at all) 

Hypothesis 1. Economic and Cultural Resources 
  

Belongs to middle- and upper class  
-0,535* -0,559* 

Belongs to lower-middle class 
-0,318 -0,403 

Belongs to working class 
-0,428 -0,380 

Has durable consumption goods 
-0,178 -0,310* 

Education: Maximum 8 classes 
0,649** 0,209 

Education: Vocational middle school 
0,485* 0,105 

Education: High school diploma 
0,262 0,181 

Hypothesis 2. Anomie and alienation 
  

Feels in control of future 
-0,487** -0,422** 

Has friends 
0,071 -0,116 
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Is in a cohabiting relationship 
0,126 -0,076 

Feels lonely 
0,170** 0,225** 

Feels that life can be understood easily 
-0,277** -0,271** 

Goes to church 
-0,051 -0,109 

Opinion on the breach of rules 
-0,065 0,040 

Hypothesis 3. Distrust 
  

General trust  
-0,162* -0,184** 

Trust in institutions 
-0,285** -0,386** 

Hypothesis 4. The selective consequences of the 
system change and attitudes toward it  

  

Experienced drop in life niveau 
0,231* 0,373** 

Feels to be winner of system change 
-0,277** -0,246** 

Positive attitude toward the system change 
-0,204** -0,219** 

Hypothesis 5: Cultural biases 
  

Has individual cultural bias 
-0,208 0,076 

Control variables 

Gender 

0,133 -0,029 

Age: 30-39  

-0,136 0,207 
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Age: 40-49  

0,041 0,153 

Age: 50-59  

0,272 0,452** 

Age: 60-69  

0,052 -0,133 

Age: over 70  

-0,136 -0,154 

Type of residence: city 

-0,154 -0,133 

Type of residence: Budapest 

0,152 0,149 

Constant 8,628** 7,854** 

Adjusted R² 0,356 0,420 

Comment: **: significant on level 0,01        *: significant on level 0,05  

From the dimensions of anomie and alienation going to church (which stood for the self-
alienation dimension) and the normlessness dimension was not significant. Pretaining to the 
self-alienation dimension, this might be also lead back to the fact that other variables would 
have been needed also to properly operationalize this dimension.  

 

The hypothesis of cultural bias produced the least results. All other hypothesis except for this 
one had significant variables in the integrated models. However, this might be partially lead 
back to the fact that the operationalization of cultural biases raised several problems.  

Except for the case of the economic and cultural resources, the same variable proved to be 
significant for unpredictability and insecurity: feeling of powerlessness, feeling lonely, feeling 
life is understandable, general and institutional trust, experience with drop in life-niveau, 
feeling a winner of the system change, attitudes towards the system change. 

When evaluating the results, it needs to be taken into account that whilst the theoretical 
explanations assume a causal relationship, treating uncertainty as the effect, the empirical 
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methods of the research only enable us to discuss the empirical connection of two factors 
and not their cause-effect relationship. In case of some hypotheses these makes less of a 
problem, as a reversed causal relationship is unlikely, but there are some hypotheses where 
the argument that the causal relationship can only be in one direction is rather flimsy. 

It is worth to compare the theories with respect to their explanatory power. The explanatory 
power of the hypothesis was measured with the adjusted R² measure in two ways. First, I 
regarded as maximum explanatory power that adjusted R² measure, which belonged to a 
modell with all the variables of the given hypothesis, without the other variables and control 
variables. Second, I regarded as minimum explanatory power that decline in the adjusted R 
square, which happened when I took the variables of the given hypothesis out from the 
integrated model. The real effect of the variable blocks is hard to measure, because there 
can be relationships between varable block, also because the theories can enlarge each 
others’ effects. Because of these entanglements the maximum explanatory power probably 
overestimates the real effect of the variable blocks, whilst the minimum explanatory power 
probably underestimates it.  

 
? Table 4.  The comparison of the explanatory power of the theories 

 

 

The micro-hypothesis 

Maximum explanatory power  

 

Minimum explanatory power 

 

 Dependent 
variable: 

Unpredictability 

Depende
nt 
variable: 

Insecurit
y 

Dependent 
variable: 

Unpredictability 

Depende
nt 
variable: 

Insecurit
y 

1. Economic and cultural 
resources  

0,114 0,110 
0,011 0,007 

2. Anomie and alienation 0,255 0,282 
0,060 0,064 

3. Distrust 0,123 0,181 
0,016 0,031 
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4. System change 0,239 0,282 0,032 0,037 

5. Cultural bias 0,007 0,008 0,000 0,000 

 
IF WE COMPARE THE STATISTICAL EXPLANATORY POWER OF THE THEORIES, THEN WE CAN SEE THAT THE 
HYPOTHESIS OF ANOMIE AND ALIENATION AND THE HYPOTHESIS OF THE SYSTEM CHANGE HAVE THE HIGHEST 
EXPLANATORY POWER (BOTH MINIMUM AND MAXIMUM). THE HYPOTHESIS OF DISTRUST ALSO PREFORMS WELL.  
 

 

 

 

 

iii.  DS and UIC 

 

The Greek  part of the “Uncertainty and Insecurity in Europe” research project was 
designed and executed along the common parameters of the international project. 
The research instruments for both, i.e. the survey questionnaire and the research 
protocols for the various interviews and focus group sessions were developed in 
English through a close co-operation of all the UIE research associated and were 
then translated into Greek. For financial reasons, the following items from the 
common survey questionnaire matrix were left out of the Greek version. 

• Question 4: items, (k) and (m) 

• Question 7: items, (b) and (I) 

• Question 10: Entirely 

• Question 11: item (g) 

The Greek UIE Survey was conducted during July – December 2002 by the 
research company “Hellenic Research House”. The sample was 2,000 people, 973 
males and 1,027 females) scattered throughout the Greek territory. More 
specifically, our sample was drawn from the regions: Thrace, Macedonia, Epeiros, 
Thessalia, Sterea Hellas, Peloponnisos, Crete, Thessaloniki and Athens. The 
weighting factors of our sample were: sex, age, region and urbanity.  
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In this part of our report we shall present in some detail the major findings of our 
Greek UIE survey. We shall start off by reporting on a series of findings that 
delineate the spectrum of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity in the 
contemporary Greek gaze. These findings give us a valuable picture about the 
relevance and frequency of uncertainty experiences by our Greek respondents, as 
well as a detailed charting of our respondents’ assessments about the relevance 
and the strengths of uncertainty feelings with regard to specific realms of social 
experience. Moreover, the spectrum of UIC in the contemporary Greek gaze is 
complemented by another series of survey findings that, on the one hand, map out 
our respondent’s perceptions of security feelings about the future as hold by their 
surrounding social environment and, on the other, by a series of findings that 
pertain to our participants’ perceived adequacy of knowledge about one’s future. 
This first part of our survey research findings culminates with the presentation of a 
series of findings that chart our respondents’ views about the issue of complexity, 
as evidenced either directly or through thematic manifestations of it in contemporary 
life. 

 

The second part of our presentation of our survey findings focuses more specifically 
on a series of evidence that pertain to our respondents’ views about the linkage of 
institutions and institutional action, of the public as well as of the private sector, with 
uncertainty, insecurity and complexity. The relevant findings are presented in a 
polarised mode, with the findings that pertain to our participants’ views about the 
detrimental role of institutions with regard to UIC presented first and the findings 
that pertain to the potential alleviating role of institutions in countering UIC 
presented next. The same polarised mode of presentation is adopted for the 
charting out of our participants’ views about elements and realms of societal 
experiences that pertain to direct sociality. On the one hand, we shall present a 
series of findings that allow direct sociality to emerge as more or less triumphantly 
as a remedy against UIC and, on the other, we shall present another series of 
findings that blueprint an image of direct sociality as “a poison” that has detrimental 
societal effects with regard to UIC. 

 

In the last two parts of our survey findings presentation, we shall focus in the 
presentation of series of findings that pertain to two crucial aspects of our overall 
theoretical background. First, we shall present a number of research findings that 
map out the conceptual field of (social and cultural) prescription and empowerment, 
as evidenced through related survey responses. Second, we shall have the chance 
to present a series of findings that chart out our research respondents’ views on a 
number of issues which views evidence the currency of individualism or, more 
accurately, of individualisms in contemporary Greek consciousness. Without further 
ado, let us start looking at our survey research findings.  
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Frequency of uncertainty experiences 
 

Given the scope of our research, it should not come as a surprise that one of our main concerns 
reflected in and addressed by our survey questionnaire was to delineate the parameters, the thematic 
composition and the intensity of lay uncertainty in the respective national societies. This central 
research concern has been translated into a number of relevant questions. Quite characteristically, in 
the opening question of our survey, our respondents were asked to choose one only out of five 
statements, the one that described better their experiences with regard to uncertainty. Table 1 
summarises the responses of the Greek sample.   

 

Table 1: Frequency of uncertainty experiences 
 
I experience uncertainty Too often (5) 15% 
I experience uncertainty Quite Often (4) 30% 
I experience uncertainty Sometimes (3) 29% 
I experience uncertainty Rarely (2) 14% 
I Never experience uncertainty (1) 11% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.204 
 

As evidenced in the responses of our participants, uncertainty fails to be treated as a relevant life 
experience of the respondents to any serious degree only by the 25% of them. Instead, uncertainty, 
as stated, is experienced quite often by the 30% of our respondents and an additional 15% of them 
stated that they experience uncertainty too often. From that initial finding, it may well be gathered that 
uncertainty is a relevant social experience to a considerable extent in the contemporary Greek 
context. An even more interesting picture emerges if one considers the regional differentiations in the 
responses for this survey question. The responses “I experience uncertainty too / quite often” peak in 
the urban centres of Athens and Thessaloniki (57% and 60%, respectively) and they reach their 
lowest score in rural / semi-urban regions (34%) where the responses “I experience uncertainty rarely 
/ never” come up to 35%. Quite interestingly, in the island of Crete, a local society renowned for the 
strong social ties among its members, the responses “I experience uncertainty too / quite often” come 
up only to 30%.  

 

 

Feelings of uncertainty about specific realms of social experience 
 

Apart from tackling the question as to whether (and to what extent) uncertainty constitutes a relevant 
societal experience for the Greek public, one of the most important questions that our survey sought 
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to address was to disentangle the thematic composition of lay experiences of uncertainty. The 
general working hypothesis of the UIE project, in contrast to the postulates of the “orthodox” reflexive 
modernization thesis, has been that lay reflexivity, and therefore uncertainty, would be more focused 
on experiences related to the immediate social sphere than to remote realms of social experience. In 
addition to this general hypothesis, we have allowed for differentiations within the national societies 
brought together in our project on the basis of the extent to which institutional sociality has come to 
penetrate their respective social nexus and replace relations and bonds of direct sociality. Our 
prediction has been that in societies (like the Greek one), where social experience is (still) not so 
suffocatingly saturated and corroded by the penetration of impersonal institutional modes of relating, 
individuals would retain a sufficient amount of empowerment and prescriptive vision that would allow 
them to articulate reflexive stances towards remote areas of societal experience. In the Tables 2-10 
below are presented the responses of our Greek research participants to a number of statements 
which they were asked to rate along a scale ranging from “Very much so” to “Not at all”. The 
statements referred to potential feelings of uncertainty with regard to issues pertaining to both 
immediate and remote spheres of societal experience.  

 

Table 2: Feelings of uncertainty about work or income 
 
Very much so (5) 17% 
Quite (4) 34% 
So and so (3) 32% 
Not particularly (2) 16% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,5 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,957 
 

Given the contemporary high rates of unemployment in Greece, it is not surprising that more than half 

of our respondents12 (51%) stated that work or income constitute for them a major source of 

uncertainty (17% “very much so”, 34% “quite”). It is characteristic that only 16% of our respondents 

stated that work or income are not particularly important sources of uncertainty for them. It should be 

noted that high uncertainty (i.e., responses “very much so” and “quite”) with regard to work or income 

peaks in the urban centres of Thessaloniki and Athens (62% and 61%, respectively), whereas in rural 

and semi-urban locations, in general, the responses stating high uncertainty reach the percentage of 

41 and, more specifically, in Thrace / Macedonia came up only to 34% and in Crete 35%. This finding 

gains in importance when one considers the fact that unemployment and poverty are to much larger 

extent problems traditionally faced in the Greek periphery than in the Greek urban centres. It seems 

that this finding verifies our general prediction within the UIE project that the degree of uncertainty 

experienced may be more related to the extent to which citizens are exposed to the individualistic / 

                                                   
12 For tables 2-10 the sample of respondents includes only those who responded in the first question at least “I experience 
uncertainty rarely” (N=1778) 
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atomizing culture of the institutionalized modern world (as it is the case with urban centres), which 

deprives them from the comforting security network that can be found in small communities, than with 

the realistic existence of (various types of) hazards. 

 

 

Table 3: Feelings of uncertainty about health care or pension 
 
Very much so (5) 29% 
Quite (4) 33% 
So and so (3) 16% 
Not particulary (2) 13% 
Not at all (1) 7% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.236 
 

Given the research findings and the theoretical elaborations upon the rudimentary form that the 
“social state” has achieved in modern Greece that we have presented earlier in this report, it should 
not come as a surprise that 62% of our respondents stated high degrees of uncertainty with regard to 
health care or pension. What should be noted here though are again the inter-regional differences 
among the respondents that stated a high degree of uncertainty over health care or pension. High 
uncertainty responses with regard to these issues peak –again- in the urban centres of Thessaloniki 
and Athens (74% and 64, respectively), whereas in rural and semi-urban areas (in general) they 
come up to 57%, and, more particularly, in Thrace / Macedonia they come up to 45% and in Crete to 
53%. This finding gains in importance when one considers the fact that residents in rural and semi-
urban Greek locations are, arguably, worse off when it comes to institutional health care provisions, 
when compared to urbanite Greeks. Moreover, it should be considered the fact that a considerable 
part of our respondents who come from rural or semi-urban locations are quite probably covered by 
the Agricultural Security Organisation (OGA), which is notorious for its extremely low pensions. As 
before, it seems that the exposition to the institutionally convoluted and socially (in terms of direct 
sociality) deprived urban environment has a significant effect upon individual perceptions of 
uncertainty. 

 

 

Table 4: Feelings of uncertainty about personal or family matters.  
 
Very much so (5) 32% 
Quite (4) 29% 
So and so (3) 20% 
Not particularly (2) 11% 
Not at all (1) 6% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
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Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,7 

STANDARD DEVIATION 1.215 
 

The fact that 61% of our reduced sample, consisting solely of the respondents that stated at least rare 

experiences of uncertainty, rated as highly uncertain developments in their personal lives or in their 

family should not come as a surprise. The generalised wording of this question / statement may well be 

thought that taps into perceptions that stem from a generalised cultural ethos or vocabulary of 

subjectivity (Shotter, 1993) more than into concrete life situations. Such high ratings, in the uncertainty 

scale, of personal and family matters may well be attributed to the generalised syndrome of insecurity 

(Tsoukalas, 1987) that has marked the post-war years in Greece and has been inherited to later 

generations as the cultural representation proper of the life-course of individual social actors, as well as 

of the family as the pre-eminent social unit in the context of modern Greek culture and social structure. 

Moreover, it may as well relate to the opacity of the institutional terrain in Greece which, as we have 

noted earlier, according to Karapostolis (1987) cues individual social actors to be always “on the alert”. 

Obviously, this finding also relates to the contemporary currency in the modern Greek context of 

discourses about the alleged “crisis in the family” that we have discussed about in Part III of this report. 

 

 

Table 5: Feelings of uncertainty about the quality of goods and services. 
 
Very much so (5) 31% 
Quite (4) 36% 
So and so (3) 19% 
Not particularly (2) 11% 
Not at all (1) 3% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.078 

 

The measurement of the (reported) levels of uncertainty with regard to the quality of goods and 

services is one more measurement that adds into the array of findings that tap into the realm of societal 

experiences of the immediate sphere. As we can see in the Table 5 above, it is only a marginal 3% of 

the respondents that expressed no feelings of uncertainty with regard to the quality of goods and 

services that can be found today. Instead, the 67% of our respondents reported high degrees of 
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uncertainty. The regional differentiations in responses are quite interesting. In rural and semi-urban 

areas the percentage of respondents who reported high degrees of feelings of uncertainty fell to 57, in 

Thrace / Macedonia to 44 and in Crete to 60. On the other hand, in Athens the percentage of 

respondents who reported high degrees of feelings of uncertainty went up to 76 and in Thessaloniki to 

68. Although not conclusively, this finding seems to support our general hypothesis that feelings of 

uncertainty in the contemporary world are deeply rooted in experiences of the immediate sphere, of the 

everyday life. Moreover, the differentiation between rural and urban centres seems to suggest that 

feelings of uncertainty over such a prominently mundane issue as it is the quality of goods and services 

may be accentuated by the opacity and complexity of the institutional web that saturates everyday life 

in metropolitan cities like Athens, in contra-distinction to the arguably less institutionally convoluted life-

world of off-centre locations. 

 

 

Table 6: Feelings of uncertainty about the way in which our society develops 
 
Very much so (5) 24% 
Quite (4) 29% 
So and so (3) 20% 
Not particularly (2) 18% 
Not at all (1) 8% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this * 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.250 
 

 

Table 7: Feelings of uncertainty about important issues in our country or government decisions 
 
Very much so (5) 25% 
Quite (4) 38% 
So and so (3) 23% 
Not particularly (2) 10% 
Not at all (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.024 
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In Tables 6 and 7 are presented the ratings, in terms of feelings of uncertainty, of our research 
participants with regard to realms of societal experiences that go beyond the immediate sphere: i.e. 
on the one hand, about the general developmental trajectory of “our society” and, on the other, about 
important issues in our country or government decisions on such issues. Despite the fact that the full 
analytic importance of the findings presented in Tables 6 & 7 (as well as in Tables 8 & 9 below) can 
only be ascertained through comparisons with the equivalent findings from other UIE-project 
participating national societies, a few interpretative comments can be made here.  

 

Both the above realms of social experience brought for evaluation by the respondents, in terms of 
their uncertainty generating potential, may reach beyond the immediate sphere of social experience 
but, nonetheless, remain within a national frame of reference. Therefore, it may be argued that they 
retain a middle ground position between the immediate sphere and the global scene that is thought, 
in the orthodox risk society literature, to heighten uncertainty through the expansion of reflexive 
awareness of lay citizens. Moreover, it can safely be argued that the participants’ responses to these 
questionnaire items draw upon collective and culturally specific representations, on the one hand, of 
social change and, on the other, of social problems and of governmental efficiency in dealing with 
such problems.  

 

As far as the findings presented in Table 6 are concerned, we can easily see that more than half of 
our research participants stated high degrees of uncertainty about the way in which “our society 
develops”; and this is an important finding in its own terms. Nevertheless, it goes without saying that 
in order to interpret the respondents’ evaluative stances, we should bear in mind the potentially 
diverse meanings of social change for different clusters of social actors. At the end of the day, as 
social change may count both the introduction of electricity in a remote village of Thrace as well as 
the growing awareness of professional precariousness for a white-collar Athenian working in the 
private sector. In that respect, it is important to note that the reported high degree of uncertainty about 
the way in which society develops peaks in the urban centre of Thessaloniki (67%), whereas it finds 
its lowest score in the regions of Thrace / Macedonia (37%). It may well be argued that for significant 
clusters of modern Greek citizens residing in the periphery social change (cf. “the way in which our 
society develops”) carries with it all the optimism associated with classical modernity. Interestingly, 
the above mentioned low scores in the wider regions of Thrace and Macedonia contrast starkly with 
the high scores in Thessaloniki, which is the capital city of the province of Macedonia.  

 

As far as the findings presented in Table 7 are concerned, again the fact that 63% of the respondents 
reported high degrees of uncertainty about important contemporary issues in Greece or about 
government decisions about such issues is a significant finding in itself. If nothing else, it shows that 
the uncertainty generating potential of such a realm of social experience, which goes some way 
beyond the immediate sphere, is comparable to the immediate realms of social experience that we 
examined above. Particularly, if we consider the fact that in the two big urban Greek centres, which 
account for close to the half of the Greek population, the relevant percentages go even higher (69% 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  57 

Thessaloniki, 72% Athens). Nevertheless, at this point it is worth making a note, which builds upon 
our earlier theoretical elaboration upon the personalised character of state institutions in modern 
Greece. Indeed, we may want to question the extent to which the realm of social experience which 
refers to State / government may be reasonably considered a remote realm of social experience, 
both in terms of representational as well as in terms of everyday habitual practices. The fact that, as 
we have already maintained, the realm of direct sociality is in a constant struggle to appropriate the 
realm of institutional sociality in its own terms renders the realm of (State) institutional sociality to be a 
social realm much closer to everyday life-world(s) than archetypal social theoretical accounts allow 
for. Therefore, it may be the case that what we encounter when presented with such high ratings of 
uncertainty does not refer to an expansion of subjectivity “upwards” but to a reflexive endeavour and 
to an empowered subjectivity that encompasses a realm of social experience that is always already 
“down there”. We shall have the chance to discuss about that later also. 

 

Let us now consider the research participants’ responses to two questionnaire items that clearly refer 
to remote spheres of social experience and to their uncertainty generating potential. 

 

Table 8: Feelings of uncertainty about great environmental issues, like global warming 
 
Very much so (5) 23% 
Quite (4) 37% 
So and so (3) 24% 
Not particularly (2) 10% 
Not at all (1) 4% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,7 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.065 
 

 

Table 9: Feeling of uncertainty about international political and economic developments 
 
Very much so (5) 32% 
Quite (4) 34% 
So and so (3) 19% 
Not particularly (2) 10% 
Not at all (1) 4% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.106 
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As far as the findings presented in Table 8 and 9 are concerned, one cannot fail to notice that the 
percentages of high reported uncertainty about great environmental issues (60%), like global 
warming and the percentages of high reported uncertainty about international political and economic 
developments (66%) are equally high as previous percentages which referred to immediate realms of 
social experience. As before, the detailed breakdown of responses informs us that reported feelings 
of high uncertainty about those two realms peak in Greek urban centres (70% Thessaloniki and 66% 
Athens; 82% Thessaloniki and 80% Athens, respectively), whereas, they are much lower in off-centre 
locations. Our interpretation of these findings follows the same social theoretical reasoning as before. 
It may well be suggested that the socially empowered subjectivity that allows modern Greeks to treat 
the realm of the State as a proximate realm of social experience affords for reflexive awareness of 
global and international developments and, subsequently, for high reported uncertainty about them. 

 

 A paradox should be mentioned and commented upon here. The high reported awareness of 
ecological dangers may be thought to be in contradiction to the political fact that ecological 
movements and ecologically-minded patterns of thought and action have only had marginal appeal in 
the Greek public over the last two decades. In the relevant literature, this fact is often accounted for 
by means of the flimsiness of civil society and the traditional capability of the two bigger political 
parties to enlist and gather support through populist political rhetoric and their clientelist networks. 
The fact that ecological dangers seem to generate high levels of feelings of uncertainty, which do not 
translate into equivalent political mobilisation may suggest that the modern Greek public 
consciousness is increasingly filled by the post-industrial / global concerns but, in terms of practical 
political allegiances, it defers to the established and well-rehearsed patterns of political behaviour. It 
may be argued that, in this case, “acting-at-a-distance” is dispreferred, when the merits, or rather, the 
expectations of merits of acting politically at and through the proximity of the party and the State 
presents a rooted and practically esteemed main road towards political participation and action. 

 

The case with the realm of “international political and economic developments” is somewhat different 
though. It may be argued that, to a certain extent, the reported high levels of uncertainty correspond –
at least quite often, though extremely selectively- to political mobilisations. During the last two 
decades, the Greek public consciousness has been captured by the “right causes” of a number of 
disparate social actors in the international political arena, ranging from the Santinistas and the 
Palestinians in the 1980s, the Serbs in the 1990s to the more recent national targets of the global 
super-power. Undoubtedly, the underdog cultural mentality (Diamandouros, 1994), which, as we 
have seen, historically has played a prominent role in the formation and reproduction of the Greek 
political culture accounts for that. Since conspiratorial anti-western explanatory patterns concerning 
the “fate” of the Greek nation can be found in abundance both in the official and semi-official 
historiography (Fragoudaki & Dragona, 1997), the identification with the underdogs of the West is a 
morally privileged position in the modern Greek cultural pragmatics. 
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Perceptions of security feelings about the future 

 

A valuable tool in our effort to disentangle the spectrum of uncertainty, insecurity and 
complexity in the contemporary Greek gaze has been proved to be our survey question 
which aimed at measuring the individual perceptions of our respondents concerning the 
societal diffusion of feelings of security about the future. Tables 10, 11 and 12 below 
summarise our relevant findings. 

 

 

Table 10: Projections of security feelings about the future to most people in Greece 
 
Very much so (5) 7% 
Quite (4) 21% 
So and so (3) 28% 
Not particularly (2) 30% 
Not at all (1) 11% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 2,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.117 
 

 

Table 11: Projections of security feelings about the future to “people around” the respondent 
 
Very much so (5) 6% 
Quite (4) 24% 
So and so (3) 27% 
Not particularly (2) 31% 
Not at all (1) 9% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 2,9 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.086 
 

 

Table 12: Reports of security feelings about the future  
 
Very much so (5) 10% 
Quite (4) 21% 
So and so (3) 23% 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  60 

Not particularly (2) 29% 
Not at all (1) 16% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 2,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.232 

 

As we can see in the Tables 10 and 11 above, a significant part of our respondents projects feelings 
of insecurity about the future both to the generalised collectivity of Greeks as well as to people around 
them. In Table 10 we can see that 41% of our participants estimated that most people in Greece 
either do not feel at all secure about their future or that they do not feel particularly secure. Similarly, 
40% of our participants estimated that people around them either do not feel at all secure about their 
future or that they do not feel particularly secure. When it came to assessments of their own feelings 
of security about the future, our participants opted at a 45% for the minimal security scale options. 
These findings clearly indicate that in the consciousness of the modern Greek public insecurity about 
the future, apart from an accurate description of the individual state of mind, is also a valid description 
of a widely shared stance towards the life-course. In other words, insecurity seems to be stripped of 
its reductionist psychological undertones and is elevated to a profoundly social attribute, a sign of our 
times.  

 

 

Perceived adequacy of knowledge about one’s future 
 

The jigsaw of the spectrum of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity in the contemporary Greek gaze is 

fittingly complemented by the findings generated by another of our survey questions, the one that 

aimed at measuring the perceived adequacy of knowledge about the future. Tables 13-17 summarise 

our relevant findings.  

 

Table 13: Perceived knowledge about the future –one year 
 
I know all I need to know (5) 9% 
I know enough (4) 18% 
I know some things (3) 21% 
I do not know enough (2) 23% 
I know too little (1) 22% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 8% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 2,7 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.293 
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Table 14: Perceived knowledge about the future – three years 
 
I know all I need to know (5) 3% 
I know enough (4) 10% 
I know some things (3) 14% 
I do not know enough (2) 27% 
I know too little (1) 32% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 14% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,1 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.155 
 

 

Table 15: Perceived knowledge about the future –five years 
 
I know all I need to know (5) 1% 
I know enough (4) 5% 
I know some things (3) 7% 
I do not know enough (2) 20% 
I know too little (1) 48% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 19% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 1 
AVERAGE 1,7 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,974 
 
 
 

Table 16: Perceived knowledge about the future –ten years 
 
I know all I need to know (5) 1% 
I know enough (4) 1% 
I know some things (3) 4% 
I do not know enough (2) 14% 
I know too little (1) 56% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 23% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 1 
AVERAGE 1,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,75 
 
 
 

Table 17: Perceived knowledge about the future –twenty years 
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I know all I need to know (5) 1% 
I know enough (4) 1% 
I know some things (3) 3% 
I do not know enough (2) 11% 
I know too little (1) 60% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 26% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 1 
AVERAGE 1,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,66 
 

As we can see in Table 13, even for the short-term horizon of one only year ahead our research 
participants stated at a 45% that either they do not know enough or that they know too little about 
how their lives will be. Not surprisingly, as the time span increases, so does the percentage of people 
who indicate poor and inadequate knowledge about their future: 59% for the three years’ span; 68% 
for the five years’ span; 70% for the ten years’ span; and 71% for the twenty years’ span. There are 
various ways in which these findings can be interpreted. Evidently, one can take them at face value 
and read them as realistic indices of the opacity of the future ahead from the perspective of our 
respondents. Notwithstanding the merits of such a reading, this is not by any means the only way to 
read these findings. Assimilating methodological lessons from the discipline of discursive social 
psychology (e.g. Billig, 1987; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) we can read these 
high-opacity survey findings as argumentative positions of a public that feels deprived of the agency 
and control over the trajectory of their life-course. In this sense, these findings do not simply have a 
descriptive value but should also be treated analytically for their prescriptive, performative quality. 
They may as well be treated as symbolic postures of complaint and resistance towards the pace and 
direction of social change that removes the agency and control over the life-course from the unit 
either of the individual self, or, maybe more appropriately for the case of the modern Greek context, 
of the family to the impersonal and contingent institutional forces that shape individual life-courses 
and family fates in the increasingly late industrial landscape of the contemporary Greek society. At 
this juncture another point can hardly be overstated. What should not evade our social theoretical 
attention is the subject position (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999) of the social subjects who find 
themselves in a position and can afford to articulate such symbolic postures of complaint and 
resistance. This is an empowered social position, which retains and reproduces collective memories 
of control over the individual life-course and which affords the representational resources, on the 
basis of which can be, potentially, articulated utopian and prescriptive visions of a social “elsewhere”.  
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The spectrum of UIC: Further research findings 

 

A number of further survey items and related findings contribute to our overall knowledge about the 
spectrum of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity in the contemporary Greek gaze. Let us consider 
first the findings presented in Table 18. 

 

Table 18: Projections of control over future developments in one’s life-course 
 
Strongly agree (5) 2% 
Rather agree (4) 9% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 16% 
Rather disagree (2) 31% 
Strongly disagree (1) 40% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.043 
 

In this table are summarised the findings elicited by one of our survey items in which the respondents 
were asked to state the degree of their agreement with the statement: “People today control what will 
happen to them in the future”. As we can see, the respondents disagreed, weakly or strongly, with 
this statement at a percentage of 71. The regional differentiation in responses are worth considering 
here. The disagreements with this statement peaked in the urban centres of Athens and Thessaloniki 
(80% and 72%, respectively), whereas the lowest scores were found in off-centre locations: 55% in 
Crete, 57% in Thrace / Macedonia and 62% in rural and semi-urban locations –in general. These 
findings support further our hypothesis about the uneven distribution of feelings of uncertainty and 
perceptions of control on the basis of institutionally convoluted urban centres and social bonding in 
off-centre locations. 

 

 

Table 19: Perceptions of control over future developments in one’s own life-course 
 
Strongly agree (5) 2% 
Rather agree (4) 12% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 15% 
Rather disagree (2) 28% 
Strongly disagree (1) 39% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 4% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  64 

AVERAGE 2,1 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.113 
 

Similar results were elicited by our survey item in which the respondents were asked to state 
the degree of their agreement with the statement: “I can control what will happen to me in the 
future”. Sixty-seven per cent of our respondents stated their disagreement with this 
statement. A similar picture emerges when the regional differentiations are considered: the 
percentages of disagreement peaked in Athens (76%) and found their lowest scores in 
Thrace / Macedonia (57%) and in rural, semi-urban locations (59%). 

 

 
Table 20: Uncertainty in our lives increases as time goes by 
 
Strongly agree (5) 23% 
Rather agree (4) 39% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 19% 
Rather disagree (2) 10% 
Strongly disagree (1) 5% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,7 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.115 
 

In this table we can see that 62% of our research participants agreed or agreed strongly with the 
statement that uncertainty in our individual lives increases with the passing of time. The regional 
differentiations follow the logic of the so far established pattern: the percentages peaked in the urban 
centres (Athens 70%, Thessaloniki 68%) and found their lowest scores in off-centre locations (Crete 
53%, Thrace / Macedonia 55%, rural and semi-urban locations 54%). 

 

Table 21: We feel more secure about the future than our parents did 
 
Strongly agree (5) 8% 
Rather agree (4) 26% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 21% 
Rather disagree (2) 27% 
Strongly disagree (1) 16% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 2,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.224 
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The findings summarised in this table exemplify that the increasing in time insecurity is, in a strong 
sense, not a matter of psychological development which would simply correspond to increased 
demands and responsibilities placed upon the individual social actor. Forty-three per cent of the 
respondents disagreed with the above statement, placing, therefore, the feeling of insecurity along 
the more-macro time span of inter-generational differences. The regional differentiations in responses 
are also quite indicative. The stronger disagreements were found in the urban centres (Athens 47%, 
Thessaloniki 53%) and the lowest scores in the disagreements in off-centre locations: rural and semi-
urban locations 37%, Thrace / Macedonia 33%, Crete 35%. It may well be argued that for the 
residents of off-centre, rural locations persist less nostalgic memories and representations of how 
things were “in our parents’ times” when the advent even of the first modernity (Beck, 1992) was not 
still fully accomplished in the Greek countryside exposing citizens not to the hazards of the late 
modern order but of the traditional world. Nevertheless, as before, what should be noted here with 
regard to the high degrees of disagreement with this statement found in Greek urban centres is the 
socially empowered position of the Greek urbanites, who retain memories and collective 
representations of a social “elsewhere”, however nostalgic that may be. 

 

 

Table 22: Today we are obliged to take more risks than what we would like 
 
Strongly agree (5) 27% 
Rather agree (4) 45% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 16% 
Rather disagree (2) 7% 
Strongly disagree (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,9 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,948 
 

In Table 22, we can see the responses of our participants to the suggestion that in today’s life people 
have to take more risks than they would like. The majority of our respondents agreed to this 
suggestion (72%). This finding affirms that the element of risk in contemporary Greek gaze is not 
associated with the “playful” juggling of options often associated  with the late-modern biographical 
condition. The regional differentiations in these responses are also quite indicative. The agreements 
with this statement peaked in the urban centres (82% in Athens, 84% in Thessaloniki), where, 
presumably, the risks of the late-modern condition could more easily have been transformed to a 
playful endeavour, and reached much lower scores in the rural areas (61% in rural, semi-urban 
locations; 56% in Thrace / Macedonia; 40% in Crete). Apparently, in the Greek off-centre locations, 
the notion of risk may still be associated with the upwards social mobility trajectory that has 
characterised both petit-bourgeois post-war fantasies as well as concrete biographies of social 
ascent.  
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Table 23: Uncertainty is just a natural part of human life 
 
Strongly agree (5) 28% 
Rather agree (4) 38% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 19% 
Rather disagree (2) 10% 
Strongly disagree (1) 3% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.063 

 

The findings presented in Table 23 are in a strong sense puzzling and evade an easy interpretation. 
As we can see, 66% of our respondents agree or strongly agree with the survey statement that 
“uncertainty is just a natural part of human life”. The regional differentiation table informs us that 
agreements with this statement peak, again, in the urban centres (76% Athens; 71% Thessaloniki) 
and achieve lower score in off-centre locations (57% in rural, semi-urban locations; 58% in Thrace / 
Macedonia; 57% Crete). Given that the findings presented in the previous Table establish the 
unfavourable reception of risks in the modern Greek gaze, the findings of the present table could be 
light-heartedly attributed to some notion of “fatalism” that may inform the Greek national character. 
We shall not opt for this interpretation for epistemological and social theoretical reasons that go 
beyond the scope of this presentation (see though, Herzfeld, 1987, for a thorough criticism of the 
notion of “Greek fatalism”). Rather, we suggest that this finding should be interpreted as an indication 
of the extent to which in the consciousness of the modern Greek public has uncertainty has been 
naturalised through the specific historical, cultural and political processes that we have referred to in 
some detail in Parts II & III of this report. Moreover, adopting the treatment of the notion of reflexivity 
elaborated by Wynne (1996), we should like to argue that this finding indicates that treating 
uncertainty as a natural part of human life entails not so much a descriptive endeavour, on behalf of 
our participants, of things that “realistically stand out-there” but a strong prescriptive stance of theirs 
against the institutions that mediate and manage social experience. We shall have the chance to 
further elaborate upon this argument late in this report. 

 
 

Complexity in the spectrum of the contemporary Greek gaze 
 

Let us now present some of the findings of our survey which touch more specifically on the notion of 
complexity either directly or through thematic manifestations of it in contemporary life. 

 
 
Table 24: Survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
There is too much competition today for finding or keeping one’s job 
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Absolutely true (5) 50% 
Rather true (4) 34% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 8% 
Rather untrue (2) 3% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 5% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,828 

 

 

Table 25: Survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
There are too many goods and services available on the market today 
 
Absolutely true (5) 40% 
Rather true (4) 35% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 14% 
Rather untrue (2) 6% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 4% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4,1 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,954 

 

Tables 24 and 25 summarise the findings elicited by two questionnaire items which touched upon two 

indicative developments and realms of social experience which, arguably, have added complexity into 

the order of modernity, i.e. labour market and market. As we can see, the majority of our respondents, 

for both realms of social experience have opted for questionnaire options that denote a perception of 

these realms in terms of complexity. Eighty-four of our respondents verified, in plain or strong terms, 

that “there is too much competition today for finding or keeping ones’ job” and 75% of our respondents, 

similarly verified that “there are too many goods and services available on the market today. Not 

surprisingly, in both occasions, the percentages peaked in urban centres (88 and 79 in Athens, 

respectively; 88 and 88 in Thessaloniki, respectively) and reached their lowest scores in off-centre 

locations (78% and 66% in rural, semi-urban locations; 76% and 64% in Thrace / Macedonia; 77% and 

63% in Crete). Let us now turn to some of our research findings that tap more directly into the notion of 

complexity. 
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Table 26: Survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
There is too much change in today’s world 
 
Absolutely true (5) 37% 
Rather true (4) 41% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 11% 
Rather untrue (2) 6% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4,1 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,984 
 

Table 27: Survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
The world we live in is simple and easy to understand 
 
Absolutely true (5) 4% 
Rather true (4) 14% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 25% 
Rather untrue (2) 34% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 21% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.088 
 

Table 28: Survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
Life today is simple 
 
Absolutely true (5) 3% 
Rather true (4) 11% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 21% 
Rather untrue (2) 32% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 33% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.098 
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The findings presented in Tables 26, 27 and 28 give us a complete picture of the extent to which life 
in contemporary Greece is viewed through the spectrum of complexity. As we see in Table 26, 78% 
of our respondents verified that “there is too much change in today’s world”; 55% of our respondents 
stated that it is either “rather untrue” or “absolutely untrue” that “the world we live in is simple and easy 
to understand”; and, similarly, 65% stated that it is either “rather untrue” or “absolutely untrue” that “life 
today is simple”. As it was the case with numerous findings before, the pro-complexity views peaked 
in the urban centres and found their lowest scores in the off-centre locations. (Athens: 86%, 63% and 
74%; Thessaloniki: 89%, 65%, 74%; rural, semi-urban locations: 70%, 47%, 55%; Thrace / 
Macedonia: 67%, 43%, 49%; Crete: 55%, 36%, 46%).  

 

Apart from their descriptive value, the prescriptive dimension of these findings should not evade our 

social theoretical gaze. Namely, it may well be argued that the stated understanding of the 

contemporary condition through the lenses of complexity pertains to a strong symbolic stance against 

the institutional actors (public and private) that, presumably, voluntarily take up the task of delivering a 

“manageable” life pattern for their citizens / clients but in the course of their executive acts they not only 

fail to do so but add up complexity in the vision of the lay social actors. 

 

 

Institutions and UIC 
 

The central tenet of the UIE project has been based on the assumption that the condition of institutional 

sociality plays a pivotal role in the reflexive constitution of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity in the 

gaze of contemporary citizens. In this part of the report, we shall present our survey findings which 

concern the reflexive positioning of our respondents upon issues that pertain to the role of institutions in 

the societal generation of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity. More specifically, we shall divide the 

relevant findings in two parts. In the first part we shall present findings which pertain to the assumption 

that institutions play a detrimental role, adding on the condition of uncertainty, insecurity and 

complexity. In the second part, we shall present findings which delineate our respondents’ views upon 

the potential alleviating role of institutions and institutional action upon the condition of uncertainty, 

insecurity and complexity. 

 

 
 Institutions contributing to UIC   

 

Let us consider first our survey findings concerning the detrimental role of institutions and institutional 
action in the condition of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity. 
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Table 29: Survey question:  I feel uncertain about important issues in our country or government 
decisions on such issues 
 
Very much so (5) 25% 
Quite (4) 38% 
So and so (3) 23% 
Not particulary (2) 10% 
Not at all (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.024 
 

In Table 29 we can see that, for our respondents, important issues in Greece or the governmental 

decisions upon such issues constitute a serious source of uncertainty. Sixty-three per cent of our 

respondents stated so, whereas only 12% opted for the “certainty-options” of our scale. The regional 

variation in the responses follow the well established by now pattern: in urban centres the percentages 

of uncertainty increase, whereas in off-centre locations the stated uncertainty reaches lower scores. In 

the light of the theoretical discussion presented in Parts II and III of this report, the high uncertainty 

levels with regard to the governmental dealings over important issues does not come as a surprise. As 

we argued, in the context of modern Greek culture State institutions have never enjoyed a sufficient 

amount of “naturalised” trust. The following two Tables are even more illuminating in that respect. 

 
 
Table 30: Survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? Public 
institutions do not do much good for people and society in general 
 
Strongly agree (5) 29% 
Rather agree (4) 35% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 18% 
Rather disagree (2) 10% 
Strongly disagree (1) 5% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.138 
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Table 31: Survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
Today, we can count on public institutions and agencies to help us 
 
Absolutely true (5) 3% 
Rather true (4) 8% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 23% 
Rather untrue (2) 37% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 27% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.043 
 
 

As we can see in Table 30, 64% of our respondents stated their agreement with the statement “public 

institutions do not do much good for people and society in general”. In Table 31, exactly the same 

percentage (64) of our respondents treated as “rather untrue” or “absolutely untrue” the suggestion that 

“today we can count on public institutions and agencies to help us”. As it was the case in numerous 

other occasions, the regional differentiations in the responses follow the established pattern, with 

residents in urban centres being more distrustful than residents in off-centre locations. This stated 

distrust pairs well with denunciating reflexive stances. Let us have a look at the next Table.  

 
 
Table 32: Survey question: How much you agree or disagree with the following statements on the 
State? The State has the main responsibility for everything that goes wrong in the country 
 
Strongly agree (5) 37% 
Rather agree (4) 29% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 20% 
Rather disagree (2) 10% 
Strongly disagree (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,9 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.078 
 

As we can see in this Table, 66% of our respondents “rather agreed” or “strongly agreed” with the 
suggestion that “the State has the main responsibility for everything that goes wrong in the country”. 
Whereas, the percentage of respondents who, somehow, disagree with this statement come up only 
to 12%. This finding, evidently, comes to support and exemplify the social theoretical analyses that 
we have reviewed earlier and which place the currency of discourses of denunciation in 
contemporary Greece in their historical, political and ideological context. The prominent role of the 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  72 

State in establishing the parameters of the public sphere, on the one hand, and the clientelist ordering 
of State-society interface on the other, largely account both for the public distrust and the currency 
and wide dissemination of discourses of denunciation. 

 

 
Table 33: Survey question: How much you agree or disagree with the following statements on the 
State? The State is powerless in the face of the influence of the economy 
 
Strongly agree (5) 18% 
Rather agree (4) 24% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 26% 
Rather disagree (2) 18% 
Strongly disagree (1) 9% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 5% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.233 
 

The survey findings presented in Table 33 are particularly interesting and in a strong sense intriguing. 
As we can see, 42% of the respondents “strongly agreed” or “rather agreed” with the statement that 
“the State is powerless in the face of the influence of the economy”, whereas 27% “rather disagreed” 
or “strongly disagreed”. In the methodological literature within discursive social psychology (e.g. 
Antaki, 1988; Potter & Wetherell, 1987) it is generally acknowledged that survey statements and 
responses to them are difficult to interpret because what is lacking is some discursive context which 
would help to decide upon the local meaning that such a statement (or response) would take within 
different rhetorical courses of action. For example, the statement “the State is powerless in the face of 
the influence of the economy”, in naturally occurring conversational contexts, may intelligibly be 
articulated (and received), at least, in four different ways: (a) as a criticism to the State, (b) as a 
justification of the State (i.e. for its potential shortcomings), (c) as a criticism of a world order 
determined by the economy, and (d) as a triumphant neo-liberal declaration of the victory of economy 
over the State. Obviously, it is impossible to decipher which of these –or any other, indeed- rhetorical 
senses were informing our participants’ responses to our survey statement.  

 

Nevertheless, what we can do is try to combine the findings of this Table with the findings of Table 
32. At the face of it, it could be possibly argued that the findings of these two Tables contradict each 
other. If, indeed, for the majority of our respondents the “State is powerless in the face of the influence 
of the economy” then it may not be the “State [that] has the main responsibility for everything that 
goes wrong in the country” but “the influence of the economy”. Nevertheless, we suggest that such an 
oppositional reading is not the most sound one, when one considers the more general frame of 
modern Greek cultural pragmatics. Our suggestion is that the high agreement scores with these two 
statements, instead of contradictory, should be seen as complementary. As we have argued in 
previous parts of this report, in the modern Greek collective representations, the State appears both 
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as the repository of hopes and expectations (e.g. about security, social ascent and so on) as well as a 
“handy” target for denunciation and condescending treatments. In that sense, we should like to 
suggest that the high agreement scores with the statement “the State is powerless in the face of the 
influence of the economy” constitute a condescending symbolic stance against the State. A stance 
that closely associates with the disenchantment of the Greek public with politics that has 
characterised developments in Greek public opinion after 1989. The sources of this disenchantment 
can be traced in many different layers of social experience, such as international political 
developments (i.e. collapse of the “Eastern Block”) as well as internal characteristics of political 
attitudes and behaviours of the Greek electorate and of the party system in Greece. During this 
period, Greece has also witnessed the rise of a consumerism mentality and of “life-style” prototypes 
which is a clear indication of the penetration of market structures and institutions into everyday 
culture. Let us, therefore, see some of our survey findings which relate with these latter 
developments. 

 
 
Table 34: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? Big business does not do much 
good for people and society in general 
 
Strongly agree (5) 24% 
Rather agree (4) 34% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 22% 
Rather disagree (2) 12% 
Strongly disagree (1) 4% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.116 
 

As we can see in Table 34, 58% of our respondents either “strongly agreed” or “rather agreed” with the 

statement “big business does not do much good for people and society in general”, whereas only 16% 

of our sample “rather disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” with this statement. Noticeably, there were not 

marked any serious variations in this pattern of responses, nor any serious variations across the ages 

groups. The only worth mentioning variation was in the age group “65+”, in which group this pattern of 

responses was further enhanced: 68% “strongly agreed” or “rather agreed” with the statement, and 

11% “rather disagreed” or “strongly disagreed”. What the findings presented in this table quite 

evocatively tell us is that in contemporary Greece it is not only the State institutions that do not enjoy a 

“naturalised” trust; private / market institutions, at least of the distant variety (i.e., “big business”), are 

distrusted also, at least as far as their wider societal functioning is concerned. 
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The potential role of institutions in alleviating UIC 
 
 

Let us now turn to examine some of our survey findings that pertain to the potential alleviating role 
that institutions may play or with regard to uncertainty, insecurity and complexity. 

 

Table 35: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Efficient public agencies and services 
 
Not Important at All (1) 1% 

-2 3% 
-3 11% 
-4 31% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 52% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,854 
 

As we can see in Table 35, for the vast majority (83%) of our respondents “efficient public agencies 

and services” are deemed to be necessary or absolutely necessary for them in order to feel that their 

future is secure. Noticeably, there are no significant regional or generational differences in these 

percentages. The State and its agencies and services are deemed to be, in the contemporary Greek 

gaze, the potential actor who could contribute to public feelings of security. The following table gives us 

some more relevant information. 

 

Table 36: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Good health and pension arrangements 
 
Not Important at All (1) * 

-2 1% 
-3 5% 
-4 19% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 73% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this * 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,674 
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It is true that in the wording of this question it is not specified whether “the health and pension 

arrangements” mentioned come or should come from the public or the private sector. Nevertheless, 

given the fact that in Greece the State has played and continues to play a pivotal role in the social 

security system it is rather safe to assume that the overwhelming percentage of 92% of our 

respondents, that deem it either necessary or absolutely necessary to have “good health and pension 

arrangements” in order to feel secure for the future, apart from describing, accurately (or not), their 

private instrumental calculations are actually voicing an argument and registering a complaint.  This 

overwhelming percentage of respondents are not merely describing inner thoughts but are actually 

prescribing a social vision. Table 37, below, is also quite indicative in that respect.  

 

 

Table 37: survey question: How much you agree or disagree with the following statements on the 
State? The State could make things much better if it wanted to 
 
Strongly agree (5) 57% 
Rather agree (4) 29% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 9% 
Rather disagree (2) 3% 
Strongly disagree (1) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,818 
 

As we can see in this table for the vast majority of our respondents (86%) “the State could make 
things much better if it wanted to”. Evidently, in the gaze of the contemporary Greek public it is, 
predominantly, a matter of volition for the State to “improve things”. As noted also above, in the 
discussion of the findings of Table 33, such survey evidence should better be understood not simply 
in terms of their propositional content, as realistic depictions of a calculative reflexive endeavour (cf. 
Bozatzis, 2003) but, also, as symbolic and argumentative stances in an ongoing social debate. Let us 
look at the next Table in which a precondition for social improvement is delineated. 

 

Table 37: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? Efficient 
organisation is important for a better future 
 
Strongly agree (5) 30% 
Rather agree (4) 44% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 17% 
Rather disagree (2) 4% 
Strongly disagree (1) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 4% 
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Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,874 
 

Despite the fact that in the phrasing of this question “organisation” is not exclusively associated with the 

institutions of the public sector, previous studies (Bozatzis, 1999; 2004) have documented that in 

contemporary Greek cultural pragmatics the notion of “efficient organisation”, when framed in 

prescriptive discursive contexts within public discourses, refers prototypically to State structures and 

institutions. In the light of these studies, it is not surprising that 74% of our respondents prescribe 

“efficient organisation” as a precondition for “a better future”. “Efficient organisation”, in modern Greek 

public discourses and representational practices often stands as a short-hand description of the ever 

eluding actualisation of modernity proper. Positive affirmations of its desirability establish the 

credentials of a “progressive” individual self who stands in opposition to the “obsolete” disorganisation 

of the public sector. Nevertheless, apart from the institutions of the public sector, the institutions of the 

private sector are also deemed to be, for our respondents, potentially important for the establishment of 

feelings of security about the future. Let us have a look at the next table. 

 

Table 38: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Good quality when I buy something or I use a service 
 
 
Not Important at All (1) * 

-2 2% 
-3 7% 
-4 32% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 57% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,758 
 

As we can see in this table, 89% of our respondents deem good quality in products and services to be 

a necessary / absolutely necessary factor for their feelings of security about the future.  

 

The following two tables present some more relevant findings from our survey which also touch upon 

the potential role of institutions for the establishment of feelings of security for the wider public, although 

this time the findings do not concern a realm of institutional action that impinges directly on the lives of 
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individual lay actors. Or, more accurately, the link between this macro-level of institutional action is not 

directly presupposed in the phrasing of the question. 

 

Table 39: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? The Greek economy doing well 
 
Not Important at All (1) 1% 

-2 1% 
-3 8% 
-4 29% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 60% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,5 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,767 
 

Table 40: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? Technology 
and knowledge are important for a secure future 
 
Strongly agree (5) 31% 
Rather agree (4) 38% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 19% 
Rather disagree (2) 6% 
Strongly disagree (1) 3% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,9 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.013 

 

As far as Table 39 is concerned, it is evident that the vast majority of our respondents (89%) treat the 
positive condition of Greek economy –in general- as a necessary and absolutely necessary factor for 
their personal feelings of security for the future. Table 40, similarly informs us that our respondents at 
a high percentage (67%), although lower from the previous one, treat “technology and knowledge” as 
important factors for a secure future. The analytically important dimension of the findings presented in 
these two last tables is that our participants, at high percentages, make actively the link between the 
macro-level of institutional action and their personal feelings of security about the future. This is a 
mode of reflexive thinking that usually is presupposed but rarely empirically exemplified within the 
orthodox risk society literature. Moreover, for a society like the Greek one, which is in the periphery of 
the  late-modern societies of the core of the west, these findings have an added theoretical value. 
They break the tight causal link between the “expansive subjectivity”, often associated with full-blown 
conditions of the late / second modernity and open the room for a theorisation of this type of reflexive 
awareness with conditions of a socially empowered subjectivity which is more common within 
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societies in which institutional penetration has not still drained the individual subject from the societal 
and cultural resources offered by direct sociality and strong social bonds. 

 
 

Direct sociality, a modern Greek pharmacon 
 

The UIE project has been based on the assumption that direct sociality (as opposed to instistutional 

sociality) provides for a sine qua non condition for the constitution of socially empowered subjectivities, 

well armed to encounter the uncertainty, insecurity and complexity of the emerging or established late 

modern condition. In this section, we shall present a number of our survey findings that pertain to the 

ways in which our respondents assess layers and instances of societal experiences that are 

characterised by the element of direct sociality. In their bulk, our survey highlight the fact that 

phenomena of direct sociality, at least in principle, are endowed with the glow of valuable resources in 

countering insecurity and uncertainty. Nevertheless, towards the end of the section we shall also 

present some findings that point in the opposite direction. As we shall see, occasionally, in the gaze of 

the contemporary Greeks direct sociality phenomena (in Greece) apart from a “remedy” also constitute 

a “poison”. In that sense, we may as well argue that direct sociality constitutes an ambivalent cluster of 

social experiences that we may label with the ancient Greek term “pharmacon”: they are seen as both 

a “remedy” as well as “poison” in the struggle against the uncertainty, insecurity and complexity of 

modern life. 

 

 

Direct sociality as a remedy against UIC 

 

Let us start our presentation with some survey findings that construe direct sociality as a remedy. 

 

Table 41: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Sufficient income for me and my family 
 
Not Important at All (1) 1% 

-2 1% 
-3 3% 
-4 24% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 70% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
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Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,655 
 
 

In Table 41, we are presented with the non-surprising finding that for our respondents, in their 
staggering majority (94%), “sufficient income for oneself and family” is treated as a necessary / 
absolutely necessary precondition for feelings of security about the future. In the introductory parts of 
this report, it has been mentioned that in the post-war period the family emerged in contemporary 
Greece as a “quasi-firm” (Tsoukalas, 1987) burdened with the collective task of dealing with the 
generalised feeling of insecurity that was prevailing at the time. In that sense, as it has been argued in 
the relevant social theoretical literature, the family constituted the unit par excellence both of the 
social structure of Greek society as well as the bone of the social -psychological constitution of 
subjectivity. The social trajectory of the individual relied heavily on the standing, resources and 
investment of their family, and family was hierarchically the first of a series of relevant reference 
groups towards which the individual was accountable. The importance of the material resources of 
the family for individual feelings of security about the future is nicely captured, also, in the next table. 

 

Table 42: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? The best way 
to a secure future is to come from a wealthy background 
 
Strongly agree (5) 24% 
Rather agree (4) 36% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 20% 
Rather disagree (2) 13% 
Strongly disagree (1) 6% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.160 
 

As we can see in this Table, again, for the absolute majority of our respondents (60%) “coming from a 

wealthy background” is seen as the “best way to a secure future”. Apparently, in the consciousness of 

the contemporary Greek public, the “quasi-firm” of the family and its accumulated material resources, 

still constitute the major safe-guards that may inoculate the individual self against the insecurities of the 

future. Evidently, in this “quasi-firm” parents necessarily play the role of the major investors, often at the 

expense of their own well-being, but that is something widely accepted as the next Table quite tellingly 

indicates. 

 

Table 43: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Parents doing much for their children at the expense of their own well-being 
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Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 2% 

-2 10% 
Acceptable (3) 35% 

-4 20% 
Deserves Praise (5) 31% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,7 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.092 
 

As we see in this Table, 31% of our respondents treat the parents’ sacrifice of their own well being as 

something that “deserves praise”, 20% comes close to also declare that and 35% finds it simply, but 

quite tellingly “acceptable”. Evidently, this “sacrifice” is treated by our respondents as the norm of the 

day and as a courageous and disinterested attitude on behalf of the major investors in the quasi-firm, 

which works towards the conquering of an uncertain and insecure future which, otherwise, may lay 

ahead of their offspring.  

 
 
Table 44: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Strong ties with family and friends 
 
Not Important at All (1) * 

-2 * 
-3 4% 
-4 27% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 68% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,592 
 

The capital against insecurity that is amply provided by the direct social bonding of the family is not 
isolated within an archipelago of hostile “shares” it works expansively outwards of the family nucleus 
and that is well appreciated in the contemporary Greek consciousness. The findings presented in 
Table 44 are quite indicative in that respect. “Strong ties”, in one breath, with “family and friends” are 
treated by the vast majority of our respondents (95%) as “necessary” and “absolutely necessary” 
weapons against feelings of insecurity about the future. This finding nicely pairs with the findings of 
the next Table. 
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Table 45: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? A society where people support each other 
 
Not Important at All (1) 1% 

-2 2% 
-3 7% 
-4 31% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 58% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,5 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,781 
 

As we can see in Table 45, 89% of our respondents treat the vision of “a society where people support 

each other” as a quintessential resource against personal feelings of insecurity about the future. 

Evidently, for the Greek respondents “solidarity” is the “magic word that does the trick”. But how far 

should one step in the direction of solidarity? The next Table gives us an answer. 

 

Table 46: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Helping a close relative or friend to jump some positions on the waiting list for an urgent operation 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 5% 

-2 14% 
Acceptable (3) 38% 

-4 20% 
Deserves Praise (5) 19% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 4% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.100 
 

As we can see in Table 46, 39% of our respondents either come close or do declare that “helping a 

close relative or friend to jump some positions on the waiting list for an urgent operation” is something 

that “deserves praise”. Similarly, 38% of our respondents find something like that acceptable and only 

19% of our respondents come close or do declare that that would “deserve strict punishment”. The 

social attitudes revealed by these finding blueprint the contours of the “anarchic Greek individualism” 

(Tsoukalas, 1993) in  dramatic colours. The impersonal lows and regulations retreat in front of the 

moral (and social) accountability pressures to be loyal to the close reference groups of relatives and 

friends. Nevertheless, it is one thing to appraise the benefits and declare allegiances in the direct 

sociality mode and quite another to assess its current condition. Let us have a look at the next table.  
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Table 47: survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
Today, we can count on other people to help us 
 
Absolutely true (5) 4% 
Rather true (4) 12% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 21% 
Rather untrue (2) 36% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 26% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.113 
 

As we can see in this table, 62% of our respondents judged as “absolutely untrue” or “rather untrue” the 

statement that “today, we can count on other people to help us”. Whereas, only 16% of them judged 

that statement as “absolutely true” or “rather true”. For the majority of our respondents, therefore, 

contemporary Greeks do not live in an earthly utopia of “solidarity”. Maybe this is the reason why when 

“counting on other people” does not work in the way it should work, the behavioural resources of direct 

sociality can or should draw upon its more assertive or aggressive repertoires. Let us have a look at the 

next table. 

 

Table 48: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Shouting at civil servants when they do not deliver what they are supposed to 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 4% 

-2 17% 
Acceptable (3) 41% 

-4 20% 
Deserves Praise (5) 17% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.064 
 

As we can see in Table 48, for 37% of our respondents “shouting at civil servants when they do not 
deliver what they are supposed to” constitutes either a behaviour that “deserves praise” or comes 
close to that, whereas for 41% of them it is simply an “acceptable” behaviour. “Shouting at civil 
servants”, therefore, emerges as an empowering behavioural mode that appropriates the location of 
an institutional transaction in terms of direct sociality. The social intelligibility, legitimacy and 
accountability of such a behavioural pattern (and of a pattern of survey responses) undoubtedly is 
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fuelled by widely shared representations of an inefficient public sector which is populated by persons 
who became employees because they “pulled the right strings” and whose professional output is not 
determined by the “rules of the book” –however convoluted and contradictory that “book” may be- but 
by their whimsical attitudes, favouritism and “oiling”.  

 

Nevertheless, we should not fail to notice here that for a considerable part of our respondents (21%) 
“shouting at civil servants when they do not deliver what they are supposed to” constitutes a 
regrettable behaviour that either “deserves strict punishment” or comes close to that.  We would like 
to tentatively suggest here that this type of responses –clearly minority, although considerable in 
percentage- may indicate that this type of appropriation of the realm of institutional sociality through 
direct sociality behavioural patterns comes close to challenge the apparent supremacy of direct 
sociality rules as the royal way out of insecurity, uncertainty and complexity. In the following section 
we shall have the chance to see some more findings in that direction.  

 

 

Direct sociality as “poison” 
 
 
 
Table 49: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Finding an excuse for a colleague who went out to do some shopping 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 4% 

-2 19% 
Acceptable (3) 51% 

-4 20% 
Deserves Praise (5) 5% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,87 
 

The findings presented in Table 49 are extremely interesting. Asked to assess the legitimacy status of 
a behaviour like “finding an excuse for a colleague who went out to do some shopping”, 51% of our 
respondents declared that as “acceptable”, 23% as a behaviour that “deserves strict punishment” or 
comes close to that and 25% of our respondents as a behaviour that “deserves praise” or comes 
close to that. This is a pattern of responses that shows a polarisation between the middle-ground 
option in the questionnaire scale – which is a scale of moral acceptance and the two (moral) ends.  
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Taking some interpretative liberty here, we may argue that the middle-ground option which gathers 
the majority of responses corresponds to the permissive ethics of everyday life in Greece as far as 
this type of phenomena is concerned. Institutional rules, regulations and requirements are easily bent 
when the side-stepping is of a “minor” type and when the “solidarity towards a colleague” is at stake. 
On the other hand, we may argue that the almost equally divided responses placed at the two moral 
ends of the scale represent “partisan” versions of everyday morality. The responses advocating 
(strict) punishment correspond to prescriptive puritan subject positions which often are voiced within 
relevant debates and conversations but seldom taken further in actual practice. These are the subject 
positions which claim the moral high-ground of the “few” against the “unruly” masses of contemporary 
Greece. The responses advocating “praise”, on the other hand, may be seen as corresponding to 
subject positions that depict the institutional sociality / direct sociality interface as a “battle-field” where 
the “authorities” are pitted against “the underdogs” with their allegiances being firmly with the 
“underdogs”.  

 

The findings presented in Table 49 are important because they cue us about an important analytic 
dimension. They alert us to the fact that direct sociality rules are not always and unconditionally 
accepted or, indeed, celebrated as the cultural mode par excellence that leads out of uncertainty, 
insecurity and complexity in the contemporary Greek consciousness. Indeed, direct sociality does not 
seem to be always the remedy; sometimes, it turns to resemble more to “poison”, as Table 50 more 
clearly indicates. 

 

Table 50: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Using contacts in the City Council to avoid a bus depot opening not far from one’s home 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 21% 

-2 37% 
Acceptable (3) 26% 

-4 9% 
Deserves Praise (5) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 5% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,983 
 

In this Table, we see that 58% of our respondents declare that a behaviour like “using contacts in the 
City Council to avoid a bus depot opening not far from one’s home” “deserves strict punishment” or 
comes close to that. Instead, the percentage of respondents that declares such a behaviour to be 
praiseworthy comes up only to 11%. The percentage of the respondents who deem that an 
“acceptable” behaviour drops –in comparison to the previous Table- to 26%.   
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The crucial difference between the situations described in the statements brought for assessment by 
our respondents in Tables 49 and 50 is that in the first occasion the side-stepping of rules was 
undertaken in order to “cover up” a colleague and there was no personal interest at stake. In contrast, 
in the second occasion, the side-stepping of rules was described as motivated solely by self-
interested motives. In occasions like that a direct sociality mode of behaviour looks more like a 
“poison” that has detrimental effects on the condition of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity. 
Therefore, highly prescriptive stances take precedence.  

 

 

Prescription and empowerment 
 

As we have mentioned above, one of the main assumptions that underlies the theoretical 
background of the UIE research project has to do with the socio-cultural empowerment effect 
of direct sociality. Briefly put, it is assumed that in societies (like the Greek one), where 
institutional sociality has not still saturated the life-world of lay social actors, the relative 
strength of the social bond results in socio-culturally empowered subjectivities endowed with 
high degrees of prescriptive social and moral vision and reasoning. It is hypothesised that 
heightened prescriptive capabilities have an impact upon the societal generation, 
management and articulation of lay uncertainty and insecurity.  

 

Although we have had the chance before, while unfolding the presentation of our survey 
findings, to present and comment on the element of prescription and its relation to lay 
uncertainty and insecurity, in this section we shall have the chance to present in a more 
systematic and thorough way survey findings that pertain to the socio-cultural element of 
prescription and its empowerment effects. We shall start off by presenting some findings that 
refer more generally to the prescriptive ethos in modern Greek culture, with regard to 
mundane events and layers of social experience, before proceeding to the presentation of 
findings that relate more straightforwardly to the problematics of our research. 

Let us have a look at the findings presented in Tables 51 and 52. 

Table 51: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Stealing a small item that one cannot afford, from a supermarket, e.g. a bottle of shampoo 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 42% 

-2 43% 
Acceptable (3) 11% 

-4 2% 
Deserves Praise (5) * 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  86 

MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 1,7 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,781 
 

 

Table 52: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Not paying for one’s ticket when using public transport 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 39% 

-2 44% 
Acceptable (3) 12% 

-4 3% 
Deserves Praise (5) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 1,8 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,812 
 

As we can see in Tables 51 and 52, the vast majority of our survey respondents took highly prescriptive 

stances with regard to what may termed minor offences of the everyday life. Eighty-five percent of them 

stated that “stealing a small item that one cannot afford, from a supermarket, e.g. a bottle of shampoo” 

either “deserves strict punishment” or comes close to that. Similarly, eighty-three percent of our 

respondents stated that the same punishment ought to be applied for “not paying for one’s ticket when 

using public transport”. It may as well be argued that these highly prescriptive stances with regard to 

minor offences are indicative of a public which maintains –at least for public consumption and for the 

interactional accomplishment of a certain moral profile- strong views about “how things ought to be”. 

The findings presented in Table 53 are also indicative in that respect. 

 

Table 53: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? Between work 
colleagues, being efficient should be more important than being pleasant 
 
Strongly agree (5) 10% 
Rather agree (4) 31% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 28% 
Rather disagree (2) 16% 
Strongly disagree (1) 7% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 8% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.089 
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The statement that our participants were asked to assess in this particular survey question is a very 

illustrative one indeed. It is so because it polarises two aspects or dimensions of modern Greek 

sociality that both enjoy wide social currency and are held in high esteem: one the one hand, easy-

sociality and social bonding and, on the other, the tendency for prescriptive positionings. The results of 

this polarisation are indicative: 41% of our respondents opted for a weak or strong agreement with the 

statement, which effectively works in the “prescriptive direction”, and 23% of our respondents opted for 

the “easy-sociality” direction through weak or strong disagreements with the statement.  

 

The sheer prevalence of the mode of cultural prescription, though, is dramatically exemplified when the 

State as well as civic responsibility are called in attention and brought for reflexive assessment to our 

respondents. Let us have a look at Tables 54 and 55. 

 
Table 54: survey question: How much you agree or disagree with the following statements on the 
State? The State should do much more for the citizens 
 
Strongly agree (5) 62% 
Rather agree (4) 29% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 6% 
Rather disagree (2) 2% 
Strongly disagree (1) * 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,5 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,74 
 

Table 55: How much you agree or disagree with the following statements on the State? The State can 
only achieve what the public will support in practice 
 
Strongly agree (5) 40% 
Rather agree (4) 35% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 15% 
Rather disagree (2) 6% 
Strongly disagree (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4,1 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,996 
 

The findings presented in Table 54 depict in a graphic manner the strong prescriptive tendencies of the 

Greek public when it comes to assessing the perceived contribution of the State towards its citizens 

against an ideal condition of State contributions. As we can see, 91% of our respondents agreed, 
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weakly or strongly, with the suggestion that “the State should do much more for the citizens”. Evidently, 

the Greek public consciousness encompasses, if only in a fragmentary manner, an imagery of a 

collective “elsewhere” that could be achieved provided that the State would do what it ought to do. A 

similar socio-cultural trend is depicted in Table 55. Seventy-five percent of our respondents agreed, 

strongly or weakly, with the suggestion that “the State can only achieve what the public will support in 

practice”. In this case, the precondition for the accomplishment of the prescriptive image of the 

collective “elsewhere” is not the State itself; rather, what is prescribed is an ideal-type of alliance of “the 

public” with the workings and projects of the State. It may well be argued that for the individual citizens 

of the Greek public, it is also the “others” of the Greek public that are to be held accountable for the 

“earthly” failure to materialise an ideal utopian vision of a society. The following Table is quite indicative 

in that respect. 

 

Table 56: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. There is great 
discipline and respect for the Law today 
 
Absolutely true (5) 2% 
Rather true (4) 9% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 21% 
Rather untrue (2) 42% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 23% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.000 
 

As we can see in Table 56, for 65% of our respondents, the statement that “there is great discipline and 

respect for the Law today” is either “rather untrue” or “absolutely untrue”. Responses of this type, as we 

have noted before, are not simply informative for their descriptive potential but also for their prescriptive 

dynamic. The implicit demand articulated “between the lines” of such a survey finding is for more 

discipline and respect of the law. The recipients of this complaint cum demand, not surprisingly, are the 

“Greek others”: all those compatriots who are to be blamed for today’s degenerative social condition. 

Apparently, for the Greek public, things would be much better if everybody (else?) operated socially 

having internalised the letter of the law. The findings presented in the next Table are quite indicative. 

 

Table 57: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? A society with strong principles 
 
Not Important at All (1) 1% 

-2 1% 
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-3 6% 
-4 32% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 60% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this * 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,5 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,73 
 

As we can see from the findings presented in this Table, for 92% of our respondents “a society with 

strong principles” would be an “absolutely necessary” or necessary resource against insecurity for the 

future. Two things should be noted here. First, it is worth simply pondering over the security-effect 

ascribed to a “principled society” by our research participants. Evidently, such an ascription brings to 

the fore an ideal-type of image of a social order that would greatly alleviate future security concerns; or, 

rather more accurately, it would do so according to the perception of our respondents. Second, it is 

worth pondering on the security-effect of simply being in such a socio-culturally empowered position of 

being able to articulate such a prescriptive vision. In the face of these findings, the ones presented in 

the next Table should not come as a great surprise. 

 

Table 58: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Religion or faith 
 
Not Important at All (1) 2% 

-2 3% 
-3 12% 
-4 24% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 58% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this * 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,957 
 
 
As we can see in Table 58, for the 82% of our respondents, religion or faith is deemed to be an 

“absolutely necessary” or close to that factor for their security about the future feelings. Noticeably, 

there are some inter-regional and inter-generational differentiations in the responses but in all sample 

categories the percentages were above 70%. Evidently, religious discourses, being the prescriptive 

discourses par excellence provide the needed security-effect in want by our Greek respondents.  

 

Table 59: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? People can 
change many things in Greece today when they want to 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  90 

 
Strongly agree (5) 37% 
Rather agree (4) 39% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 13% 
Rather disagree (2) 7% 
Strongly disagree (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 1% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.012 
 

In Table 59, we see some further research findings that attest to the wide currency of prescriptive 

stances in the context of contemporary Greek culture. As we can see, 76% of our respondents strongly 

or weakly agree with the statement that “people can change many things in Greece today when they 

want to”. This belief in the will-power and the agentic capabilities of “people” fits nicely with the profile of 

the Greek public that has been blueprinted by the research findings presented so far. 

 

 

Individualism and UIC 
 

In the orthodox risk society literature, individualization is deemed to be one of the socio-cultural trade 

marks of the late modern, late industrial condition. Of course, the individualization of the late modern 

condition is treated in this body of social theory as a societal development that builds upon the western 

type of individualism that was a historical product of liberalism and capitalism. In its late modern 

transmutation, individualization and increased reflexive awareness, it is argued, drive the late modern 

subjectivity into the fields of uncertainty and insecurity. In social theoretical treatments of the modern 

Greek condition, as we have seen in the introductory parts of this report, it has been argued that the 

modern Greek counter-part of western liberalism has been a mode of socially embedded subjectivity 

that has been termed “anarchic individualism”.  

 

In this final section of our report on the findings of our survey, we shall focus on the presentation of 
research evidence generated by our survey that pertain to conflict conceptualisations of individualism 
in the contemporary Greek context. More specifically, we shall present some research findings that 
show the ambivalent positioning of the Greek public towards instances and layers of social 
experience that originate either in classical definitions of a liberal individualist ethos or to its modern 
Greek transmutation of “anarchic individualism”. 
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Let us start by presenting some findings that show the positionings of the Greek public towards layers 

of social experiences, instances and patterns of behaviours that, arguably, originate in liberal notions of 

individualism. 

 

Table 60: survey question: How important would be the things below for you to feel that your future is 
secure? Getting ahead in my job 
 
Not Important at All (1) 4% 

-2 4% 
-3 8% 
-4 25% 

Absolutely Necessary (5) 57% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 5 
AVERAGE 4,3 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.030 
 

In Table 60, we see that for the vast majority of our respondents (82%), “getting ahead in my job” is 

treated as an “absolutely necessary”, or close to that, condition for their feelings of security about the 

future. A job-centred subjectivity is, arguably, a central theme in the late modern condition, which is 

suffused  with the job-related uncertainties of the flexibility currently prevailing in the work / employment 

field. Given the high unemployment rates in Greece during the last decade, it is hardly surprising that 

for our Greek respondents professional development is treated in such high percentages as a major 

resource for feelings of security. 

 

Table 61: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? The best way 
to a secure future is to have a competitive job profile 
 
Strongly agree (5) 36% 
Rather agree (4) 40% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 12% 
Rather disagree (2) 6% 
Strongly disagree (1) 3% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.007 
 

In Table 61, we see some related research findings. As we can see, 76% of our respondents strongly 
agree / agree with the statement that “the best way to a secure future is to have a competitive job 
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profile”. There has been noted some regional variation in the pattern of these responses, with the 
percentage of agreements reaching the level of 83% in urban areas and falling to 67% in rural or 
semi-urban locations. Noticeably, in one mainly rural location (Crete), the percentage of agreements 
fell to only 47%. It could be possibly argued that this variation in responses is accounted for both by 
the comparatively less competitive job markets in rural areas, as well as by the more firm social 
embeddedness of individuals in rural locations. In any case, the findings presented in this Table show 
clearly that the late-modern notion of a “competitive job profile” as a resource against the insecurity of 
the future is well apprehended by the Greek public in general. 

 

Table 62: survey question: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? 
Exaggerating information on ones’ CV in order to get a job or a promotion 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 12% 

-2 38% 
Acceptable (3) 33% 

-4 10% 
Deserves Praise (5) 3% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 4% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,5 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,934 
 

The findings presented in Table 62 are very interesting, indeed. When asked how they assess a 

behaviour like “exaggerating information on ones’ CV in order to get a job or a promotion” exactly half 

of our participants judged that such a behaviour “deserves strict punishment” or something close to 

that. Evidently, for the Greek public the late-modern imperative for a “fight by all means” for a 

professional development finds, at least at an expressive level, a strong resistance presented by the 

prescriptive ethos of personal integrity (cf. the cultural bipolar of honour / shame). A similar cultural 

trend is revealed by the findings presented in the next Table. 

 

Table 63: How do you personally assess the following happening in Greece today? Giving priority to 
one’s professional development over contact with one’s friends 
 
Deserves Strict Punishment (1) 15% 

-2 40% 
Acceptable (3) 30% 

-4 8% 
Deserves Praise (5) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 5% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 2 
AVERAGE 2,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,888 
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When asked how they assess a behaviour like “giving priority to one’s professional development over 

contact with one’s friends”, 55% of our respondents deemed such a behaviour as “deserving strict 

punishment” or something close to that. The regional variations in responses are also quite indicative 

here. The “punishment” options peaked in urban areas (65% in general, 67% in Athens) and reached 

much lower levels in rural areas (44% in rural, semi-urban areas in general, 41% in Crete). This 

variation in responses may well be argued to stem from the relevance of the type of behavioural pattern 

brought for assessment. It may well be the case that in rural areas, where such behaviours and the 

mode of subjectivity they entail are not the norm of the day, leniency is a natural response; whereas, in 

urban centres, where such behaviours and the job-centred subjectivity is increasingly the norm of the 

day prescriptive stances, which stem from an “indignation” about the contemporary condition, gain in 

cultural intelligibility and social accountability. 

 

 

Table 64: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? It is difficult to 
find the energy to plan and prepare one’s future 
 
Strongly agree (5) 12% 
Rather agree (4) 32% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 26% 
Rather disagree (2) 19% 
Strongly disagree (1) 8% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 3% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,2 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.152 
 

In Table 64 we can see our participants’ responses with regard to the statement “it is difficult to find the 

energy to plan and prepare one’s future”. As we can see a relative majority of our respondents (44%) 

“strongly agree” or “rather agree” with this statement. Noticeably, in off-centre locations, the percentage 

falls, in some occasions at least, much lower than the average score: 41% generally in rural and semi-

urban locations, 31% in Crete, 18% in Peloponnese and 35% in Thrace / Macedonia. The regional 

variations in the responses to this statement indicate that at least in off-centre Greek locations 

individual selves are not encountering the characteristic of the late modern condition situation of 

corrosion and saturation that would prohibit them from the task of planing and preparing for their future. 

On the other hand, the relatively high scores of agreements with this statement found in Greek urban 

centres indicate that social saturation (cf. Gergen, 1991) is increasingly a characteristic of Greek urban 

life. 
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Let us now turn to consider some research findings that indicate that traditional social, cultural and 

moral manifestations of the Greek variation of “anarchic individualism” still retain their social and 

representational currency in the modern Greek context. 

Table 65: survey question: How much do you disagree or agree with these statements? It makes more 
sense to look for happiness in daily life than in the future 
 
Strongly agree (5) 31% 
Rather agree (4) 40% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 18% 
Rather disagree (2) 6% 
Strongly disagree (1) 1% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 4% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,949 
 

As we can see in Table 65, 71% of our respondents “rather agree” or “strongly” agree with the 

statement “it makes more sense to look for happiness in daily life than in the future”. This high 

percentage of agreements comes in a clear contra-distinction to paradigmatic western work-ethic 

prototypes and postulates of biographical trajectories. Moreover, in its “joie de vivre” / “carpe diem” 

mentality diverges from late-modern postulates for a well planned and programmed biographical 

trajectory that would, supposedly, immunise the self against the uncertainty of the future. This high 

percentage of agreements with the statement indicates, that at least at the expressive sphere, in 

contemporary culture the imperative and prescription for a “happy-go-lucky” attitude towards life retains 

its socio-cultural resonance against more anxiety-driven conceptualisations of the self. 

 

 

Table 66: survey question: Please judge today’s conditions on the basis of the following statements. 
Today,  there are too many rules that we have to observe 
 
Absolutely true (5) 16% 
Rather true (4) 39% 
Neither true or untrue (3) 30% 
Rather untrue (2) 10% 
Absolutely untrue (1) 2% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 2% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 4 
AVERAGE 3,6 
STANDARD DEVIATION 0,958 
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The social theoretical notion of modern Greek “anarchic individualism” finds a graphic depiction in the 
findings presented in Table 66. As we can see, 55% of our respondents verify the statement “today 
there are too many rules that we have to observe” as being either “absolutely true” or “rather true”. In 
terms of regional differentiations in responses, we can report a clear polarization between off-centre 
locations (44% of agreements) and urban centres (57% of agreements). Evidently, for the “free-rider” 
(cf. Tsoukalas, 1993) Greek urbanites there are too many rules around that bring obstacles to the 
desired unconditional continuation of the “ride” towards social and economic ascent. The next Table 
also provides us with valuable insights in the same direction. 

 

Table 67: survey question: How much you disagree or agree with these statements? We should follow 
more our personal opinions than the rules that are handed down to us 
 
Strongly agree (5) 18% 
Rather agree (4) 28% 
Neither disagree or agree (3) 28% 
Rather disagree (2) 13% 
Strongly disagree (1) 6% 
I do not know/I will not express a View of this 7% 
Total 100% 
MEDIUM 3 
AVERAGE 3,4 
STANDARD DEVIATION 1.145 
 

As we can see in this Table, 46% of our respondents either “strongly agreed” or “rather agreed” with 

the statement “we should follow more our personal opinions than the rules that are handed down to 

us”. Noticeably, there are no serious regional variations in this pattern of responses. In this high 

percentage of agreements, the modern Greek anarchic individualism, with its distaste for the “abstract” 

and non comprehensible rules of the polity and its strong preference for individualised courses of 

action, finds a clear manifestation.  

 

 
iv. Public culture and UIC 

The questionnaire on UIC was discussed and negotiated between the research partners at 
all the different phases of its conception. The coordination of the data maps and the integration of the 
four countries files were done in France, by the institute Lavialle (ISL). In spite of necessary national 
adjustments (either for budgetary or for technical reasons) the main common questionnaire is 
identical between the four countries. The questions were translated in the most accurate way in order 
to gather comparable answers to our questions. However, our qualitative research is detailed enough 
to show that cultural contexts change considerably the meaning of the same question, especially on 
such sensitive topics as Uncertainty and Insecurity issues. For this reason, it is important to keep in 
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mind that the quantitative results are only indications of main streams of public opinion, but are not 
self-sufficient. They also served to confirm or not dependency relations between socio-demographic 
variables and attitudes towards UIC noticed during the Focus Group sessions. 

 
The survey in France consisted of 1000 face-to-face omnibus interviews carried during March 

2002, on a stratified sample, representative of the French population aged 18 and more. The results 
are presented with the weighted percentages. The crossed tables (see Annex, France) were 
performed by the institute Lavialle. All the socio-demographic factors (such as gender, age, income, 
education level etc.) were used as explaining variables. A synthetic indicator of the material situation 
named “standing” in three classes (low, middle and upper) was also used as an explaining variable. 
The “standing” indicator is calculated out of the answers to a series of questions concerning recent 
technological and comfort material equipment (such as possessing a computer, access to the Internet 
etc.). 

 
This synthetic “raw” analysis of the quantitative data stresses on the main “classical” 

characteristics of the population inquired. For deeper analysis, further crossings and a secondary 
analysis with more sophisticated data processing and hypothesis will be required. However, this may 
be the object of a complementary research, together with cross-categories and cross-countries further 
analysis. 

 
 

The main lines of the analysis that follows are rooted in our conceptual framework. They are 
the same as for the qualitative data, i.e.: intensity of subjective uncertainty and insecurity feelings; the 
compared importance of the different fields investigated (work, family, close relationships, European 
integration, risks and dangers, etc.); the relationship to institutions: market institutions, national state, 
Europe, other institutions. The representation of future occupies here a privileged place: the diagnosis 
of social vulnerability relays upon the interpretation to answers to this question. Also, the existence of a 
cumulated vision of the different fields of uncertainty was inquired through answers in the quantitative 
survey. 
 

Intensity of UIC and main concerns: society issues, environment and national politics 
 

When asked about their personal situation in front of uncertainty (i.e. not knowing how the 
things will turn out) only 7.5% of the French population declares never to be confronted to it. It is much 
less (4.6) for those with a wealthy economic position, whereas people with lower material position 
seem more “certain” in a paradoxical way about how the things will turn for them: 11.5 say never to be 
confronted to uncertainty. At the other extreme, for 8% uncertainty is “too often” part of their 
experiences. 
 
At this stage of the quantitative survey, we are interested as in the Focus groups to know which 
domains are concerned the most intensely by this diffuse feeling of uncertainty and insecurity. And on 
this point, the results are surprising, especially under the light of the material gathered in our group 
discussions, where the “work” and “pensions” issues were dominant for at least two third of the groups. 
 
 
Could you tell me if you feel uncertain about each thing on this list by choosing a point on 
the following scale - Very Much So, Quite, So and So, Not Particularly or Not At All? 
Concerns the 87% who answered that they felt confronted to uncertainty. 
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I feel uncertain about... Very Much 
So + Quite 

So and So Not Particularly + 
Not At All 

Don’t 
know Total 

...my work or income 32,4 16,8 46,7 (1) 4,1 100 

...my health care or my 
pension 

38,1 17,1 42,5 (2) 2,3 100 

...things that have to do with 
myself or my family 

38,9 28,9 30,6 1,6 100 

...the way in which our society 
develops 

63,4 (1) 18,6 16,0 2,0 100 

...the quality of goods and 
services that one can find 
today 

32,6 27,3 38,1 (3) 2,0 100 

...important issues in our 
country or government 
decisions on such issues 

58,3 (3) 19,3 17,7 4,7 100 

...great environmental issues, 
like global warming 

62,4 (2) 14,6 20,9 2,1 100 

...international political and 
economic developments 

54,4 18,7 21,4 5,5 100 

Source : U&IE France Survey, 2002. 
 

Personal and material concerns appear far less strong than the uncertainties produced by “the 
way in which our society develops”, which combines the political and economical levels and cultural 
changes. At the second rank, global environmental problems show nearly as important as the previous, 
followed by the issues on which the government should decide in France. This confirms usual poll 
results, where environmental problems and “society issues” such as crime, insecurity or unemployment 
are always in the top positions in people’s concerns (Dobré&Caraire 2000). We can also notice that the 
“distant” international level also concerns more than 50% of the French people interviewed. At the 
opposite, work and income, health and pension systems and the quality of goods and services are the 
domains people feel the less uncertain about. There are many ways to interpret these results with 
regard to the other surveys and with our UIE focus groups analysis. It seems that the most general 
cases are producing immediate consensus, as a pressure to conform to the (media) discourse norm, 
while to admit difficulties in one’s material situation is a kind of a taboo, especially when a choice is 
proposed in a list between personal and general/political spheres of concern. This interpretation can be 
maintained if we consider the real material positions13 of the respondents, which do not influence 
directly the answers to this question. If the respondent is under fixed-term contract or very precarious 
circumstances, than he or she has as expected more chances to feel concerned by uncertainty in the 
field of work and income (47% compared to the 32.4% for the average), but this does not change the 

                                                   
13 The sample was divided in three classes: lower, middle and upper class, mainly defined from income, education and material 
possessions. 
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rank of items in the general hierarchy of concerns. Another remark on these results: people may 
translate spontaneously the item “to be confronted with uncertainty” into “feeling worried or anxious 
about” the topic proposed. This happens also very often in opinion polls, even if for our research we 
took the care to remind the content of “uncertainty” for every specific item. This only confirms the 
intimate relationship between “objective” uncertainties and the personal experience of them, i.e. 
insecurity and anxiety. But it does not show a cumulative effect of the different domains in one’s 
experience. 

 
The subjective influence of the media in exaggerating dangers is agreed upon by 51.3% of 

the population interviewed. This also appeared obvious to our participants in the focus groups; 
nevertheless, this does not make the feeling of uncertainty less strong, as we shall see from the 
following questions. 

 
 
The general climate of insecurity about future as a symptom of vulnerability 
 

 
Q. 4. Do you think that today ... feel secure about their future? 
 
 
 VERY 

MUCH 
SO 

QUITE SO 
AND 
SO 

NOT 
PARTICULARLY 

NOT 
AT 
ALL 

I DON’T 
KNOW/ I 
WILL NOT 
EXPRESS 
A VIEW 
ON THIS 

TOTAL 

Most people in 
France 

1.3 4.4 16.2 49.2 26.1 2.7 100 

People around 
me 

1.5 11.7 22.9 42.7 18.6 2.7 100 

Me personally 7.8 22.5 27.6 24.9 15.4 1.8 100 
 
 
The refusal to speak in negative terms about one’s personal situation expresses here as a 
characteristic of the middle class (also noticed in the FG3, “normal” employees). But it is obvious that 
speaking about “people around” and “people in France” does not exclude the subject of the attitude. 
But the percentages of disagreement on security about future tend to decrease from the farther to the 
closer : 75.3% think that “people in France” are not secure about their future, 61.3% that people around 
are in this situation, and only 40.3% think alike of their own position towards future. In the Focus 
groups, where speaking at the first person is the rule, the impression is at the opposite of these results. 
The interpretation of this (beyond the consensus on not speaking in negative terms of one’s own 
position) is the reverse of the formulated items: the identifications operates with “people in France”, and 
not with “me personally”. That is a result of the individualisation of tactics to cope with uncertainty, that 
every individual has the feeling to somehow (miraculously?) manage on one’s own, in a general 
climate of insecurity about future.  

This impression of narrows circles of uncertainty closing around the individual goes together 
with the refusal or the impossibility to speak about future in middle or long term periods. 

 
This result is confirmed by the results to another question which formulates directly the issue of 

personal control on one’s own biography. The two items presented here together were asked in a 
random order, mixed with other statements on uncertainty in order to eliminate the risk of meaning 
contamination with the others items. The issue of “control” here emerges as an illustration of the 
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generalisation (or not) of the “biographical management” in a rational way, as a result of 
institutionalisation in everyday life. 

 
 
 
Q.8. 1.(partial): much do you disagree or agree with this statement? 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree 

Disagree Neither 
Disagree 
nor 
Agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree   

Don't 
Know 

People today can 
control what will happen 
to them in the future
  

39.8 32.1 14.7 9.1 1.6 2.6 

I can control what will 
happen to me in the 
future 

42.3 24.9 13.3 14.8 2.1 2.6 

 
The same personal capacity of controlling one’s own future is slightly inferred (by a minority) 

on a subjective basis, but refused more often to the others. However, the general feeling when the 
question is formulated in terms of agreement is that a strong and quite comparable disagreement 
relates the two statements on control, would it be that it concerns the others or the respondent himself. 
That this is not a chosen attitude, another item comes to confirm it (see table Q8.2.): 47.2 find it difficult 
to have enough energy to make plans for the future, and for 40.3% this appears to be “pointless” (due 
to the high amount of uncertainty). 

 
This can be seen in the answers to our precise questions on time periods in which people can 

imagine their lives’ development: 
 
Q. 7. Do you feel you know enough about how your life will be: 
 

 I Know 
All I need 
to know 

I Know 
Enough 

I Know 
Some 
Things 

I do not 
Know 
Enough 

I Know 
Too Little 

I can't 
answer this 
question 

Total 

in a  year's 
time … 

10.0 31.3 19.5 17.8 12.4 9.1 100 

in 3 years' 
time 

4.1 19.8 20.7 20.4 20.8 14.2 100 

in 10 years' 
time 

2.4 6.9 14.8 19.7 34.2 22.1 100 

in 20 years' 
time 

1.9 5.2 7.1 13.9 39.5 32.3 100 

 
It is striking to notice, as confirmed in the Focus group sessions, that the periods to anticipate one’s 
knowledge are very short: even in one year’s time, only 41.3 “know” how the things will turn out, this 
percentage falls to 23.9 for a period of 3 years, and under 10% in ten years.  
 

Not only we can not speak of rational biographic management for individuals (following the 
model of the economic management), but this shortening of the time periods for anticipation is on of the 
main findings in the individual interview with business executives or civil servants. This is a general 
characteristic of life with rapid socio-economic changes, that the time horizon is tremendously 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  100

shortened, which results in a general feeling of insecurity different from what previous generations used 
to experience. When asked if they think that “we feel more secure about the future than our parents 
did”, 60.5% of the respondent disagree with this idea. It is the item that receives the strongest negative 
reaction in the list. In the focus groups, the results are more nuanced on this specific point. The 
advantages and disadvantages of the previous generations’ situation are balanced for most part of the 
participants, especially in the FG4 (retirees) and FG2 (professions). This expresses in the balanced 
answers to the initial questionnaire, and also during the discussions. But in an opinion survey, one has 
to select the statement which fits the best his current position. The loss of security compared to 
previous generations is then quite dominant. This explains why 66% consider that “today we are 
obliged to take more risks than what we would like”. Free enterprise spirit does not express in the risk 
taking attitude (not even by business executive), especially not towards the security of jobs. For the 
security of jobs, it is accepted that a “competitive job profile” would be the best asset (66.7%). Wealthy 
social origins, on the contrary, are only considered as the best way to secure future by 41.1% of the 
interviewee, which confirms the feeling that “everybody” is exposed to socio-economic threats, 
whatever the inherited background might be. The “reproduction” in Bourdieu’s sense is not anymore 
considered as a “second nature” in French society. Together with education, technology and 
knowledge are also to take into account for a secure future for 68.6% of the respondents. But the most 
outstanding factor to secure future appears to be, for 81.7%, efficient organisation. It is difficult to 
interpret this answer otherwise than a very severe judgment on the organisations’ present “inefficiency”. 

 
Q.8.2. (suite): How much do you disagree or agree with this statement? 

 
 

 Strongly 
 
Disagree 

Disagree Neither 
Disagree nor 
Agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree   

Don't 
Know 

Uncertainty in our lives 
increases as time goes by 

6.8 13.4 15.5 39.7 19.7 4.9 

We feel more secure about the 
future than our parents did 

32.0 28.5 12.5 17.7 5.5 3.9 

The best way to a secure 
future is to have a competitive 
job profile 

8.0 10.7 13.3 38.8 27.9 1.3 

The best way to a secure 
future is to come from a 
wealthy background  

17.1 20.8 18.9 26.1 15.0 2.1 

In our times it is pointless to 
make detailed plans for the 
future  

12.4 29.0 17.1 27.0 13.3 1.2 

It is difficult to find the energy 
to plan and prepare one's 
future 

12.1 23.0 14.8 32.3 14.9 2.8 

Today, we are obliged to take 
more risks than what we would 
like 

5.1 11.1 14.2 42.7 23.3 3.5 

Uncertainty is just a natural 
part of human life 

4.1 8.4 11.0 44.9 27.6 4.0 

It makes more sense to look 
for happiness in everyday life 
than in the future 

1.1 2.8 7.7 33.2 53.9 1.4 

Technology and knowledge 
are important for a secure 

3.8 8.7 16.9 42.4 26.2 2.0 
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future  
Efficient organisation is 
important for a better future
  

1.6 3.2 10.7 50.5 31.2 2.9 

 
Far from being an evidence of contemporary hedonism, the concentration on the present appears as a 
result of unwilling uncertainty, more or less passively endured. The impossibility to figure out future, the 
refusal of growing socio-economic uncertainties is visible in the great popularity of the idea that “it 
makes more sense to look for happiness in everyday life than in the future”: 87% agree with this 
statement (and it appears this is the general attitude in the FGs). This desperate concentration on the 
present should be a major source of concern for governance, as it implies not only withdrawal of 
citizens from public life, but also all kind of uncivil practices as a result of time-related pathologies, as a 
consequence of the difficulty that people have to represent to themselves a (collective or individual) 
future. 
 
The relationship to institutions: from disappointment to high expectations 
 
The general idea that institutions (the state in particular, but also other organisations) “should do more” 
is rather popular in France either from a nostalgic or from an individualistic point of view. In our 
research, we also used the term “institutionalisation”, which has a common background with institutions 
meant here: there is no sign of a crisis of “trust” in institutions, just the contrary, at least in France. 
There is an intimate relation between the critical attitudes towards institutions identified with “public 
institutions” or companies, and the very high demands all kind of institutions are addressed to.  Nearly 
the half of the population (48.2%) agrees with the idea that public institutions do not do much good for 
people and society in general. But, as we noticed it in the focus group discussions, that means that the 
“should do” more. On the contrary, if the big business is not trusted to do much good for people and 
society by 61.3%, this is because economy is seen as being ruled by its own rules (profit), not as 
having a social mission, as the entrepreneurial discourses have actively intended to establish in public 
opinion. The feeling that action to change things could be taken by everybody today in France if they 
wanted to, is quite strong (52.6% agree with). This goes together with disappointment towards 
institutions, private or public, but also with a all-pervading feeling (very perceptible in the FGs) that 
French people are too pessimistic about their own capacities of action, and too “individualistic” to 
engage themselves in political action (institutions “should” and people “could”, if only they wished to). 
This is part of the French mythology of freedom, celebrated each 14th of July, in a completely 
anachronical way regarding the current evolution of values. French people’s love for “freedom” is an 
idea from the past, and this appears very clearly when 50% of the respondents think that “the 
opportunity to improve our life in practice is worth more than great personal and political freedom”. 
Together with the high popularity of money (73.6 think that life is easy when one has money), these are 
the new characteristics of the anxiety culture: tactical short term pragmatism, forced materialism, 
over-estimation of security to the detriment of more ancient values such as “freedom, solidarity 
or equality”.   

The advancing pragmatism in the French culture is visible in the way the population divides into 
three nearly equal groups when it is asked to decide if “between colleagues, being efficient should be 
more important than being pleasant”. While institutionality does not (yet) impregnate all aspects of 
direct sociality relationships, since efficiency seems to be as important as sympathy for the person at 
the workplace, it structures the values at a deeper level, since more of efficiency in the institutional life 
is considered as the main asset for a more secure future (that everybody expects). 
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Q. 9. How much do you disagree or agree with this statement? 
  
 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither 

Disagree 
nor Agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree   

Don't 
Know 

We should follow more our 
personal opinions than the rules 
that are handed down to us 

6.5 13.6 24.9 32.6 19.4 2.9 

Public institutions do not do much 
good for people and society in 
general 

6.6 22.3 19.7 28.3 19.9 3.1 

Big business does not do much 
good for people and society in 
general  

3.5 12.1 18.6 32.3 29.0 4.5 

People can change many things in 
France today when they want to 

11.3 18.5 14.9 33.8 18.8 2.7 

The opportunity to improve our life 
in practice is worth more than great 
personal and political freedom 

6.4 14.1 19.4 33.4 17.0 9.7 

Life is easy when one has money 
 

4.0 9.3 12.3 37.7 35.9 0.8 

Between  work colleagues, being 
efficient should be more important 
than being pleasant   

11.5 21.7 29.5 19.8 13.2 4.3 
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It appears from the following table (Q.11) that little limitations of power are allowed to the 
government. If the economic actors (big business) are recognised not to act for the society in 
general (but for their own interests), political responsibilities are not diminished by the strength of 
the economy: in spite of a universal argument of governments to explain their (in) actions, 36.3% 
do not agree with the idea that “the Government is powerless in face of the influence of the 
economy”.  
 
Q. 11. How much you agree or disagree with this statement? 
 
 
 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither 

Disagree 
nor Agree 

Agree Strongly 
agree   

Don't 
Know 

The Government 
could make things 
much better if it 
wanted to 
 

0.7 3.5 7.1 36.4 50.3 2.0 

The Government 
should do much 
more for the citizens 

1.3 3.9 10.2 36.6 46.4 1.6 

The Government has 
the main 
responsibility for 
everything that goes 
wrong in the country 

10.1 19.7 18.9 26.1 22.2 3.0 

The Government can 
only achieve what 
the public will 
support in practice 

8.9 15.8 19.0 34.0 16.7 5.6 

The Government is 
powerless in the face 
of the influence of 
the economy 

14.2 22.1 18.2 25.4 12.3 7.9 

 
This allows us to conclude that expectations towards institutions are mainly oriented by the hope that 
the state and government could (and should) act against the negative effects of the economic struggle. 
Individual strategies taken to confront to the socio-economic change are not considered as sufficient. 
 
 
 
 
Sociality and U&I 
 
What about values anchored in the direct sociality, out of the economic theatre? We can notice from 
the table below that to steal and to lie are still the main moral values. The other items are more or less 
considered as out of moral judgment. However, in spite of high professional anxiety, it is considered as 
“punishable” for one to give priority to his professional development rather than to contact with his 
friends by 36.4% of the French people. 
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Q. 10. How do you personally assess this happening in France today? 
 
 
 Commen- 

dable 
Accep-
table 

Under-
standable 

Punishable Severely 
punishable 

Don’t 
know 

Helping a close relative or 
friend to jump some 
positions on the waiting list 
for an urgent operation 

13.2 13.3 43.8 13.3 13.2 2.8 

Parents doing much for their 
children at the expense of 
their own well-being  

26.2 17.1 38.9 11.5 5.2 1.0 

Exaggerating information on 
one's CV in order to get a 
job or a promotion 

5.9 7.5 26.2 27.4 30.9 2.2 

Stealing a small item that 
one cannot afford, from a 
supermarket, e.g. a bottle of 
shampoo 

3.5 3.2 16.0 24.3 52.0 1.0 

Not paying for one's ticket 
when using public transport
  
 

3.4 4.4 12.9 26.7 51.5 1.1 

Using contacts in the City 
Council to avoid a bus depot 
opening not far from one's 
home 

4.3 6.1 27.9 26.6 33.5 1.6 

Giving priority to one's 
professional development 
over contact with one's 
friends 

7.6 10.2 43.6 22.2 14.2 2.1 

Not answering the phone at 
home when one is busy 

11.0 12.1 48.0 13.0 14.9 0.9 

Finding an excuse for a 
colleague who went out to 
do some shopping during 
working hours  

9.7 13.4 49.8 13.2 11.8 2.1 

Shouting at civil servants 
when they do not deliver 
what they are supposed 

17.4 15.0 36.5 17.2 12.0 2.0 

 
 
  
 
Conclusion 
 
In a general climate of insecurity face to uncertain future developments of one’s own biography, the 
main domains of concern in the quantitative survey are related to society issues and general political 
decisions. Unlike the results of the FGs, the issue of work and pensions appears less important in this 
opinion hierarchy. Nevertheless, the relation to institutions is at the same time critical and extremely 
demanding in France. Public institutions such as the state and the government are expected to act 
towards the economy (which is not considered as a general interest institution). People have the feeling 
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they could act, but at the same time they are overwhelmed by the quantity of changes (69% think there 
is too much change in today’s world). Even if a majority (60.3%) finds there is too much competition in 
finding or keeping one’s job, in the French context this means more that the jobs are rare, than there 
are too much competition between people. However, the divorce with ancient values such as “equality” 
or “solidarity” is total. This shows that current socio-economic changes operate at the deep cultural 
roots, without being certain that the new values are those of competition and liberalism. On the 
contrary, the expectations towards public institutions would tend to demonstrate that in France the 
decline of the Welfare State is not accepted nor understood (especially powerlessness face to the 
economy) by the majority of the population. 
 
 
 
Q. 11. Please judge today's conditions on the basis of this statement. 
 
 
 Absolutely 

True 
Rather 
True 

Neither 
True nor 
Untrue 

Rather 
Untrue 

Absolutely 
Untrue 

Don't 
Know 

There is too much competition today 
for finding or keeping one's job 

23.9 36.4 18.1 13.5 4.3 3.7 

There are too many goods and 
services available on the market 
today  
 

17.2 33.7 18.7 18.5 6.0 5.9 

Today, we can count on public 
institutions and agencies to help us 

9.9 37.2 21.1 20.7 7.4 3.6 

There is too much change in today's 
world 

31.4 37.6 17.2 8.4 2.5 2.8 

Today, there are too many rules that 
we have to observe 

12.5 28.3 19.7 24.9 12.5 2.1 

Life today is simple  2.8 8.3 15.7 38.3 34.1 0.9 
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III. Qualitative Analysis 

 
 

i. The National Dimensions 

In the Hungarian part of the project, the qualitative research had two major aims: 1. to 
provide a ‘rich’ and ‘deep’ description of uncertainty against the backdrop of late-modernity 
theories and the assumptions of Michalis Lianos based on his focus groups in Britain which 
were part of the Uncertainty and Insecurity in Europe research project (such as the taken-
for-grantedness of uncertainty in late-modernity, the importance of the career self, etc.). 2. 
To investigate some of the micro-theories (which are described in an earlier part of this 
report). 

 

Objective, data and methods in HU 
 
The empirical analysis is based on thirteen focus groups14, and twenty-eight interviews 
which took place in Hungary mostly in the second half of 200115 (from the interviews I rely 
mainly on the member of the public interviews). Each focus group contained approximately 
eight participants coming from a certain section of the Hungarian population. Some of the 
focus groups took place in villages, some in small and medium-size cities and some in the 
capital. In the groups, which were conducted in the villages the participants were 
acquainted with each other, whilst the rest of the groups contained unacquainted 
individuals.  Most of the individual interviews took place in Budapest, but many took place in 
other cities, as well as villages. 
 

When interpreting the results of the focus groups (and the interviews) it is important to 
take into consideration that the results from the focus groups are not context-free, just 
as there is no context-free method. Focus group results are influenced by the fact that 
it is a semi-public group situation. Participants talk about matters, which they feel are 
not too private to tell to other group members and which they regard to be appropriate 
for a group context, often about issues, which they think other people can relate to. 
During the sessions there are intensive group dynamics taking place. Participants are 
subjected to inner and outer pressures to conform to the group. The composition of a 
focus group, the personality and characteristics of the moderator also exert an 
influence on the results and on the degree of conformity.  Different topics draw after 
themselves different degrees of pressures toward conformity. Focus group experts 
argue (Sim 1998) that there exists an asymmetry with respect to analyzing consensus 
and dissent in focus groups. If there are divergent and conflicting views voiced in the 
sessions then it can be assumed that this divergence in opinions does in fact exist in 
the individual views. However, the absence of differing opinions during focus groups 

                                                   
14 For accounts of focus group method, see Barbour and Kitzinger 1999; Carey 1994; Kidd and Parshall 2000; 
Kitzinger 1994,1995; Morgan 1993; Morgan and Krueger 1998; Sim 1998; Stewart  and Shamdasani 1990. 
15 The description of the composition of the focus groups and the list of the interviewees can be found in the 
Appendix.  
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does not necessarily reflect a consensus of the individual viewpoints, but can be an 
indication of strong group pressures toward conformity as well.  

 

We tried to enhance freer opinion formation by explicitly asking the participants to 
voice their opinions even if it is contrasting with the opinion of the others. Participants 
filled out a short questionnaire on the topic of uncertainty and insecurity just before 
each session began. This way they had committed themselves in support of a view 
before the discussions with the others. They were later more likely to stick to their 
opinion than if they had not been asked to formulate their views in writing 
independently of the others. The joint analysis of the questionnaires and the sessions 
enabled us to separate to a certain degree the effect of being in a group situation. We 
found that people’s individual opinions, - which were expressed in the questionnaire, - 
generally tended to appear during the focus group sessions even if it was an opinion 
contrasting with the opinion of others. In some cases, however, the minority opinion 
was expressed in a somewhat more compatible form to the majority opinion. Often 
after it became clear that an opinion is in minority, it was not so extensively talked 
about, except by some people with strong personality. Thus, it seems that the degree 
of conformity is not so high in relation to the topic of uncertainty and insecurity that 
minority opinions are not dared to be expressed at all.  
 

Each individual interview lasted from three quarters of an hour to one and a half hours. 
Each focus group discussion lasted for about two and a half hours. In the beginning of 
the discussions and interviews there were more general, more open questions asked, 
whilst the later questions were more specific. We began with a general question on 
whether the participants felt that people could foresee their future. Then we asked 
about uncertainty in their lives and their own feelings of insecurity related to specific 
areas and in general.  
 
Results 
 
Descriptive analysis 
 

When confronted with a general question on the possibility to foresee future for people 
most of the respondents talked of uncertainty, unpredictability existing in one way or 
another. However, there was no commonly shared discourse on who is experiencing 
uncertainty. Even though we asked for uncertainty in the lives of people in general, a 
considerable amount of respondents talked about uncertainty in their own lives and in 
the lives of their family members, acquaintances. Others emphasized some groups of 
the Hungarian population which they perceived to have an uncertain future, such as 
people living in the poorer regions, people belonging to the lower classes, people over 
35 years old, people living in villages. Sometimes life in general in Hungary was 
pronounced to be uncertain. Those who later claimed to feel insecure tended to name 
such groups as having problems, which they or their family members belonged to. 
When they were talking about the problems the socio-demographic groups were 
facing they were implicitly talking of their own or their family members’ difficulties. 

Moderator: The question is whether you feel that people know enough today about how 
their life is going to evolve? So, does life today allow people to have control over their 
future, or not really?... 
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Irene16: My experience is that the older at a workplace, older employees are in total 
uncertainty, because they should give place to the young, but then the time for pension is 
still far away, still really far away. One does one’s best and is still in uncertainty, because 
one is not informed, not told about the methods, whether it is good or bad (what one does). 

(Focus group no. 3: Self-perceived normal employees) 

The participant in the above excerpt belonged to precisely the category that she spoke 
about in general terms as facing problems of uncertainty. Later on during the focus group, 
she talked about feeling uncertainty about her own job. Focus group members and 
individual interviewees often generalized from their own special situation to that of larger 
groups, sometimes even to the country level. In many cases after a while this implicit talk 
became explicit and participants started to talk about their own problems with uncertainty. 
These phenomena warrant several possible interpretations. It could be that these people 
do have an opinion on uncertainty for other people and for people in general – not just 
about the group they belong to or not just about their own and their acquaintances’ 
experiences  – but they did not talk about it as for them it was of much less importance. 
Another possible interpretation would be that they do not have a general view on 
uncertainty, a discourse, which is not based on their own experiences. The focus groups 
and the interviews contain information in support of both of the explanations. Thus probably 
both causes influence the perceptions of uncertainty. On the one hand, later during the 
group sessions and individual interviews some more general opinions on uncertainty in 
Hungary often did appear – especially in comparison with the past. This indicates that many 
people, who concentrated on their own problems with uncertainty when asked about 
uncertainty in the lives of people in general, do have an opinion on country-level 
uncertainty. On the other hand, some participants did argue that they cannot talk about 
uncertainty in the lives of others, just about their own and/or of their acquaintances as they 
haven’t got enough information about the experience of others. This gap in information of 
course might also be connected to low concern for the uncertainty experienced by other 
people. Many participants did not even recognize that when they were forming opinion on 
uncertainty in the lives of the socio-demographic group they belong to or even about 
uncertainty in the lives of Hungarians they were generalizing from their own special 
experience. For instance, one of our interviewees, an affluent CEO went as far as to assert 
that the improper protection of great fortunes was the greatest uncertainty factor for 
Hungary.  

 

The majority of the respondents answered one way or the other in the context of 
Hungary to the first general question on uncertainty in the lives of people. As it can be 
seen from the excerpt bellow there were cases when participants explicitly mentioned 
that they cannot answer on the world level, only on the situation in Hungary: 

Moderator: The first question is a general question, later the questions will pertain to you, to 
how you see your own situation, but the first question concerns how do you feel to what 
extent can people in general foresee how their life will turn out? Does the world allow it, is 
the world such, that people can foresee what will happen to them, or not?  

                                                   
16 The name of the participants have been changed in order to protect their anonimity. 
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Frank: Well, I think, that not much can be foreseen.  

Burt:The question asks in general about the world? Can’t I answer in relation to Hungary? 

Moderator: Of course. 

Burt: Hungary. In Hungary life is very unpredictable, uncertain, what will come out of this... 
They (the employers) just can decide to say to a worker good-bye. I do not think this is fair, 
because how should I say it, I meet many colleagues and people and this is the situation. 
One day he works, there are no objections against his work, and then the next day they say 
to him thanks, you do not need to come to work  tomorrow. 

Moderator: So it is uncertain, whether the job can be kept?  

Burt: Yes, yes, so I am talking about the ordinary little men. 

(Focus group no. 10: unskilled male manual workers) 

At other times people tended to answer within the context of Hungary without reflecting on 
the fact that they have not voiced an opinion about uncertainty in the wider world. A minority 
talked about uncertainty of life for humankind in general or on the global scale. Even later 
during the focus groups sessions uncertainty was discussed to be a phenomena in the 
Hungarian context. The only other foreign countries the participants mentioned with respect 
to security/insecurity were the Western countries. West was perceived mainly as a place of 
security, especially before 11th of September 2001. Things happening in other countries in 
the world did not seem to cause feelings of uncertainty and insecurity, although after 11th of 
September a few references were made in that respect. However in those cases fear was 
expressed solely because of the possibility of the terror reaching Hungary. Thus, typically 
there was no general discourse on uncertainty on the global scale, on the world itself being 
uncertain.   
 

By many – especially by those belonging to the older generation and the lower classes 
– uncertainty was not regarded as a natural and inevitable phenomenon. The majority 
did not see uncertainty as an inevitable phenomenon but as a phenomenon that was 
caused by some people /such as the employers, the pension companies, the 
politicians/. Much of the older generation perceived the current uncertainty to be a 
break in what they have been experiencing earlier. Some people voiced the opinion 
that there is uncertainty in Hungary because there is still not proper capitalism here 
just „wild-capitalism”, thus the current amount of uncertainty that is nowadays is 
abnormal. Few of the respondents articulated the view that uncertainty is a natural 
aspect of capitalism, of human life in general, or of their own lives. For instance, the 
high school students’ group emphasized how for them uncertainty is natural in 
comparison with their parents. Whilst their parents had high expectations of security, 
they did not have this expectation anymore, for example for jobs for life. Aladár, a 
young affluent interviewee had no problems with uncertainty. However, he 
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emphasized that he did not have anxiety because he was young and that he was able 
to take a certain amount of risks because his basic financial security was guaranteed. 
It was important for him to have a basic financial security: 

Aladár: - People should take up this new mentality that they need to fight for everything 
everyday… This is not easy. And for some people it is easier, the young people can get 
used to this new mentality easier. I certainly feel that I need some kind of challenges in my 
life and to have goals before me… I totally accept the situation that it depends on the 
person itself whether she gets forward or not… It is exciting to do something that you put 
energy into but might not get back what you deserve.... There are advantages and 
disadvantages /to not having jobs for life/. Its advantage is that you have much bigger 
possibilities with respect to career. Its disadvantage is insecurity, stress and higher 
expectations… For me it was always important to have opportunities. To be able to know 
that I could do many things and if I decide then I could change to something new. I think 
there is no limit to opportunities nowadays, maybe I will found a company... I think I can 
totally come to terms /with this new system of work/, it is better that people can choose. You 
can find those working possibilities, which are maybe not long-term, but fulfill your 
expectations at that time. 

 

The majority, however, reported feelings of insecurity, anxiety because of uncertainty. 
There were cases where some people almost started to cry when they were talking of 
the uncertainty and insecurity they are experiencing. Across the focus groups and  
(members of the public) interviews feelings of insecurity centered around and 
conceptions of the future were dominated by the financial and work situation of one’s 
own and/or of the (nuclear) family members. Work was talked of mainly in terms of 
having work or not as well as the amount of salary it provides. Unemployment was 
mainly regarded to be a financial problem /it was thought that it can lead to non-
financial problems, but at the root of those problems the absence of proper income 
was named/. Insecurity surrounding work was mainly of financial focus. People talked 
of financial uncertainty and insecurity easily and extensively. It could be seen that it is 
a topic that they often talk about. Already in the answers to the opening general 
questions people focused on work and money (and often on their own situation with 
respect to it): 

Moderator: The question is, how, how do you feel do people nowadays know enough about 
how their future will evolve, so does life allow nowadays, for people to control their future?  

Ted:  In some sense everything depends on money. That is, what is never certain. It 
depends on that, how the future will evolve. Concretely beforehand it can’t really be known. 
The next month maybe. I think. Then, of course others might think not. 

Moderator: What do the others think?  

Eve: No. It is obviously not (certain). So actually, who just lives from the salary one makes 
at this plant, that is not (in certainty).  
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(Focus group no. 1: manual workers and employees of an agricultural plant) 

Even in the discussion of several different topics during the sessions and interviews 
the importance of money and work came up again and again. When the pensioners 
were asked to talk about the non-financial aspects of being a pensioner in the 
pensioners focus group, they were mainly not willing to do it, but continued on talking 
about the financial difficulties of being a pensioner. Some of the pensioners talked 
even of their own death in terms of money only – how much money the funeral would 
cost – and death of spouses was also discussed in terms of money loss. Most 
emotions in the focus groups were connected to financial problems. One interesting 
element of this financial focus was the mentioning of concrete money amounts. In 
several of the focus groups – most often in the retired group and in the male unskilled 
workers’ group - concrete money amounts were cited quite often, such as the amount 
of one’s salary in the previous system, prices of products, the cost of heating, etc. 
There was great interest in these money amounts. Several people complained of 
financial values being too important in Hungary, whilst at the same time they 
themselves demonstrated a strong financial focus throughout the focus group. Across 
the focus groups, West appeared predominantly as a place of financial well-being and 
was on this account regarded as a place without uncertainty and insecurity. The 
financial situation and living standards in the West were seen to be the ideal to reach. 
In one group even the unemployed in the West were seen to have higher income and 
higher standards of living, than much of the working population of Hungary. The 
financial focus also showed in the fact that many social phenomena were attributed 
financial causes. For instance, the rise in divorce rates was seen to be a result of 
problems over money and work. 

 

The interviewees also connected uncertainty with financial well-being and work. Tamás, the 
mechanic is now working at the same place where he had worked for decades during 
socialism. However, many times the company was transformed into a new company with 
part of the people laid off. He was also unemployed and regards it as luck that he could go 
back and work there now. Unpredictability and insecurity connected to work was so strong 
for him, he went on and on about it:  

Tamás: - We can never know when the owner of the company sells it {the company}… 
when will we be put to the street, it can happen any time.” “I do not know what they will 
come up with. It can happen that this owner sells his company to somebody else again. 
There comes the new owner… What is the guarantee who stays? Everything begins from 
beginning again. Will we get unemployed? I was unemployed. I can not go anywhere to 
work, I am 58, where would I be employed? It is quite uncertain. There is hearsay that he 
{the owner} wants to sell the company… but who will stay here? Who will be fired who not?  

An example from another interview:  

Ivett: - Many things come to my mind /regarding uncertainty/, it depends on profession and 
on generation: the 40-50 year old generation feels uncertainty in many respects, in their 
profession, too. We can loose our job in just seconds.. Probably I would have felt this also if 
I would have gotten pensioned normally and the normal age. But then you can get ready for 
it more. You can not be ready for this. People are sent away from one day to the other…   
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Those respondents who did not themselves suffer from financial uncertainty still associated 
uncertainty in the country with financial uncertainty.  

 

Such feelings of financial insecurity took the form of what will happen financially if they 
or their family members lose their job, fear on being able to find a job with a proper 
income, fears whether they and their family members will be able to live on a proper 
living standard and have proper housing, fears about the amount of pension they will 
get, fears on the increase of prices, fears on what will happen to them if they get old 
and ill and are not able to have proper income, insecurity over the financial difficulty of 
getting through a month, insecurity over not knowing when the work they had done 
would be paid for.   
 

Work-related fears were mainly of financial nature. However, it is not always easy to 
separate the non-income related aspect of work insecurity from the other aspects. 
Some appeared to feel insecure of the non-financial aspects of the instability of jobs: 
even because of having to experience changes. For some people the fact that the 
possibility to lose one’s job existed and it might happen to them made them feel 
insecure in spite of the fact that they felt they would probably find another job. The fact 
itself that they could not depend on working at a place for a very long time and that if 
they lost their job they would have to go through the process of finding a new job – 
which was regarded by them as a very difficult process – caused them anxiety. The 
uncertainty what the new job will be like – with strong emphasis on whether the new 
income would be high enough – was also mentioned as a cause for insecurity. 
Feelings of insecurity were not necessarily connected to the high likeliness of 
experiencing redundancy. In one of the focus groups the selection criterion was 
unskilled workers over 45 years old who hold their workplace to be secure. Even in 
this focus group the participants complained of experiencing a high degree of 
insecurity with respect to redundancy: on the one hand in connection with their 
children’s work situation, on the other hand in connection with their own work situation. 
Near the end of the focus groups they were told that one of their selection criteria was 
having a secure workplace. Then they acknowledged that their workplace was much 
more secure than many other workplaces and that their chances of becoming 
unemployed were low, however they still felt insecure. Their point of reference was the 
security of jobs during socialism: it made them feel insecure that any probability 
existed at all to become unemployed in contrast to what they felt to be the case during 
socialism. Their problem was, that they felt ‘there are no secure jobs nowadays’.  The 
relationship of ‘objective’ threats and ‘subjective’ fears is a debated issue within the 
literature on risk (Lupton 1999, Fox 1999, Bonß 1995, Beck 1999, Douglas-Wildavsky 
1983). The focus groups demonstrated interesting results with respect to the 
connection of feelings of insecurity and ‘objective’ structures. Similarly to the British 
and Greek focus groups described in this issue by Lianos (2003), job-loss related 
insecurity was not necessarily connected to the actual probability of redundancy. This 
was especially observable in the group, where members were selected on the basis of 
having a ‘secure’ job and still complained of feeling insecure because of job-insecurity.  
 
Especially in the retired group, the instability, unpredictability of prices in comparison to how 
they perceived it to be the case in the previous system caused anxiety. Thus, they did not 
only feel insecurity because prices were getting higher, but because of the fact that they did 
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not know exactly at the beginning of each month exactly how much higher the prices would 
get.  
 
Less markedly the following other sources of insecurity appeared in the focus groups: 
crime, politicians, politics, corruption, EU-integration, illnesses, the possibility of their 
children using drugs. Ecological issues also appeared, but only when the focus group 
members were confronted with a list of possible sources of insecurity and even then it was 
pronounced to be less important than financial issues and almost exclusively local and 
current ecological problems were named in these cases. An example, from one of the 
interviews: Ivett remarked the following:  

Ivett: - Environmental pollution does not really effect me. Where I live is luckily at a good 
place… My microenvironment does not give cause for worry. Although last year the small 
brook overflowed and flooded the gardens of our neighbor. The village will have to do 
something about this. This little brook caused a lot of damage. But not for us as we live 
relatively high above it. 

For Ivett no great environmental problems exist then, as her ‘micro-environment’ she feels 
is not polluted. Even within the microenvironment of the village, the problematic of the brook 
does not seem to affect her greatly, as the flooding did not reach her own garden.  Another 
interviewee, Miklós reflects on a question regarding uncertainty and environmental 
problems:  

Miklós: - I do not feel that this would be such a big problem in my life as to influence my life 
style. But it might get to be a big problem for the generations after me.  

He is only worried about it to a small extent, which is interesting, as he was earlier involved 
in the Green party. But as he claims: 

Miklós: - I am especially sensitive to environmental matters, but I have been feeling much 
calmer towards it in the past couple of years. In the 1980s there was a report of the Club of 
Rome, which predicted that our days are numbered. But later it turned out that the situation 
is not so bad.  

 
When seeing the list participants in several focus groups and several interviewees 
expressed racist views against the Roma and migrants. Most of the time it was not fear that 
was expressed in relation to the Roma but negative opinion. Those who tended to feel 
more or less secure in general emphasized more the non-financial sources of uncertainty.                 
 

The findings provide support for the claim of Lianos (2001) that uncertainty in the 
immediate sphere of the individuals is the main source of vulnerability in the current 
age and not events or developments of the distant sphere, such as global risks – as 
Beck asserts (1992). In this respect the construction of uncertainty and insecurity was 
found in the focus groups of Hungary to be similar to that of Britain and Greece 
proposed by Lianos (2001, 2003).  
 

Environmental, ecological, techno-scientific induced risks, which are thought to be the 
focus in the late-modern ‘risk society’ (Beck 1992, 2000) did not stand at the center of 
attention at all in the Hungarian focus groups or in the interviews. In contrast to Britain 
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and Greece (Lianos 2003), in Hungary even when respondents were confronted with a 
list of possible uncertainty generating factors, – amongst them ecological issues, - 
people often did not feel obliged to talk about ecological issues, especially not of 
global ecological concerns.   
 
Focus group experts warn researchers that the dominance of one factor in focus group 
discussions does not mean that it is necessarily the most important factor for the 
participants (Sim 1998). However, in our case financial and work-related insecurity was not 
only talked about the most, but was pronounced to be the major insecurity factor by the 
participants themselves. Still, such great emphasis on finances could have been caused by 
the group situation: it could have been the case that in the group context people did not 
want to talk of topics, which they regarded to be more personal than the topic of financial or 
work insecurity. It could also have been the case that they felt they should discuss things 
other people can relate to and they regarded finances and work to be possibly an area of 
common concern. However, there are indications in favor of the argument that the strength 
of financial and work insecurity was not emphasized solely because of the group context.  
Protection of privacy did not seem to be a factor in the emphasis on finances and work: 
often quite personal things were mentioned within the focus groups, such as experiencing a 
divorce, difficulties in their marriage, etc.  The questionnaires filled out prior to the groups, - 
which were not public declarations, - also demonstrated the importance of financial and 
work insecurity. Individual interviews also showed similar results.  
 

Respondents were asked about uncertainty in the family sphere. They talked about 
the family sphere topic very difficultly. There did not seem to be popular discourses on 
the topic that people could easily use. Only one opinion appeared in almost all of the 
groups, that trends in the family sphere are the results of financial uncertainty: as 
people feel uncertain about their financial future they tend not to get married, as they 
feel they do not have a secure material base to found a family, and people divorce 
more as tensions between spouses increases because of financial uncertainty. Some 
named as a cause for the increase in divorces the decline of obligatory norms to stay 
in a marriage even when it is bad. It seems that people still feel that family should be 
the place one gets security from and they do not regard relationships as temporary 
alliances as it was often the case in the pilot focus groups of the research in Britain 
(Lianos 2001), rather many claimed that when being in a relationship they always think 
that it will last forever. The family sphere in general was still looked upon as a haven 
of security and they could not conceive of it any other way. People did not talk about 
the family sphere uncertainty so difficultly because they felt it was a too personal topic: 
many people did talk about personal matters, such as the fact that they are divorced, 
however it seems that they did not have any discourses on uncertainty in the family 
sphere in general. Talking about financial fears seemed to be a much easier task for 
the respondents, it was a topic that is much more reflected upon and there were many 
more commonplaces about that as in the topic of the family.   
 

Accounts of the deterioration of the social bond came up several times during the 
discussions about relationship to relatives and friends. By especially the older 
respondents, the previous system was often viewed nostalgically with respect to 
human relationships: it was perceived to be an era when people had more time and 
understanding for each other.  Some however, did recall that even in the previous 
system, because of the second economy, people had to spend a considerable amount 
of time with work. Thus, not only the increase in the amount of work, but the increase 
in work- and finance-related stress was seen to lie at the roots of the deterioration of 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  115 

relationships. People were seen nowadays to be concentrating on a ‘struggle for 
survival’. Another cause for the worsening of relationships with friends and relatives 
was thought to be the increase in financial differences. Envy over the financial wealth 
of relatives and acquaintances, was thought to be a typical phenomenon. Several 
participants mentioned other financial causes for not meeting with relatives: such as 
not having enough money to purchase presents for each other. Community at the 
workplace was held by several to have deteriorated. At times it was recalled with 
nostalgia how during socialism people were working with each other for many years at 
the same workplace, had more common programs, holidays organized by the 
workplace.   
 
Reflexivity, i.e. the phenomenon that “social practices are constantly examined and 
reformed in the light of incoming information about those very practices” (Giddens 1990:38) 
is held to be a fundamental aspect of late-modernity (Giddens 1991). We found low 
reflexivity especially with respect to the changes in the family sphere. People were aware of 
the fact that a high percentage of marriages ends in divorce and that there is an increase in 
the divorce rate. However, this knowledge itself did not alter their social practices and the 
way they looked upon their own partnership relations. Many claimed that when being in a 
relationship they always think that it will last for ever and viewed practices, which take into 
account the break-up of marriage, – such as marriage contracts, – to be inappropriate. This 
is in contrast to the results of the pilot focus groups in Britain, where participants seemed to 
always have in their mind that there is possibility of a separation, and where many “aspects 
of the family and partnership sphere become accordingly objects of inquiry as to whether 
their practice is favourable or unfavourable to the partner in a context where separation will 
have taken place” (Lianos 2001). 
 

In most cases anxiety centered around one’s own possibilities of experiencing adverse 
situations. Sometimes fears were formulated in connection with the future of one’s 
family members, mainly one’s children. For instance, some older respondents who 
had children of working age expressed great fear on their children’s current/future 
financial and work situation. The older respondents tended to emphasize that it is the 
young who are in need of things, they themselves need only a few things. In the 
retired group several participants felt insecure because they felt they could not support 
their children well enough financially, whilst they felt that their children were in need of 
support. Some pensioners expressed fears what will happen to their children when 
they die and will not be able to support their children anymore with money. 

Kate: But the young, who work, and life is still before them, because for example for me, or 
for us, we only need the minimal clothes, really only underwear. Because dresses we do 
not buy too much, because for what, right? But the young, who have everything before 
them, and those who work, what do they get? 

Mary:  But now Kate... 

Moderator: Are you afraid what financial problems your child will have?  

Kate: Yes. 
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Esther: I am terrified, always terrified, because he (the child) is unemployed... 

Kate:  What will happen if I can’t help? 

(Focus group no. 5: self-perceived normal retirees) 

The majority of the Roma group - which consisted of many poor and unemployed members 
- expressed strong insecurity because of not having enough money to finance their 
children’s education and thus restricting their children’s possibilities to be able to find a job.  
 
Much of the findings suggest great differences between the representations of uncertainty 
in Hungary and in the late-modern context of Britain. In the British pilot focus groups 
representations of uncertainty and insecurity involved discussions on complexity, the speed 
of changes, continuous adaptation, competition, taken-for-grantedness of uncertainty as 
inevitable outcome of socio-economic developments, self-fulfillment within the career, 
competitive egocentrism, partnerships as temporary allegiances (Lianos 2001). These 
hardly appeared within the Hungarian focus groups and interviews. Contrary to Britain, 
Hungarian participants did not connect uncertainty to complexity at all. Thus, people did not 
feel that uncertainty could not be solved because of the situation being very complex. Many 
thought that it was possible to name what the problem was: financial insecurity.   
 
The findings provided support for those quantitative researches, which had showed 
Hungarians to adher to values connected to guaranteeing and improving one’s own 
circumstances of life and financial well-being and place less emphasis on self-actualization 
and non-material values (Hankiss-Manchin-Füstös 1982, Füstös 1994), which values are 
dominant aspects of post/late-modernity. The focus groups and the individual interviews 
document a materialist socio-culture, widely shared across the differently composed focus 
groups. Parallel to the career-self, which was postulated by Lianos (2001) for Britain, we 
can hypothesize a financial drive in Hungary existing for many groups of the population: 
many Hungarians strive for a higher income even at the price of very much work. It often 
results in a contradictory situation: the goal is in many cases to contribute to the well-being 
of the family /by enhancing the living standards through income gained from work/. 
However, the great amount of work causes adult family members – especially the men – to 
be able to spend only a small time with their families, which potentially decreases the 
emotional well-being of the family unit. At the roots of this drive for money is the high 
financial aspiration level of the Hungarians. Surveys show that an important basis of 
comparison for Hungarians when rating their own standard of living is the standard of living 
in Western Europe (Sági 2000). This emerged within the focus groups and the interviews 
as well. For some of the respondents another point of reference for the standards of living 
were some of the positive things, which the felt they had during socialism, such as the 
possibility to go on holiday, but which they were finding more difficult to attain after the 
system change.  
 

The findings provided partial support for Ferge’s theory (1994) that the system change 
in Hungary was experienced primarily as a loss of security and not as an increase in 
freedom. The majority of the respondents – those who reported feelings of insecurity – 
did claim to experience the system change mainly as a loss of (financial and work) 
security. However, those who were confident in their future, did not emphasize the 
loss of security, but tended more to refer to an increase of freedom and opportunities 
in connection with the system change.   
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Investigating the micro-hypotheses 
 
 

If we look at the factors connected to feelings of uncertainty we find that in accordance 
with hypothesis 117 respondents who were less-educated, belonged to the lower 
classes tended more to report feelings of insecurity, than those who possessed higher 
education, belonged to the upper classes. For the female managers feelings of 
security were connected with the identity of being a manager: managers were seen 
good managers only in case they were absolutely confident and had no fears. They 
had several slogans ready which strengthened their belief in their future success, such 
as ‘who dares: wins’ etc.  

Moderator: Yes, so now we are already talking about what my next question would be, so 
we would look at such areas, different areas, with respect to how secure and certain you 
feel the future in connection with it, to what extent can you foresee your future, have you got 
any fears in the sphere. And the first, the first issue is the area of work and pensions. 
Several statements have already been made about these, but now we can discuss them in 
detail. So, what kind of fears do you have with respect to work, how secure do you feel with 
work and we discussed that there is a fear that then the family is left out? 

Ann: This is not fear, this is a life style, a way of life some do it and take it on and say that 
so this is what I am this is what I want to be, but then I know what I give up in exchange for 
it, and then I feel I can decide that for me it was worth it. If not, and I get a possibility, a 
possibility which I say that is the gold catch, from which I say I can make a proper amount, 
such that I say that I can live from, then I say, that yes, I am able to give up (on having a 
family) and then and then maybe I end my life alone. I would not like to, but it is not fear. 
There is no fear, because in that moment, let’s say as middle-manager, or as upper-
manager, it’s all the same how we call it, so in a leading status you start to fear, that can be 
seen on your face, decisions, etc. And you were put in that position, because you can not 
make mistakes there, at least there is terribly small possibility for you to make and error, 
because there are 10-20 people behind you (waiting for your job). 

(Focus group no. 9: female managers) 

 

Focus groups and interviews were dominated by the topic of material and work situation to 
such extent, that the topic of ecological dangers only came up, when respondents were 
confronted with a list, which amongst others contained ecological dangers, and they were 
asked to choose from the list the dangers they are afraid of. The effect of economic and 
cultural resources on the focus of uncertainty (also an assumption of hypothesis 1) could be 
shown with the quantitative data: the fears of those with more resources, centered more on 
global ecological dangers, as those of the poor and less educated. In the group discussions 

                                                   
17 The hypotheses are described in the earlier part of the paper (at the beginning of the quantitative analysis). 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  118

and individual interviews, this could not be observed, because of the negligence of the topic 
of ecological dangers. 

 
Those who felt themselves insecure about the future had different views on uncertainty, the 
past, the future, people’s control over their lives and many other issues than those who felt 
secure. An analysis of the data from the quantitative part of our research will be needed to 
establish the relationship between socio-demographic positions and a sense of uncertainty 
and insecurity, as well as between sense of insecurity and the construction uncertainty in 
the wider context of the present, future and past.  

 
Those participants who felt insecure often had high expectations toward the state in 
providing care and reducing uncertainty. Many insecure participants of the lower-middle, 
lower and working classes had a ‘little man’ identity. They referred to themselves as ‘little 
men’ who are not able to influence the way things happen in the country and are just 
passively subjected to the decisions of those above. They felt that they or people in general 
could not control their future. Many of them talked of feeling powerless, defenseless and 
unprotected mainly with respect to their workplace, their employer. The connection 
between powerlessness and uncertainty was one of the assumptions of hypothesis 2. 

 

There was a widespread distrust toward the state and politicians across many of the 
focus groups. Politicians contributed to the feelings of insecurity for many of the 
respondents. Several times the opinion was voiced that politics has too much power, it 
exerts too much influence over the economy. Politicians were mostly perceived as 
corrupt people interested only in their own good. There was a widespread perception 
that those in control were not likely or willing to contribute to a reduction of insecurity. 
Uncertainty was also connected with the elections every four years, not being able to 
know who will win and what the winner will do. Political preferences were a difficult 
topic to discuss in the focus groups. Generally, people talked freely of distrust toward 
all politicians, but tended to be careful in naming openly their political preferences. 
However, several times it emerged that those who expressed some positive view 
toward the government /which was in power at the time of the focus groups/ reported 
higher feelings of security, which is in accordance with hypothesis 3. In one of the self-
perceived normal-employees’ focus groups – the one which took place in 
Székesfehérvár,– a discourse on security emerged which was connected with political 
preferences: they claimed that there is security in the country because the government 
is doing its job well and only the opposing parties are trying to place emphasis on 
uncertainty and insecurity. This type of argumentation reappeared in our interviews, 
which we conducted.  Often distrust was expressed in relation to companies and the 
pension system as well. Companies were thought of as only interested in profit. Fears 
were expressed what would happen when the conditions for the multinational 
companies become less profitable, /such as the end of their tax reduced period or the 
increase of salaries in Hungary due to the integration to the European Union/. Many 
feared that then these companies would leave Hungary and thus cause a great 
increase in unemployment. Those who articulated these fears often reported feelings 
of uncertainty. 
 

Many of the people who felt high insecurity, - especially the older low-educated people 
from the lower classes, - tended to remember the previous era nostalgically and to 
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regard the system change negatively, and to view themselves as losers of the system 
change. These results are in accordance with hypothesis 4. These respondents often 
brought the topic of the previous system spontaneously into the discussions and 
compared the current situation with what was the case then. The previous era was 
regarded by them as an era of (financial and work) security. The trade-off between the 
two systems was viewed by them as an uneven trade: the growth of freedom was not 
seen to be so great in extent and of such great importance that it could 
counterbalance the increase in insecurity. Their sense of uncertainty became more 
pronounced and prevalent in discussions about the present in terms of the past. For 
example, one interviewee, a worker at an agricultural plant, who complained of high 
uncertainty, told the following account of the socialist era: 

Károly: - In the previous system there was greater security of workplaces. If you got into a 
workplace you did not have to be afraid of loosing the job. But also in other areas of life big 
changes were not characteristic.  
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ii. Thematic Findings  

Which are the spontaneous representations of UIC ?  
 

Before going further into the description of the conditions that contribute to the construction 
of U&I, we started the focus groups discussion with participants’ “spontaneous” definitions of the 
terms. The reactions we obtained in this way gave us first information about the intensity of UIC 
feelings. After this initial framing, the discussion was started with the idea to observe the 
connections between different areas of experience in the socio-economic environment. We 
wanted to highlight the “strategies” participants report to use in order to contain in practice and 
also to name (on the symbolic side) the experience of vulnerability. For this, terms like “certainty” 
and “security” were also proposed in the discussion. What are the perceived immediate security 
sources in direct sociality (family, friends, and neighbours)? And which are the institutional factors 
that contribute to UIC, or to the contrary, to provide certainty and insurance? 

All our group discussions started with the open evocation of current socio-economic changes 
and the ways to imagine future in this context. Spontaneous evocation of themes of worry are not 
so far from the first item of our poll, “the way in which our society develops”, to which it allows a 
more precise content. 

 After the analysis of all the discussion, one common point appears (which is also 
confirmed by the quantitative survey): a high level of U&IC is the rule in all the twelve groups. 
Nevertheless, among our five discriminative dimensions, the relation to work is the most 
powerful one and appears in every group in a spontaneous way, every time that socio-economic 
change and uncertainty is evoked. This dimension is transversal and explains most of the 
attitudes towards other fields of uncertainty. Work here is not seen as a value, but as a minimum 
basis as well by those who are inside the system, as by those who are outside. 

 

Work and retirement 

For all the categories investigated, the becoming of the salaried work and the prospective of 
unsure retirement is a main source of immediate concern. But following the homogeneous 
structure of our groups, this appears in a contrasted way. In all the groups, the issue of the 
“young” (children or people who are young now), confronted to work uncertainties, was the main 
way of expression of this concern. In less exposed U&IC groups, such as .2 or 4, the intensity of 
the concern is transferred on the next generation. The main difference among the participants of 
all the groups is based on a common assessment: the necessity to adapt. Following the 
difference in positions towards the economic change, this adaptation is seen as an unbearable 
obligation (Groups 1, 9, 11), or as a “natural” way of managing one’s place in our society (Groupe 
2, 10). Enclaves are the exceptions here, also because of the age opposition: in groups 5 and 6, 
the adaptation to a merciless economic competition is not seen as necessary. For the retired 
people, the past model was more human, for the young (6) the world they intend to change 
through their action should not continue the way it is. 
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Most representative quotation on the theme: 

Group 1 

Laurent 
 
Having been through ten years of temping, I can say that  there is the uncertainty about the job and 
about supporting your family; then, there is more uncertainty like having enough money, …you want to 
buy a car, because you cannot do without one, just to go to work you need a car; Well, not that simple 
for a temp, you go to any bank and you tell them you need to money to buy a car –“Sorry, you don’t 
have a stable job”. So, uncertainty is there, from the very start. 

Sylvie 
It’s impossible to manage. I keep postponing a house project for two years now. I am sorry but the 
certainty needed for that sort of thing is just not there, we simply can’t manage. I keep asking myself if 
we’ll manage to keep up with the payments, if we’ll get fired… 
 
Family and close relationships 

Family changes are not perceived as a threat; on the contrary, for many participants to our Focus 
groups (especially the most U&IC exposed, such as 11) family is the possible shelter in case of 
economic difficulties, and more generally in front of social uncertainty. For people with high 
institutional interaction or well integrated in the economic system, family changes are considered 
as an opportunity for more freedom of choice (as in group1 or 3). Nevertheless, these are also 
the groups in which familial instability is the less important (no divorces or multiple past 
relationships). On the contrary, friendship and neighbourhood are topics which open the 
discussion on the decline of human values, of human qualities in social life, in all the groups 
without exception. This is remarkable to note that this is also the field in which people try to find 
alternatives for the U&I feelings, probably because this is perceived as the most controllable 
sphere. 

 

Group 11: 

Michel 
[…] what I mean to say is things changed and the partners in a couple get easily unhappy. You do not 
need much for a couple to get unhappy these days; it gets there just like that. 

Jean-Claude 
People accept the constraints [of living as a couple] much less. 
 

Groupe 2:  
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Valérie 
From where I stand, what you are talking about is a positive thing. Well, the certainty of being in a 
marriage for fifty years, if people do not like each other, well – great! [ironically] – what a nice thing that 
certainty is. I must say I prefer uncertainty if it makes me happy when I wake up in the morning.  
And about friendship, if this means fifty years of saying hello to the porter or my next-door neighbour: 
“Hello, nice weather today –Very nice, indeed” or “Did you get your umbrella? – Yes, there will be rain 
in the evening”… But to have a strong relation with someone who might be at the other end of the 
world, a relation that gives me something meaningful… It all depends on where you stand. 
For me personally, all that you described there is not a source of problems, on the contrary, it is a 
source of progress that brings happiness and makes life better. 
 
 
Group 10: 

Catherine 
 
I feel that everything disappears. I don’t want to be pessimistic but I think that everything goes too fast 
in all areas… families get separated, neighbours get separated, friends get separated, we adjust to a 
new way of life; to something new. We try to adapt but we do not feel well in it, we are not comfortable, 
we are sure not sure about anything at all. 
 

 

European integration 

The European integration seems curiously very far away for the French people in the focus 
groups, and for this reason it is perceived either as an economic opportunity, or as a higher 
competition threat (but in this case, not for one’s self, but for high qualified workers and 
companies). The political dimension of the European integration is clearly distinguished from the 
economic one. The later is closer than the first one in most of our FGs participants’ opinions. 

Positive implication of the European construction are indicated by participants to FG2 
(professions) in a consensual discussion: 

FG1 : 

“Emmanuel 
[The European Union …]  has just started to work as a market , but geographically and from many 
other points of view… In my opinion, we need to wait another fifty years, it is still far ahead in the future. 

Alain 
I agree, it is a market force but from another point of view, it will never be like the USA in my opinion, for 
many reasons. Firstly because of the language problem, each country has its language and there will 
never be one common European language in my view. 
Secondly, the problem with the USA is completely different because the American States that USA 
came from were not in the same type of structure like the on European countries are in today. So, 
European countries today do not have any reason to lose their influence as part of a big scheme. On 
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the market side, yes, there is going to be progress on that side. The evidence is there, we  will soon be 
using the euro but at the end of the day it is just a currency for trading.  
 

Nathalie 2 
Well, you cannot deny it has an effect on work, it is an opportunity, we don’t have that problem any 
longer, which currency we pay in… When it comes  to the level of papers, there is a great change 
taking place… 

Alain 
Yes but it is only on paper. 

Nathalie 2 
True, but it means people can easily work with other countries. I happen to have done that and it is true 
that it is more difficult with a different currency, I think, than with the Euro. It does bring something 
positive in this respect. 

Alain 
That’s true. 
 
The negative aspects of growing competition and loss of job opportunities are feared by other 
categories, such as participants in group 6 who think Europe is mainly an economic “decision”: 

Group 6: 

Jacqueline 
I would say that I am all for, all favourable for a Europe of the people, but if it is all about building the 
Europe of big business partnerships, the Europe of money, always the same thing –power to the rich to 
make the poor even more miserable, I am not for it. 

Yannick 
You are very old-fashioned! 

Jacqueline 
Well, yes ; it must be my age.” 
 

 

Intensification of institutional mediations 

The origin of the safety paradox, our starting point, can be found in the double process of 
individualisation and of the parallel intensification of institutional mediations. In order to observe the 
effects of values and behaviour individualisation and the growing institutional sociality, we collected 
the remarks about the “institutional web” in current and future U&I representations. Does 
individualisation intensify competition between individuals? In France, competition is often cited as a 
negative consequence of economic changes.  
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Biographical “reflexive management”, i.e. biographical discourses dominated by instrumental 
rationality, calculation and efficiency search, is it to be noticed as a practical result of the growing 
socio-economic uncertainties? Is the relationship to institutions lived as a dependence position?  On 
this point, there is a consensus in all our empirical data, to consider the presence of institutions at any 
level as too intrusive, even when (and maybe almost when) there is a demand of protection. The 
dependence is lived as a frustrated demand, because in contemporary social condition, the 
real demand is to receive help in order to reach autonomy. 

 
From answers to different questions themes in the focus groups, we can infer that institutional sociality 
is the main dimension of the previous “intimate” sphere. One of the sequences in FG 10 highlights well 
the two aspects of institutional sociality: mediation of common knowledge and practice, and the hard 
burden of reflexivity: 

Moderator 
I noticed that you often used the word “they” in our discussion. Whom do you mean by this term, what 
kind of institution?  

Sylvie 
It is the government and the political institutions. 

Nicole 
Not only that. I think that knowledge advances and that makes everything more complex. 

Moderator 
When you talked about the media, the government and other institutions you used “they”. 

Catherine 
We also used “we”, we felt involved. When we used “they”, it was… 

Sylvie 
Ce sont ceux qui nous imposent certaines choses. 

Catherine 
It was those who decide. 

Moderator 
Are these institutions public or private? 

Sylvie 
It can be both. A lot of them public… It is mostly the system, the political and economic system. 
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iii. Competition and Sociality 

 
 
Our main empirical focus here is a specific comparison of focus group accounts in the United Kingdom 
and in Greece. The groups were part of the UIE study, and were interviewed with a common protocol18 
used for all group interviews involving members of the public. Although concentrated on six specific 
groups, the comparative analysis for this article takes implicitly into account both the entire conceptual 
framework of the research as presented in the previous sections, and the insight gained from other 
qualitative and quantitative parts of the research in all countries involved. The profiles of the groups 
discussed here are as follows: 
 

 G r o u p s  
 1(Community) 2 (Individuals) 3 (Enclave) 
General aspects 
 

Balanced gender 
Age 35-45 
Working at least 3/4 time 

Balanced gender 
Age 35-45 
Working at least 3/4 time 
High contact with 
institutional action 
Self-employed participants 
from the 'professions'19 

Members of a community 
of belief that rejects 
dominant social values. 
Holders of alternative 
vision that they propose 
as a model for the entire 
society (attitudes of 
mutual non-interference 
with society at large were 
excluded). 

Location As off-centre20 as possible  Not off-centre, though not 
necessarily a major 
conurbation  

 

Participant’s 
Education 
 

From primary school 
certificate (or lower) to 
further education 

University degree 
Postgraduate 
 

_______ 21 

Participant’s individual 
income as percentage 
of national median 
income22  

81 – 180% 
 

Over 181% 
 

 

Participant’s family 81 – 180%23 Over 241%  

                                                   
18 The Hungarian protocol was slightly different, in points that involved the country’s recent history.   
19 The term ‘professions’ has here its full cultural sense in English, strictly indicating middle-class professions. Beyond the 
traditional professions, such as lawyer and medical doctor, the whole range of 'new' professions was eligible, e.g. IT or HR 
consultants, interior decorators, freelance editors... etc., provided that they fulfilled the income criteria and that they held a degree. 
20We defined as ‘off-centre’ the concentrations of under 20,000 people at a distance of at least three hours from the country’s 
capital and two hours from a major conurbation by any means of transport. This should not be confused with 'rural' areas, with 
which the definition overlaps only in some cases. Some nuances on the empirical application of the off-centre concept were added 
in particular cases (e.g. in the case of small towns that were quite far from a high-speed train station but technically within a three-
hour travel time from a big city). 
21 We anticipated the great difficulties in the recruitment of this group profile and avoided to formally set additional recruitment 
criteria. However, we did seek to recruit in each case the widest possible representation of the group’s membership and we 
achieved a good gender and age spread in the groups discussed here.    
22 50% of the national population earns less and 50% of the population earns more. Indexing on this indicator allows for a much 
better representation of socio-economic positions than the ‘average income’. The median income is of course much lower than the 
average income.  
23 The coincidence between the level of individual and family income ensures that the participants of this group are not the 
secondary earners of the family, so that they receive the full pressure involved in securing sufficient income for the household.  
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income as percentage 
of national median 
income 

 

Employment Manual worker 
Private sector employee 
 

Self-Employed 
'Professional' 
Other 'Professional' 
 

 

Self-perceived class 
belonging 

Lower middle class 
Lower class 
Working class 
Underclass 
 

Upper middle class 
Lower middle class24 
 

 

Number of types of 
jobs you have done to 
date (e.g. in a different 
sector of activity or at 
a different level of 
responsibility) 
 

 
 

1-6 25  

 

The profiles were selected for their embeddedness in different social cultures, as a result of 
differences in activity, socio-economic position, location and belief. Groups 1 and 2 are polarised 
around the notion of belonging to some type of ‘community’. The educational and occupational profile 
of the participants amplified this polarisation; their self-categorisation regarding class controlled for 
individuals who might feel culturally distant to their socio-economic position. These two groups 
produce comparative data on the effect of perceived belonging to a community. Group 2 is composed 
of people whose professional circumstances confirm their full integration into an environment of 
competition around individual skills and rewards. These are the busy, career-minded people with 
planned lives who have no time for unfocused social contact. They may regret the insularity of their 
environment, but they operate successfully on the principle of accumulating all types of individual 
capital. Group 1 is composed of working class and lower middle class people who are members of a 
community at least in the sense of an identifiable local population living in a small town. These are the 
people who are normally expected to operate via a collective culture and have more time for 
interaction with others. They benefit at the same time from the relative stability of their environment 
and they are not too exposed to insecurity and instability in their lives26. They are not career-makers 
and they are not expected to conceive of themselves in terms of competition and work, or against a 
plan of upwardly professional development. Unlike the socially excluded, these people are ‘insiders’ 
to late capitalism, but also to a active collective culture since they live away from big urban centres, 
where they would be scattered in the anonymity of low income suburbs. Group 3 is designed to 
enquire directly into the processing of uncertainty and insecurity by enclaves, where a shared culture 
is both a precondition of coexistence and a common resource for all interaction with society at large. 
Here, the strength of the bond that links the participants to a shared culture of direct sociality should 
be taken for granted, since they are members of a community of belief. We sought, where possible, 
to recruit groups that were composed of members of different enclaves. We were interested in the 
social and cultural empowerment that belonging to such a community provides for its members, not 

                                                   
24 No ‘middle class’ option was proposed to avoid a vague consensus effect. 
25 This criterion was applied to the group in order to exclude self-employed professionals who might have experienced job-related 
uncertainty too often and as a result might have grown either too sensitive or too insensitive to that uncertainty.  
26 There is evidence that informal social ties have significant reassuring effects. By contrast, formal relationships of proximity, such 
as participation in neighbourhood organisations, lack such effects (Ross & Jang 2000). 
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to the functions that are peculiar to a specific belief system. The Greek group was indeed 
heterogeneous, composed of leftist activists and Jehovah witnesses. The UK group was 
homogeneous, composed of Jehovah witnesses only.   

 

The specific combination of these three group profiles seeks to place the concrete experience of 
uncertainty and insecurity in a context of comparisons in sociality, i.e. the condition of the social bond. 
This comparative dimension operates in conjunction with that of national societies. The overall 
empirical objective is to see how experiences of different types of insecurity emerge as parts of ways 
of acting and thinking, to what extent specific social contexts favour or reduce such experiences, and 
by which mechanisms they do so. The participants completed a questionnaire before coming to the 
session, so as to establish for the purposes of our analysis the ‘starting position’ of each member of 
the group regarding experience of uncertainty and insecurity and trust in different aspects of today’s 
world. The sessions lasted two and a half hours with a fifteen minute break. There was an 
introductory part with general questions asking whether the participants felt more confident today 
about their future than “some years ago” or if they thought that “life today allows people to have 
control over their future”. A series of themes related to uncertainty, insecurity and complexity was 
then presented via overheads to stimulate discussion. These themes were introduced as possible 
contemporary changes in the immediate sphere of experience (work and pension, friends and family), 
and later in more distant spheres of belonging (European integration, financial markets, globalisation, 
and a choice list on dangers in the spheres of the environment, technology, and society)27. The 
participants were asked if they thought these changes were real and how they felt about them. There 
were many questions throughout the session encouraging the participants to introduce their own 
concerns. The final section was a synthesis on whether the present and the future were uncertain or 
complex, how this compared with the past, and who could help to make life less uncertain or 
complicated. At the end the participants were asked to represent the level of complexity in their lives 
through ball-juggling figures. In some cases they were also shown drawings on the level of effort and 
the complexity of decision-making involved in their lives. 

 

Work, Competition and Adequacy 

We will use the work sphere as the best reflection for the concentration and intensity of contemporary 
uncertainties. Work is the main junction for almost every way of experiencing uncertainty or 
insecurity. For all socio-economic strata, except for the retired, work is the core around which a series 
of personal, material and social adequacies (Castel 2000, Witte 1999) organise themselves in 
concentric cycles. Depending on the society and the class involved on each occasion, the 
interdependency between these cycles is differently built and the perceived fragility of the whole 
system varies. In the UK session of FG1 for example, participants likened the sphere of work to the 
‘survival of the fittest’ and they pointed to the permanent feeling of precariousness that they have, 
despite being employed. A male participant notes that he is worried “cos I’m four years in my job and 

                                                   
27 The changes described were mostly related to contemporary concerns, but positive-sounding changes were also included; for 
example in the section on work both the end of ‘jobs for life’ and the inclusion of women in the labour market were mentioned, and 
in the section on European integration we mentioned the possibility of loss of identity, and the possibility of long-term benefits for all 
involved.  
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I’m not permanent.  And there’s a boy who was then with the other boy gone for five or six months 
and he left. […] I went into the interview [feeling I’ve a] good chance, yes, might get just [inaudible] 
sack and I don’t get forced or get sack anyway, feeling all right after the interview, walking out.  Next 
thing I met the boy who was doing it for twelve years and had left and he was going [inaudible] for the 
interview and he got the job back.  I go down the bottom of the ladder again, you know.  It means I 
can’t afford to get sick, I just have to be, you know, I just can’t afford [inaudible] I have to be there, you 
can’t take days off for nothing.  [inaudible] even though I’m there four years I’m still not classed as 
permanent.  I will work everyday and there’s work for me everyday but I’m still not classed as 
permanent.” The group converged on a conception of work as an indispensable foundation of a 
stable life, which is increasingly under threat. The anticipation of competition is great and as a female 
puts it, “ […] you have got to renew your contract and there’s somebody just out with a degree and I 
don’t have a degree but I have experience, I have to fight my corner hard, and very hard, to get 
keeping my job and I can’t do without my job.”  

It would be wrong to explain these findings on the grounds of increased redundancy risks threatening 
the jobs of the lower middle classes and the working classes. There was no indication in the 
interaction of the participants that they were talking about a ‘visible’ redundancy threat. Their 
accounts of job-related insecurity involve more a pervasive feeling of individual vulnerability rather 
than a tangible external threat28. The fact that this feeling is not directly generated by existing threats 
is supported by the findings of Groups 2 and 3. A female participant from the UK group of 
‘professionals’ leads a discussion which reveals the complex uncertainties of that develop around 
work: 

 
Female – No, there isn’t that choice [of taking less responsibility].  You talk about, sort of, 
performance-related pay and yes, I do work for, I mean, I’m not going to personalise this now, but I do 
work for a company where we have an employee contribution and development process.  So once a 
year we have to sit down.  We have to say what we’re going to do for the company and the company 
tell me what they expect of me. And then every quarter that’s reviewed and my performance against 
targets is monitored and yes, my pay is performance related and yes, my job grades fit within a 
career structure and I’m expected to develop along that career structure and acquire this qualification 
or this experience so that I can go to the next rung of the career structure.  And it’s very, very 
competitive. 
 
Male – What would happen to you if you said, “Oh, I don’t want to do that”? 
 
Female – My, my [inaudible]  
 
Male – “I want to tread water.” 
 
Female – I would hit a brick wall. 
 
Male – Would they say you’ve got to go? 
 
Female – I’m not saying they’d make me go but it would be a case of my career certainly wouldn’t 
progress any further. 
 

                                                   
28 For a series of factors that influence insecurity around work see Mauno & Kinnunen 2002. Among other interesting conclusions, 
this study found that stress from perceived job insecurity crossed over in couples from one partner to the other. 
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Male – Yes, but that sounds like you want that. 
 
Female – And I may very well find that things that I’ve been involved with, projects that I’ve been 
allowed to sort of run with, will start being given to people who are willing to go that extra ten per cent. 
 
Female – I think on the slightest excuse you would then be made redundant. 
 
Female – Yes. 
 
Male – But, but don’t you think you’re progressing because you want to, not because there’s no 
opportunity.  You tread water if you wanted to.  You could even in the private sector, I believe that if 
you want to tread water and say, “I’ve reached my plateau” and Parkinson’s law hasn’t kicked in, you 
know, I can do more job and I’m not going above and beyond my capabilities.  I still think you can do 
that but you have to then accept… 
 
Male – I disagree. 
 
Male – …that, that’s fair enough, I think you can do that but you have to then accept that some of the 
more exciting other things, aspects of your work will move away from you. 
 
[…] 
 
Male – I’m saying that if you make that choice… 
 

Female – …they don’t give you the choice. 

 
The participants facilitate each other in order to explore the motives that underlie their options. 
Insecurity is a result of a dynamic process, a continuous line of projections into the future. This line of 
expected individual development is filled with anxiety despite the fundamental stability of a good 
position on the labour market. The present cannot be conceived outside its dynamics and there is no 
‘neutral’ position.  
 
By the very nature of things one goes down if one does not manage to go up; it is an implied 
consequence that when one goes down, one goes out too in the medium term. It is therefore 
impossible to maintain a position of stability within the system, and increasingly unthinkable that this 
can be achieved by simply ‘doing one’s job’. remarks that it is impossible to do that even if it was 
planned: “Yeah, I mean I was in the civil service and part of the reason that I moved from the civil 
service was because I was lazy and I just wanted to do a job where it was pretty much nine to five, 
secure and I was just the income.  And I could come in, do it, go home and forget about it.  But that 
changed and it wasn’t like that. It was performance and you know…, and all the while… and all of a 
sudden I felt, well, if I’ve got all this pressure and I’ve got all this…I may as well get something out of it 
and have that pressure elsewhere where hopefully I’m going to get paid a bit better and that sort of 
thing.  So even in, in what I thought was fairly straight, level, secure and civil service, it’s not, it’s not like 
that anymore.  The pressure is, is growing.” The same conception of work runs throughout the six 
sessions discussed here. In this regard it matters little if one is a farm worker or a private sector 
executive in Greece, an English medium-rank employee or a Jehovah witness. The work sphere 
seems to have absorbed and re-processed a great part of contemporary selfhood via two routes at the 
same time. Firstly, because all dimensions of social and economic adequacy are increasingly 
concentrated in that sphere, or directly dependent upon it. Secondly, because self-realisation does not 
any longer operate expansively, on the basis of aspirations, but defensively, against the uncertainties of 
individual life trajectories. Because of its social and economic importance, work becomes the main tool 
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for hedging the risks of contemporary existence, such as the avoidance of social exclusion, the 
capacity to participate in consumption, and the accumulation of proper reserves for retirement. Mark, a 
participant from FG1 in the UK understands this as a regression to a ‘natural’ condition: “Well, I feel 
[inaudible] you depend on yourself, and I [everyone’s got to] learn to fend for themselves, it’s like it’s 
nature, you fend for yourself”. The consciousness of welfare assistance is entirely marginal, not only in 
Greece where the welfare state is underdeveloped, but in the UK too. This is not surprising when 
personal adequacy is entirely dependent on competitive performance. Mike, a Jehovah witness 
describes the pressure of this new culture from the point of view of a previous condition, where 
certainty and success could co-exist: “[…] people used to have confidence that they’d have a job going 
on if they wanted to for the rest of their working life in one job. I mean I’ve been in my place for 30 years 
and it’s the exception. If anyone stays more than 5 years you are now looked down upon by the 
management because they want new blood in to come up with new ideas, so it’s a complete reversal 
during my working life”. 
 
 

Immediate sphere and meta-concerns 

How does this depreciation of stability come about? How does competition and the uncertainties that 
accompany it become the essence of an adequate self? It is true that the hegemony of the neo-liberal 
discourse is reflected in the new culture of competitive adequacy. But this convergence between 
institutional discourses and individual practices and values has its structural socio-economic causes;  
these are often crystallised in political programmes. Power – and its current shaping as ‘governance’ 
– does not plan the production of insecure citizens and their cultures, though it influences such 
cultures by managing and channelling their effects. As Marlow (2002: 256) observes “The process of 
affording a sense of ontological security […] becomes a necessary ritual, a key rhetoric, a mythic 
form, of modern governmentality.” The problems of institutional legitimacy and political alienation are 
in fact closely related to the egocentric focus and retreat from the public domain that competitive 
adequacy is bound to generate (Eliasoph 1998, Kimberlee 2002, Henn et al. 2002). Late capitalist 
governance has accordingly a direct interest in reversing at least a part of this defensive culture in 
order to prevent the deepening of ‘democratic deficits’ and similar political ailments fundamentally due 
to the desertion of collective social coexistence. 

 
The relationship with work is spearheading the wider transition towards an immediate sphere of 
operation and experience that is full of insecurities and terribly complex. The present is often stressful 
both because of the effort needed to plan and anticipate the future and because of intense multi-
tasking across a series of roles and duties. At the same time, from pensions to the education of 
children, and to the duration of personal relationships, there is a continuous thread that links multiple 
uncertainties into a consistent representation of a threatening world. The details of these links cannot 
be developed as part of this short paper, but our data leave little doubt that all aspects of the immediate 
sphere of experience increasingly coalesce into an indivisible totality. Well-being, competition and 
uncertainty form an indistinguishable alloy whose initial parts are not retrievable. There is no well-being 
outside relative success in the socio-professional field, and no such success if it does not include the 
proof of keeping the threats in the professional, personal and family sphere ‘under control’. There is 
increasingly little difference between child rearing, financial arrangements for housing, professional 
aptitude, or efficient time and budget management for family tasks and provisions. Personal adequacy 
brings under the roof of uncertainty an impressive number of seemingly heterogeneous roles and 
concerns; from this viewpoint, fearing for the safety of one’s children is not very different from fearing 
problems in debt servicing or concerns with promotion at work. These are all lines of adequacy, rife 
with hazards and precariousness. Well-being is dependent upon the capacity to supply enough 
evidence, to others and to oneself, that one disposes of at least as much insurance against these 
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hazards as the average comparable person, and that one combines and balances these clashing lines 
of adequacy without being overwhelmed.  
 
With very few and precise exceptions, this cumulative effect is, organised around the immediate sphere 
of individual and family issues. The broader world and its risks and problems are not a matter of 
concern. These risks and problems do not emerge spontaneously as causes of insecurity and 
participants do not mention them at all when asked open questions about ‘life today’ and the 
uncertainties that they see in it. Of course, there is broad passive consensus around the existence of 
such broad uncertainties once our respondents are faced with a direct question on them. This is in line 
with the systematic results of opinion polls where such broad issues score high29; it also supplies an 
explanation on the inconsistency between the high consensus and the low engagement with such 
issues in the lives and practical priorities of contemporary citizens. There is a marked gap between the 
immediate sphere of focused preoccupation and an ethical obligation to acknowledge concerns 
beyond one’s individual interest. The convenient association of both with a free-floating, reflexive angst 
has left this gap unacknowledged and has allowed for a conceptualisation of uncertainty and insecurity 
that lends itself to free theoretical manipulation, away from links to social, political and economic 
conditions (see for example Dingwall 1999). The abstract remoteness of collective risks should in fact 
be interpreted through the intense primacy of concerns in the immediate sphere of experience and 
competition. To underline the fact that these concerns belong to a very different level perception, we 
will call these broader issues of collective uncertainty ‘meta-concerns’. In general, there was direct 
interest in meta-concerns only when they could be used to express individual fears or to reinforce 
suggestions on individual conditions. Crime is one of the best examples here because it constitutes at 
the same time a major concern in the immediate sphere of experience and a convincing theme to draw 
upon when presenting contemporary changes in society as negative. Just as it is with crime, other 
issues could be used as means of reinforcing an individual discourse. Unemployment could be 
mobilised to support experience of the job market, food risks to reinforce opinions on consumer rights, 
stock-market fluctuation to express concern on one’s pension, etc. 
  
The defensive and insular concentration on the immediate sphere of existence is in itself a reliable 
indication that contemporary vulnerability is closely related to the weakening of the social bond. But co-
relation is not causality. Any explanation should be attentive to the accounts of the participants and to 
the differentiation of these accounts as a result of the social and cultural environment that the 
participants draw upon. We will attempt to show some of the great impact of this environment in the 
formation of a culture of uncertainty. At the same time, we will propose a basic outline for re-
conceptualising this culture as a concrete problem of social and political nature in contemporary 
capitalism.  
 
 

Sociality, reflexivity and empowerment 

How does relationship to others affect one’s confidence in perceiving the world?  The effect of the 
social bond on the development of feelings of uncertainty can be traced in the differences of the 
socio-cultures that our participants belong to. These involve both the national culture, the specific 
positioning of the participants within that culture, and the particular individual worldviews and beliefs 
that might favour or hinder links to a wider social environment. There is no need to address in 
advance the premises and significance of these differences in absolute terms. The content of a 
national culture and the intensity of the social bond that is either practised or perceived in a national 
society are reflected in the discussion of our groups. We can draw reliable conclusions from the final 
discursive outcome without disentangling the elements that compose it. 

                                                   
29 E.g. consensus on environmental problems and the need for action. 
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The participants mention spontaneously some obvious links between social changes that they 
observe and their experiences of stressful instability. For example, regretting a more united and 
coherent family environment is rather universal. With variations depending on the generation of the 
participants, the family of the past appears as more supportive and having closer links between its 
members, offering better care and upbringing for children as a result of available parent time, 
equipping its members – and society in general – with stronger values, etc. Our participants take 
similar positions in many other areas, such as the strength of friendships, the respect that people 
have for others, the willingness to communicate rather than watch TV, etc.  Such links between social 
change and vulnerability are undoubtedly real, but they do not in themselves explain how erosion of 
the social bond may lead to an increased sense of uncertainty. 

Both in Greece and in the UK, Group 2 participants presented very high concentration on individual 
concerns and competitive adequacy. There is an entire set of beliefs and a culture that the Greek and 
the UK Group 2 share to an impressive degree when it comes to the operational principles and 
problems of personal adequacy. Life is complex and stressful and achieving some balance is very 
difficult. Expectedly, the lack of time symbolises this new situation of increased speed and change:  

 

Female – People have [not] got times for people.  I don’t think people today, you know, would casually, 

you know, everything’s timed, I think.  You know, even your shopping is timed, your telephone call is 

timed, everything you, time is man’s biggest enemy. 

Moderator – Mmhmm. 

Female – I see that all these changes are speeding up the world and people are slotting time, having to 

slot this is in different times.  I mean it’s all very well having a lot more friends but you’ve got to give 

time to those friends if they’re true friends. 

Male – Yep. 

Female – So… 

Male – That’s the pressure. 

Female – That’s the pressure.  That’s the price you pay. 

  

The conception of a trade-off between destabilising uncertainty and increased choice is central for 
these successful professionals and reflects the awareness that they benefit from the outcome of a high-
speed world more than other people. Although this does not compensate for their sense of 
vulnerability, they appreciate the choice offered by capitalist competition: 
 
Yiorgos: […] In the last analysis, what I see is how I feel when I enter DIA [a discount supermarket 
chain] where there are only five brands to shop from. I do not feel well. I feel very poor, very 
miserable… [because] I want a lot of hubbub and things happening; on the other hand, when I go to 
Sclavenitis [an average-priced supermarket chain] just around here and I look at thirty brands of 
detergent, I am thinking – blast it! – I am in a hurry, what should I buy? But in the end, I prefer 
Sclavenitis to DIA. 
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At the same time the understanding of a busy and uncertain condition is dramatically different in the 
two countries. Both the origin and the sense of this condition are addressed in very different terms 
with a series of consequences for the position of the participants. For the UK group, the experience of 
uncertainty is given. It is part of a condition that is taken for granted and understood as natural. All 
thinking on the various elements that compose an overall feeling of stress and vulnerability is post 
facto and mainly directed towards the efficiency of defensive strategies. There is little preoccupation 
with the causes or the remedies of the competitive game of which the participants are players. 
References beyond the immediate sphere are extremely rare and limited to individual analogies in the 
close environment, e.g. the circumstances of colleagues at work: 

 

Female: I wonder how many of the people that you work with, that don’t have mortgages, whether 
that’s to do with perhaps not being able to afford to buy a house or not wanting to commit to buy a 
house because they’re uncertain about their long-term future.  If you look at the, you know, if you take 
out a mortgage to buy a house, you’re committed to making repayments for 25, 30 years or whatever.  
And are they, are they sure enough about their future to commit to that sort of… 
 
Male – No, they’re not. 
 
Female – No. 
 
Male – Well, I think they are.  I think the difficulty is is you know, it’s difficult to a mortgage because 
the majority of people that I work with are on a year’s fixed-term contract. 
 
Female – Yes. 
 
Male – And, and, but, but they seem to accept that, you know, that, that, that’s the way, that’s the way 
it is.  And I find that uncomfortable because I’m a permanent… 

 

The hegemonic liberalist discourse does not meet with any obstacle or critical filter in penetrating 
individual conscience; it is directly imported as a cultural narrative in itself. The obvious question is 
where is the ‘genuine’ cultural narrative, the product of the – perceived – bond to others? The clear 
answer to this question is that, beyond some nostalgia for the past, there is no such narrative. Our UK 
Group 2 participants are culturally alone, suspended in an environment of insular competitive 
individuals, without access to a collective culture and without any intention to look at collective 
coexistence as a source of shared values, meanings or references. As a result, they have little 
representation of how the social, economic and political systems may affect their lives and little 
interest in such links. 

On the contrary, the Greek Group 2, is anchored in a culture that stems from a strong social bond, 
even if this bond is not any longer actively and frequently practised. Each individual seems to bounce 
on this collective cultural net and return to the group with opinions, suggestions and worldviews that 
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assess the present condition against the idea of an appropriate life that each participant has. The 
members of the group are both critical and prescriptive, because they never lose sight of a dimension 
of their society that includes them as dependent players. They view their existence and conscience 
as largely determined by external factors, such as the market, public institutions, their employer or 
trans-national companies. At the same time, the draw upon a culture of direct sociality to produce 
evaluative, prescriptive views. Far from being taken for granted, the external world is constantly being 
subjected to comparison with what is right, just, substantial, or merely desirable for oneself and for 
others. The world of human experience takes precedence over the world of organised institutional 
action. Social culture stands morally higher than the culture of efficient results, even if one benefits 
from these results. Some indicative exchanges below show the depth and persistence of this social 
empowerment, that the participants mutually amplify and encourage for each other: 

 
 
Yiorgos: As a consumer, I feel like a King when I go to a private company. I know what I will pay and 
what I will get for it. It is my choice. 
 
Moderator: But do you not think that the five biggest car-makers, for example, control your taste and 
the choice of the car that you will buy? 
 
Thimitra: Of course I do. They make me feel attracted by a model that will represent me. They give me 
that specific car with that specific aerodynamic line, those specific wheels, or this and that automated 
gadget. They make me want that model. 
Miltiathis: Everybody wants that specific model and the companies supply it. There is research on 
quality that asks people for their views – just like this research, albeit the subject is different; so for the 
cars, they ask them what would be that line and they decide all these people how they want the car to 
be. When there are these thirty people and they decide, that is considered… 
 
[…] 
 
Marilena: Listen there is so much… I mean so much choice. I don’t think that all of them have the same 
taste. I bought myself a new car recently, I looked at hundreds of cars of different styles. It has to do 
with what I want. So, I do not believe that. That is why as a consumer I feel much better, I agree, when 
I have a great deal of choice. 
 
Thimitra: Well, of course, as Miltiathis said, when you have got thirty people who discuss there is 
someone who thinks: perhaps they have got the good designer line, the car should be like that; then 
they ask you: wouldn’t it be better like that? They make want something else that you did not know so 
far, they propose that and you accept. But the fact is that they pass their choice over to you and you 
have the illusion that you choose it yourself. 
 
 

This socio-cultural empowerment is the foundation of strong reflexivity. Despite conventional wisdom, 
the reflexive approach to modernity is stronger where modernity has not yet eroded a culture shaped 
by active social bonds, and weaker in the individuated late modern condition. There is a generalised 
theoretical misunderstanding regarding this point, which is probably greatly due to the existence of 
institutional structures to which western societies delegate specific research and management 
functions. State agencies, universities, NGOs and the media do produce the essential thinking for 
reflexive modernisation. But this is one more institutional function in societies whose spontaneous 
cultural reflexes are eroded by the competition induced precisely as a result of their high 
organisational and institutional performance. This deeper understanding of reflexivity as part of 
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modernity has very serious consequences for the critical capacity of postindustrial societies and for 
the re-assessment of their model of governance.  

Inasmuch as uncertainty and vulnerability are concerned, an assertive, critical and socially 
empowered culture greatly alleviates the destabilising effects caused by the competitive search for 
personal adequacy. The battle against uncertainty is largely a battle of narratives. It is won by the 
Greek participants thanks to their capacity to assign prescriptive meaning to the socio-economic 
process. As a result, the worth of competitive performance is re-interpreted as a game of much less 
significance, and concerns around this game can be reprocessed as artificial constraints induced by 
‘the system’. The continuous maintenance of an integrated and collective cultural alternative to late 
capitalist experience largely absorbs and neutralises its alienating anxieties. 

  
 

The cultural safety net 

We did not expect such clear differentiation between the Greek and the UK session of Group 2. In 
fact, we expected that the effects of the participants’ socio-economic position would have diluted their 
cultural empowerment much more. However, the differentiation in Group 1 is remarkably  higher. The 
structure of this differentiation is not entirely the same, although several aspects are shared, such the 
key role of work, the awareness of increasing competition, etc. One of the most important points of 
convergence between the UK and the Greek session of FG1 is the mistrust of power, namely central 
political power and the State, to which many of the causes of insecurity are attributed. This mistrust 
operates in conjunction with a strong focus on the local context, which is in both cases distant from 
the country’s centre. The degree of insecurity is in both cases higher than that of Group 2 in the same 
country. However, the approach is not the same when it comes to processing that insecurity. For the 
UK participants the rules of the game are once more taken for granted, though the hegemony of the 
liberal discourse is merely acknowledged, but not legitimised30: 

Female – Yes, I was just offered a pension scheme on the job I work on.  Maybe all [employees 
were] asked if they wanted to join a pension scheme and I opted to join it because I feel when I come 
to 65 that, you know, there will be no pension there for us.  [inaudible]. 
Moderator – What do you think about that? 
Female – Well, it’s terrible but what can you do about it?  This is the way life is going I think.  This is 
the way it is. 

At the same time, the participants lean on their social context in order to achieve in their worldview a 
degree of clarity that is completely unattainable for the middle classes. This capacity is closely related 
to a pattern of ambitions (both professional and personal) that is much less expansive than that of 
Group 2, and comfortable with repetition and stability in the immediate sphere of experience. 
However, higher clarity and lower ambition are not empowering enough to lead to overall 
representations or assessments of the meaning and causes of vulnerability. 

                                                   
30 The UK participants seem to be resigned, for example, to the rationale and effects of economic financialization as Cutler and 
Waine (2001:115) describe them in their study of pension schemes: “The thin margin of personal security under financialization is 
graphically brought out in a recent Institute of Fiscal Studies report which estimates that in 1997–8 half the British population had 
financial wealth (excluding housing, pensions and bank current accounts) of less than £750. The transfer of risk [from employers to 
employees] rather than the management of risk would appear to be the dominant motif of financialized capitalism”. 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  136

This is exactly where the Greek Group 1 is at its best. The experience of vulnerability is collectively 
processed by the members of the group via the use of shared cultural premises. This is a 
spontaneous process which operates at much greater depth than that of agreement and 
disagreement on specific issues and involves the consciousness of an important bond. The 
participants may be aware of their low educational level and the effects of their remote geographic 
location but they are certain about their priorities and about the changes they wish to see. They are 
also much more focused on the link between their own problems and the consequences that they 
have for others and for society in general: 

 
Moderator: So, what is the problem when you do not feel secure about your job? 

- the only one you harm is yourself… you get stressed and upset 
- and you pass that on to others 
- you may release that on your children if you are stressed; I do that and other people do it too 
- it’s controlled  
- we are all stressed 
- we are all stressed and our children get upset too as a result; all these things are problems, 

whereas if you have a secure job, like a civil servant has, you do not worry about all these things 
Moderator: Grigoris, what problems do you see in connection with that job insecurity for the family and for 
life in general?  
Grigoris: In personal relations, in professional relations, in your environment, whether it is personal or 
professional, it creates a great deal of problems. Someone may just say one simple thing and you start an 
argument with them; that is not right at all, particularly in the family environment. You are with a person, for 
example your partner, you want to discuss something calmly, and so on… Suppose you come charged 
from your work or something, suppose you know you are the next one in the line to get fired; first, you will  
be in a bad mood, second you might start arguing if they tell you even a simple thing; same thing with 
children, you will not feel right, not be in the right mood to help them with their schoolwork or to play with 
them. These are things you must be able to do… 
 
Moderator: there is no time for that? 
− the right mood, the important think is to be in the right mood 
 

This is a good example of a process whereby each member adds a point to a collective position so 
as to orient it towards a prescriptive representation of collective coexistence. The stability of the 
common position is derived from this elaborate process. Individual problems are understood through 
their shared consequences (in this case anxiety). They are then examined from the perspective of an 
appropriate world, which is inherent in the understanding of the social bond that the participants have. 
The collective discourse on the solution is then guided by that perspective, with each member of the 
group adding his or her particular emphasis within that perspective (in this case stable work, mood, 
family, etc.) This process is repeated for all themes and issues and it is frequent that the degree of 
individual empowerment produced by this bond sets the agenda of significant themes against the 
agenda proposed by the interviewer; for example, the disappointing performance of State 
mechanisms, the little administrative aid that the region gets, or the price of regional agricultural 
products. The mode of resistance to uncertainty remains, however, largely the same as it steadily 
‘inoculates’ possible individual threats with collectively based prescriptive suggestions and critical 
evaluations.  
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Finally, the profile of Focus Group 3 is based on conscious belonging to a community that is 
established on shared beliefs, rather than proximity or social contact. The relationship between social 
organisation and culture in enclaves has been researched and theorised in depth, particularly in the 
context of Grid/Group analysis (Douglas 1978, Douglas & Wildavsky 1982,  Thompson et al. 1990). A 
series of specific features have been observed, such as the egalitarian premises of enclave 
organisation and the tight social and cultural control between the members. These features secure 
the strong impact of community belonging on the discourse of our participants. We have sought to 
secure the existence of prescriptive beliefs by recruiting from enclaves that hold an ideological 
proposal for society at large. The Greek group was heterogeneous, composed of leftist activists and 
Jehovah Witnesses and the UK group was only composed by Jehovah Witnesses. 

 

The participants are deeply aware of the proliferation of uncertainty and insecurity in the world around 
them. They acknowledge that people in general experience great uncertainty in their lives and that 
this has a series of deeply destabilising consequences. Although they feel that they are exposed to 
the same type of immediate vulnerability, our participants are much less willing to concentrate on 
such concerns than other people: 

Male: 

I think people try and affect the way their lives are going to be in the future, for example they 
try and look after their own retirement, by having a pension.  They try and be perhaps 
ambitious at work, to get promotion and progress from that point of view so they may have an 
idea where they want to be in a particular job in 5 years time, what they want to be doing. On 
the deeper issues I don’t think they have a clue. 

When considering contemporary concerns, participants in both enclave groups deploy a 
critical discourse which addresses the focus of contemporary preoccupations as a problem in 
itself and refers to a higher, systemic understanding of the context in which these 
preoccupations emerge. The ideological direction of this understanding may differ for religious 
and political believers, but not as much as one could suppose. There is a strong, positive 
socio-cultural vision which animates the participants. Paradoxically enough, this can be 
based as much on a political utopia as on millenarism. Each member of the UK group is 
empowered and reassured by the stability of the group’s position, which is anchored on the 
Scriptures, an immutable register of knowledge and stability: 

Andrea: 

To be quite honest, obviously, from what we know about Bible prophecy, I’m always 
interested to see what’s happening on the world scene, to see if I can relate it to what the 
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Bible prophesised.  So those thoughts go through my mind  .. um.. as to whether this has any 
significance or not.  So I’m interested in it, but ..um.. from my viewpoint, I believe what the 
Bible says about the future, so I feel very secure in that, from what I know from the Scriptures, 
not particularly from what men are doing. 

 

The group is aware of the strong support that their beliefs give them in coping with life’s problems and 
uncertainties: 

 

Neil: 

You could say that [our belief] is a tool, because it helps us to cope with situations. It gives us 
something to fall back on. A faith that gives us something to fall back on, if you like.  It’s 
understanding of why things are happening, and exactly, you know, as it’s prophesied in the Bible, 
these things, people, beating each other up, and being disobedient to parents, …the Scriptures say 
all these things , can see them exactly happening, so it just gives us something to fall back on, and .. 
um.. although if something, although you know, we had …like the car was vandalised a few months 
ago.  You get very annoyed, report it and then just deal with it and onto the next thing. But if it was 
something …like something… had happened to my mother, who lives away from us, you know, you’d 
probably feel a lot more, because she lives on her own.  A lot more concerned, but you wouldn’t dwell 
on these things, and let them eat you up. 

Diane/Andrea: 

I think the scriptures give you a method of coping with things.  Obviously we believe in praying, um, 
and telling God about our problems, um, and it gives you other principles and like I said before, other 
examples of how people were back then, and what happened to them, and it gives you a method, for 
coping.  So I think the most frustrating thing is if you come to a personal situation, and you don’t know 
what to do, you don’t know where to go, and sometimes, especially with young people, um, they can 
go to counsellors or something, and they don’t always help them.  With the best intentions they don’t 
always help them, um, but with the principles that you get from the Scriptures, it gives you a method 
of coping, um, and I think that is very strengthening, as an individual. 

Moderator: 

Do you feel, that in that sense that other people, people who do not share that belief , um, are 
weaker, are more fragile, are more vulnerable? 
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Chorus of yeses 

Moderator: 

Yeah. Olive? 

Olive: 

Yes, because the Scriptures warn us about this critical time.  Paul wrote to Timothy and said in these 
last days we are in critical times, hard to deal with will be here. So although we’re concerned and 
know that things are bad we keep our eyes focused on the Kingdom, which is going to come and rid 
the earth of all that badness. 

  

From another angle, the achievement of social change is the centrepiece of a symmetric critical 
discourse proposed by the leftist members of the Greek group. This symmetry often leads to 
convergence:  

 

Stella: I would like to say this about uncertainty… I would like people to feel more and more uncertain, 
perhaps they will wake up some day. 

Moderator: Feel uncertain? 

Stella: Yes, for me it would be an objective to find ourselves in situations that are critical enough, 
because this passivity… I do not thing we can go on with it. We should either act now or the game is 
over for us. 

Moderator: Uncertainty, so as to have reaction … 

Stella: Uncertainty, so as to have reaction, indeed. We need some type of reaction mechanism, 
which can produce some effect. 

Moderator: Loukia? 

Loukia: I agree. This passivity is harmful.  Let us react because people who just talk feel certain about 
the future. But we should not feel so because the planet has sounded the alarm, the environment is 
ablaze and what happens today is [(incomprehensible)], what we eat, how we harm our world with 
GM products, there you see the problem. But people aren’t… 

Anthreas: A solution would be to stop having children 

Loukia: Stop having children you think? 

Anthreas: For one thing, there are too many of us. Where will all these children grow up? Children 
must be abolished. 
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In this exchange Loukia, who is a Jehovah Witness, joins the claim for an active stance towards 
uncertainty. Though the leftist line of thinking is more radical than that of a Jehovah Witness, both 
share a critical stance towards uncertainty. This stance provides an immunising distance and helps 
the person take a position on life’s hazards as a member of a social community and in the name of 
that community; this is remarkably far from the position of the vulnerable, isolated subject who 
regresses into defending a personal life project. Although these participants experience as much 
insecurity in their individual sphere (e.g. work) as the participants of the other groups, they do not 
consider this insecurity as an individual condition. In exploring their own action and beliefs the 
participants conclude that the development and maintenance of community relations is fundamental 
in countering insecurity: 

Anthreas: I am also trying via collective action, which is in my small personal world, in the sense that I 
have sometime all these terrible problems that we are faced with; some of these we can take out from 
our lives; after a point you cannot say “I do not have friends, it is the fault of the invisible capitalist 
system that dominates me”. I can go out, start a conversation with my neighbour, say hello to him, 
invite people who live in the same building, if he has a terrace, a garden, we can organise a social 
gathering on a Saturday when we do not work, meet each other… I mean all these things, build 
human relations where they do not exist it’s your responsibility too.  
It’s just a thing… I am trying on a personal level but also on a collective level, though it is very old-
fashioned, so to speak. I think it is a solution for many problems, the only solution in fact. How else 
will they take notice of us at some point? How else will we play a part in decision-making, I do not see 
another way. If we wait until they give it to us, that will never happen. 
Moderator: Loukia, what do you think? 
Loukia: I also believe that people should get active at some point and take some things in their own 
hands; because we can do something if we want to [(incomprehensible)], to some extent avoid 
accepting everything, because of each one of us tries, individually and collectively, one can achieve 
many good things. Even in the short run, with personal relations, just as Anthreas put it. We can do 
that; in our family too; we can help. But it takes efforts, and time that we should devote.  
Moderator: Can I ask something? 
Nikos: We should communicate. 
Loukia: Yes, communicate. 
Nikos: We should commune 
Loukia: Commune? 
Nikos: Yes, I do not mean receive the Holy Communion. 
Loukia: Commune, yes… 
Nikos: Yes, that should become the priority 
Moderator: Is there anyone who disagrees with this? 
Konstantinos: I think Grigoris also agrees. We should take initiative, not wait for others to act… 
Yiorgos: Yes, just on my side… I am more focused on active participation, but not so much on politics 
though 
Loukia: Yes 
Yiorgos: Well, I think the crucial thing is the increase of social links 
Loukia: Between us 
Eleonora: Right, but all these things are interconnected and the reason is people are sick – pardon 
my language – of politics and politicians […] 
Nikos: The politicians… 
Eleonora: …and if they do not activate themselves in this way, if they believe… only in this way can 
they have hope. Because politics is worn out, that is what I believe makes people feel insecure. You 
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see how they make fun of us. They say one thing, do another, and so on; and they made people 
move away from participation in public issues. But I believe that the best way is to move from a 
politicians’ society to a citizens’ society; without absolutism and with more democracy. All this may 
sound like big words but there is no democracy in the way it should. 

  

The sophisticated link between personal contact, social relations and a democratic polity is 
established with remarkable assertiveness. This is particularly impressive when one thinks of the 
mixed composition of the group. A challenging belief system that is supported by social belonging 
produces a degree of intellectual and emotional independence, which not only keeps alternative 
social and political visions active, but neutralises the vulnerability of individual circumstances and 
transforms it into critical requests. Social empowerment has a catalysing effect on the fragile 
existence of citizens in late capitalism.  

  

Inadequate State Institutions 

 This has been, indeed, the theme par excellence mobilized through and through our corpus of 
qualitative Greek data, in many different sub-variations and on a great variety of topical 
conversational occasions. It has been a representational resource easily available to and employed 
by interviewees and focus groups participants from all different walks of life and for a variety of local 
rhetorical ends. Let us have a look and analyze some indicative relevant extracts. 

Extract 1 

-   Abroad 
-   these kinds of things don’t happen like they happen here in Greece, there are no

 hospitals as bad as we have abroad.  
Coordinator:   But you’re talking about European countries 
-   These countries you mentioned at the beginning. I don’t think there’s such a hospital
  in these countries 
-   Meanwhile, to receive your Medicare money back, most women have to go to
   Mytilene – losing salary for a day therefore- and you don’t only have to go 
once, you  have to return many times, going through a committee every time, and then 
before  you know it you have lost one week of salary, wherever you go… 
 
(FG 1) 
 
 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  142

This is a short extract taken out from our “high direct sociality” focus groups discussion in 
island town Plomari. In the talk preceding the beginning of this extract our participants 
were complaining about the condition of the national health system and of hospitals in 
their island, linking that condition to their personal insecurities about the future. 
Interestingly, the participants move easily towards a comparative frame of reference, 
counter-posing the bleak condition of Greek hospitals with the favourable condition they 
project as  existing in other European countries. Noticeably, there is no need for 
extensive argumentative effort for this comparison to work unfavourably for the Greek 
condition. All the participants (and the moderator) treat that as common, normative 
knowledge. Apparently, “everybody knows” that Greece lacks in institutional 
infrastructure when compared to “Europe”. It is worth noticing, also, that the conversation 
leaps easily from infrastructure to the organisation of the social security system: the 
participants voice a complaint about the bureaucratic obstacles they have to overcome 
before they get their sick-leave money, which obstacles make them lose more working 
days, and subsequently, salaries. In our data, the insecurity caused by, the argued, poor 
and inadequate State structures quite often has not been articulated through thematic 
argumentative courses of action but through direct references to the State. Let us have a 
look at the next extract. 

 

Extract 2 

 
George:   Niko, I think that nothing answers the question. Nothing of the above answers 
what is  being asked. The answer here should be the State. Only my family, not my friends,
  only family – because friends can be temporary, they represent you for a limited time
  only. I don’t even want to talk about the other stuff, if the insurance company is
   trustworthy. I believe that… 
Interviewer:   Can I be the devil’s advocate for a while? 
George:   I’m only saying that family is the only think worth mentioning but it doesn’t 
answer  the question. They provide you with serenity, calm, a sense of emotional security.
  The State is missing here because it’s the only one providing me security for 
  tomorrow.  
 
(FG 2) 
 

This extract has been taken from our “low-direct sociality” focus group discussion in Athens. It comes 

from a juncture of talk in which the participants were elaborating upon the factors that could possibly 

make their future certain. What easily strikes is the reduction of all possible certainty guarantees to one 

word: “the State”. Compared to the certainty guarantees that the State could / should offer, everything 

else, even “family”, is dismissed as a triviality. Nevertheless, the State and its institutions in our data 

have not only been targets of castigations about their inefficiency. Let us have a look at the next 

extract. 
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Extract 3 

 
Despina:  I believe that the citizen -as a citizen of the state- exists only to provide something to
  the State. The State doesn’t give him anything back. In my opinion, the State can be
  considered as the biggest thief right now. It doesn’t provide anything. Sometimes it
  makes me feel horrible being a citizen of a State. 
 
(FG 2) 
 

This extract, taken from the same discussion as above, is indicative of a representational trope that 

castigates the Greek State not for its inefficient functioning but for its inappropriate one. For our 

participant, “the State is the biggest thief”; it has nothing to offer and with its inefficient and inappropriate 

functioning makes citizens to feel awful about it.  

 

Quite often in our corpus of data, at least older research participants, proceeded in comparisons of the 

contemporary Greek State with the situation prevailing at older times. Let us have a look at an 

indicative extract. 

 

Extract 4 

 
Interviewer: Let me ask you something else, mister Costa. 30 years ago, were things better concerning 
the State and the tax payment service? 
- Sure. 
- Costas: Yes.  
- Interviewer: Were things better? 
- Costas: Yes, yes. (intensively) 
- Maria: Taxation didn’t concerned you a lot.   
- Costas: Yes, because there weren’t such laws… what laws? Laws are worst now than when we 

were occupied by Turks when they used to put their knife right up your neck (his voice is still 
intense) 

- Car tickets, even for the tiniest thing you are considered illegal. Stop by a drugstore to pick up a 
prescription and you have a ticket.  

- Costas: Listen my dear. What’s your name? 
- Interviewer: Nikos.  
- Costas: Listen Mr. Nikos, let me tell you something. In the old times, a poor peasant had a certain 

fortune and if he wanted to give it to his kids he didn’t have to pay a dime to the tax service. (he 
emphasizes on that). Nowadays, the tax service intrudes as a stockholder even if you’re a 
peasant. That’s it. I brought you this example with which… I don’t know if it can happen in another 
country but as far as I know, my son who lived for a couple years in Germany, these things don’t 
happen… 

- Maria: Now we live so the State can go on. 
- Costas: So what guarantee do I have now? I can see them stealing me in front of my very eyes!!  
 
(FG 4) 
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This is an extract taken from our focus group discussion with retirees in the town of Chania (Crete). As 

we can see, in unison, a number of the participants complain and castigate the contemporary State, 

and its institutions, on the face of it, for its excessive taxation and for its callousness, but essentially for 

its over-intrusion in the folds of everyday life. Evidently, in the modern Greek cultural pragmatics, the 

State is not only to be blamed for not doing enough for its citizens, but also for its imperialistic 

penetration to everyday life and for its dissolving of the negotiable order of the direct social bonding. 

Younger research participants, also, had many things to complain about as far as the State and its lack 

of contribution to societal certainty is concerned. Consider the following extract. 

 

Extract 5 

 
Thanos: … If only there was a proper educational system… if it was stable and didn’t change every 
four years with each different government. That would have given us some kind of stability because 
now we only see chaos and confusion. That’s why now we feel insecure.  
Interviewer: Good. Anything else? 
Helena: To put some laws in life. They have put some laws in life but they don’t respect them. Like for 
example, environment. They say that in a forest there’s a guard guarding and then you go there and 
you see nobody. In my village –in fact, in many places- they have said that there are guards so people 
won’t kill any animals and yet everyday you here that this man killed this number of animals and 
another man this number. Like accidents. Accidents increase because people don’t respect laws.  
Yiannis: There’s a total disregard from the city… and those who already exist… even though we pay 
tolls I don’t see any difference on the road… 
 
(FG 5) 
 

This extract is taken out from our focus group discussion with adolescents in the town of Chalkida. 

Their first complain voiced within this extract stems from their own experiences with the State and its 

institutions by virtue of their identity dimension as students. What is pointed out is that the 

organisational parameters of the educational system change every four years or so and that has a 

detrimental effect on their feelings of security about the future. This initial complaint triggers an equally 

critical sequence within which the inadequacy of the State in its environmental and transportation 

policies is brought to the spot. The concluding remark is that there is an indifference on behalf of the 

State. A similar complain is voiced in the next extract. 

 

Extract 6 
 
 
Coordinator: This makes you worry. Is there anything else Mrs. Michaela? Is there anything else that 
makes you worry? 
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Michaela: Yes, one other thing makes me worry: that we don’t know the laws. You want to do 
something but you don’t know how.  
Coordinator: Alright.  
Michaela: If you have no connection, then you can’t find a solution to your problem. 
Kimet: That’s how it works here in Greece.  
Michaela: We have lived there all our life and 
Kimet: Right and you cannot not compare 
Michaela: Wherever I went, people would give me useful tips and advices. Here, you can’t find what’s 
right and what’s wrong 
 
(FG 7) 
 

The participants taking part in the conversation from which this extract is taken come from different 

ethnic groups in the town of Sappes in Thrace. Mikaela is a Pontian Greek who came to Greece in the 

early 1990s from an ex-Soviet Republic, whereas Kimet belongs to the Muslim of Turkish ethnic origin 

minority residing in Thrace. Mikaela’s complaint has to do with her / their inability to find her / their way 

through the Greek legal / institutional environment and with the realisation that without the right 

“connections” nothing can be done.  Kimet, as more experienced, informs her that this is the way things 

work in Greece. Indeed, the opacity of the legal and institutional environment in Greece as well as 

references to the “connections” / µ?s? needed for accomplishing rudimentary transactions with State 

institutions have been overwhelmingly mobilized within our corpus of data in order to account for the 

uncertainty experienced by Greek social actors in their everyday lives.  

 

 

Extract 7 
 
Christina: Health comes above all… no one can say that they won’t go ill in the future but I’m only 
saying that we could see life in a more optimistic way with the evolution of science. We could be more 
hopeful but that kind of stuff comes out only on TV. Here with a simple illness you go through hell in the 
hospitals. Go only for a walk in a hospitals corridor to see what’s happening. Aside from that there’s the 
financial matter… If we can surpass that which is the most important thing unfortunately in our time… 
 
(FG 8) 
 

In this extract, taken out from the focus group discussion with the professional “aspirational” females in 

Athens, participant Christina makes an extremely interesting distinction between (medical) scientific 

developments and their practical application in real life. Reflecting upon the security and “reason for 

optimism” potential of scientific developments in medicine for counter balancing health related feelings 

of insecurity about the future, she argues that these developments are only good as material for the 

television news. In real life, as she argues, even a simple illness makes one to suffer in the hospitals. 

Christina’s course of argumentation is very interesting because it instantiates a more general 

argumentative pattern we found within our corpus of qualitative data. In a number of occasions, our 
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participants tended to discredit a number of contemporary scientific developments, which potential 

could bear upon their everyday life and alleviate feelings of insecurity, on the grounds that the public 

institutions which mediate between science and their lives are not of the adequate standing and 

annihilate in practice the counter-U&I potential of these scientific developments.   

 

 
Extract 8 
 
Stavros: Let me talk about my own fear. Of course, compared with our parents, things are better. But 
personally, I’m scared about democracy. I agree with the guys… but I simply believe that democracy 
nowadays has crossed the line. The young generation… where are they going to go if the State 
doesn’t take some measures fro them? Let’s talk about drugs. Someone smokes pot in a square, a 
policeman walks by and doesn’t say a thing. And then the Minister himself goes out and says that it 
should be free, legal. I am so worried about my child’s future. I’m no racist but this mass immigration 
worries me… we are a poor country with lots of unemployment, we want to pass for nice welcoming 
people but a foreigner comes in and steals our jobs and next thing you know Greeks are unemployed. 
And I’m also worried about my kid… 
 
(FG 9) 
 

As evidenced by the talk reported in this extract, the cultural trend for prescriptive stances against the 

uncertainty of the future and the perceived State’s inadequacy to provide for it may take an extremely 

conservative form of argumentation. In this extract, taken from our “little-aspiring males” focus group 

discussion in Messolonghi, we see an indicative form that this social and political conservatism may 

take. For our participant, uncertainty about the future is instantiated through the concern about the 

future of his child.  

 

The hazards that may lurk in the way of his child’s biographical trajectory are, in an exemplary fashion, 

presented by drug-addiction and unemployment, the latter conveniently accounted for by the mass 

migration flows into Greece during the recent years. Noticeably, the whole sequence within which 

these sources of future uncertainty discursively emerge is fashioned conversationally as an account for 

his preceding statement that he is “afraid of the democracy”. As indicative manifestations of the 

democracy he is afraid of, our participant, on the one hand, mobilises the figure of a policeman who 

walks by in the square and is indifferent to youths smoking hashish and of a minister who argues for 

the legalisation of soft-drugs and, on the other, of the State not taking any measures to guarantee 

employment for Greeks while foreigners come and get the jobs.  

 

It may well be argued here that the sequential ordering of our participant’s account as a justification for 

his statement about being afraid of democracy shows that his prescriptive (conservative) vision of 

society, which he justifies with images of an “indifferent” and “inadequate State”, precedes the actual 
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concerns through which this comes to be accounted for. The derogatory discourses of denouncing the 

(Greek) State on account of its inadequacy, easily take the form of a conservative demand for a more 

policing State for citizens positioned through-out the structural niches of Greek society and certainly for 

citizens that find themselves in our participant’s social positioning.  

 

 

Extract 9 
 
Yiannis:   I would say that the fish start rotting from their head. If only there was confidence
  coming from the above, we would have faith in everything else. If I knew I was to
  find trust in the State, I’d give it my trust too. But since I know there’s none I’ll 
  try to, to cheat somebody, in order to do my job 
 
(FG 9) 
 

This extract is taken out from the same focus group discussion as above. In these few lines the vicious 

circle of lack of trust towards the State / inappropriate civic behaviour on behalf of the citizens is 

graphically depicted. It is worth noticing that the extracts start with the use of a formulaic expression 

“the fish starts rotting from the head”, which as discourse analysts point out (e.g. Edwards & Potter, 

1992), are frequently used as rhetorical warrants for the facticity of various arguments put forward. The 

social reasoning that underlies this “vicious circle” of distrust towards the State / inappropriate civic 

behaviour, for all its societal pessimism, conveys a strong prescriptive and empowering message for 

the individual social actor: accomplish social certainty in your own way. Nevertheless, this social 

reasoning that empowers and justifies the individual social actor does not stand, by any means, without 

its concomitant rhetorical / ideological upshot. Let us have a look at the next extract.  

 

Extract 10 
 
Dimitris: Sorry but we have to think about all that? All these people we elected to watch after us, what 
have they done for us?  
Interviewer: I want to see your own worries and what Mr. Theofanis said shows a certain anxiety.  
Sorry, but lets take for example this steak. Who’s going to control its quality? Me or someone from the 
State? It would be good if the State had an honorable Police Department to fight crime and 
speculators. I believe that slowly solutions are going to be found but they have to be sharp meaning 
they have to be severe first of all with us. This whole thing concerns us, is about us. 
 
(FG 11) 
 
This extract is take out from our “poor and deprived” focus group discussion in Ferres (Thrace). As we 

can see, for the participant whose talk is reported in this extract, the limits of individual / empowered 

social action are clear and undeniable. Beyond them stand the responsibilities of the State as the social 

actor proper to guarantee the legality of social actions. Strict policing, as in extract 8 above, is again 
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recommended as the means proper to guarantee the normal social order. Nevertheless, in the account 

of this participant, the societal ideal of strict policing is not solely invoked to sustain an argument 

against inadequate State structures. As our participant argues, “they need to be tough, first of all with 

ourselves”. In his account, the prescriptive vision of a social order that would be characterised by 

certainty and security entails, apart from an ideal State functioning, also an ideal of individual civic 

functioning; moreover, for our participant, this ideal individual social functioning should be achieved 

even if “tough measures” against citizens may be in order. 

 

 

State institutions corroded by direct sociality 
 

In this second section of our data presentation and analyses, we shall focus more particularly on 

extracts from our corpus of qualitative data within which arguments and accounts are put forward which 

draw upon representations of inadequate State institutional functioning due to their corrosion by 

phenomena and norms of direct sociality. Let us have a look at the first of these extracts. 

 

 

Extract 11 
 
Coordinator: Gregory, to sum up what you are saying, you’re saying basically that the future is all the 
more difficult and uncertain for Greeks because the State  doesn’t do what it’s supposed to do, doesn’t 
help, doesn’t provide, doesn’t… 
Gregory:  But I’ve already given you a simple example, they could have done 
Georgia: The political criteria  
Coordinator: This is very important. Tell me about this Georgia 
Georgia: The political criteria 
Coordinator: You mean aside from the State 
Georgia: State meaning that a mayor coming from PASOK or New Democracy is going to help its 
voters and no one else. If you’re not of his political party he doesn’t help you, you’re on the margin even 
if you have all the qualifications. He’s going to hire those who he’s supposed to hire, and you’re staying 
outside of this and I think this is what stresses people the most. 
 
(FG1) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our “high direct sociality” focus group in Plomari (Mytilini), we see that for 

our participants, the preferential / clientelist treatment of party-loyal citizens by State or local authorities 

and the lack of meritocracy in the public domain that this entails, is treated as one of the reasons that 

“make people anxious”. The targeting and castigation of the State on the grounds of its clientelist 

operation has been indeed one of the major sources for citizens’ dissatisfaction expressed within our 

data. This argumentative course of action, as clearly the above extract indicates, targets the State for 
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not doing what it is supposed to do: i.e., operate on the basis of transparent institutional criteria. 

Instead, what this argument brings to the fore is the image of a State corroded by the norms and 

practices of direct sociality. Nevertheless, what should not elapse from our social theoretical attention 

here is the empowering and certainty effect of finding oneself in the subject position to “personalise” 

and identify one’s source  of social uncertainty and insecurity in a supra-individual social actor like the 

State; even if the reason for dissatisfaction and for complaining is exactly the “personalised” way 

through which the State, arguably, operates. 

 

 

Extract 12 
 
Costas: Let me tell you something. The State itself makes me worry. When I see from the media that a 
cop has been arrested because he was involved in prostitution or drugs or many other things… I’m 
starting from there because police is the highest institution in order for us to feel safe in our country.  
Interviewer: Can I interrupt you for a while Mr. Costa? 
Costas: Sure.  
Interviewer: Let me translate what you are saying…If the State worked properly…. 
Costas: Yes. 
Coordinator: … then you would feel safe.  
Costas: Sure, sure. But let me tell you something.  
Interviewer: But we agree on that. 
Costas: All, all the politicians change the meaning of the word democracy. If only there was a little 
machine that would turn green or red to show whenever they would go to the Parliament, this coffee 
house – because honestly this is what it is-  and say the word democracy if they truly believe in that 
word.  How many of them are they anyways? 300? I’m afraid the red bulb would go on 300 times.   
 
(FG 4) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our focus group discussion with retirees in Chania (Crete), the corrosion 

of State / institutional norms by norms of direct sociality is again, in a dramatic narrative mode, brought 

to the fore. In the beginning of the extract, the State itself is singled out as a source of concern and 

uncertainty. This is exemplified by the invocation of instances of police corruption. The argumentative 

upshot is that if the police, which as a State institution is credited with the task of making the country 

secure, is appropriated by its functionaries for their own personal interests, then the citizens of the 

country can not be secure. Towards the end of the extract, this particularised critique of the State on 

account of its falling prey to norms of direct sociality, is generalised through a challenge of the 

democratic beliefs and credentials of the Greek MPs.  

 

This extrapolation from the particular case to the general realm of politics is indicative of a strong 

prescriptive ethos. “All” the politicians are charged with the “sin” of trading upon the word “democracy” 

and for using that as a pretext to legitimise their own personal interests. This social reasoning leaves 
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untouched democracy as an “ideal” that should, one would think, always be pursued. Nevertheless, it is 

not always the case that this social reasoning corresponds with an assertive demand for low-abiding 

behaviours on behalf of everybody. In extract 4 (above), it was the same research participant who was 

arguing against the over-intrusion of the State into society through “all these lows”. In any case, the 

certainty-effect of this rhetorical / ideological course of argumentation seems undeniable. The “sinners” 

and the “sins” are well on the spot.  

 

 

Extract 13 
 
Coordinator: Mrs Kimet, let me ask you something. We said earlier that you don’t feel safe if ever 
something happens to you –knock on wood- that if you go to the hospital you are going indeed to find a 
doctor there.  
Kimet: There is a doctor but if it’s really important 
Coordinator: What if it’s not important? 
Coordinator: But if something happens you know that there is someone 
Kimet: Yes, there is 
Coordinator: You have no problem with that? 
Kimet: No 
Memet: Sure, this problem exists everywhere. A year ago, I had heart surgery. I went to Thessaloniki 
and even though I have IKA insurance, I had to tip the doctors. This has got to stop like it is in Germany 
where you cannot give tip to your doctor.  
Coordinator: This you all know 
Kimet: First, you have to pay and then they take you in. 
Coordinator: Mr Faik, are things really like that? 
Faik: Exactly like he says. 
Memet: Even in County Hospitals 
Faik: If you don’t have any money, you suffer 
Kimet: You die 
Memet: You have to give out money while in labor and then you see them change. A couple of months 
ago, my daughter was having her baby and she said to me Dad they don’t take good care of me. 
Immediately, my son-in-law went, gave out 20000 to the doctor and the behavior of the staff changed.    
 
(FG 7) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our “ethnic others” focus group in Sappes (Thrace), the corrosion of 

norms of institutional sociality by normative direct sociality practices of “oiling” / fa?e????a  is again 

brought to the narrative spot. This time, it is the doctors and the State hospital clients, in clearly distinct 

power-positions though, that are invoked as perpetrators of normative breaches of the institutional 

mode of relating. Again this culturally normative practice is oriented to as a source of uncertainty and 

insecurity. Nevertheless, the touch of bitterness notwithstanding, this sequence is not fashioned upon a 

polemic genre as were previous extracts. It conveys more a sense of frustrated cynicism than an 

oppositional mood. The minority status of the discussants, with its social underdog biographical 

implications, probably plays a major role here. Even so though, the certainty effect of this socio-
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culturally embedded way of understanding the social space and order is clear: the surrounding 

universe seems certain with regard to its rules and norms and the unfair exploitation of citizens 

notwithstanding, the fact that the “sinners” and the “sins” are well on the spot makes uncertainty a 

manageable condition; at least, insofar as, one has the material resources to keep the engine “oiled”. 

 

 

Extract 14 
  
Interviewer: What about you Mrs. Constantina? Do people have faith in one another nowadays?  
Theofanis: There is no trust. Only connections. If you know the right people, you can find a job even if 
you’re not worth it. It doesn’t matter. They’ll give it to you.   
 
(FG 11) 
 
 
In this final for this section extract, taken from our “poor and deprived” focus group in Ferres (Thrace), 

the same frustrated cynicism that characterised the previous extract is also evident. According to our 

participant, there is no “trust” today. There are the “connections” / µ?s?? and in so far one is acquainted 

with persons in powerful positions, s/he can be accommodated (ß??e?te?), whether or not one merits 

such an “accommodation”. In this extract also, the corrosion of institutional sociality by norms of direct 

sociality is oriented to as a matter of fact. As was the case above, this orientation to the facticity of this 

situation is not couched in a polemic rhetoric on the rhetorical / ideological basis of a collective, utopian 

“elsewhere”; instead, it conveys the sense of frustration, but also the sense of certainty about the ways 

in which things work.  

 

 

Private institutions and their corrosion by direct sociality 
 

As we saw in the previous section,  the corrosion of the State and of State institutions by the norms of 

direct sociality, was oriented to as a relevant discursive resource by our participants without any 

discernible trace of ambivalence. Let us now see the treatment of private institutions in the discourse of 

our participants in terms of their exposure and possible corrosion by direct sociality.  

 

Extract 15 
 
Gregory: Does private insurance provide at least in the health matter some kind of relief? 
Coordinator: I don’t know. You tell me. Is that the way you feel Gregory? 
Gregory: For sure, because if you go in with a card – I feel bad saying Interamerican- all the doors are 
open to you whereas if you go with IKA or TEBE insurance you have to give out money to be treated 
properly.  
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- It’s really a pity and a shame what’s happening because we pay so much either it’s IKA ot OGA or 
TEBE or TSA whatever they are called. It’s a shame because when you’re working so many years 
the least they can do is to provide you with proper venues and conditions. Not only the buildings- 
which have huge differences between them.  

- Whereas the State Revenue Office insurance is so much better 
- Coordinator: Manoli, do you see a big difference? 
- Yes, the public sector 
- And the private, I once went to this private clinic and it had carpet on the floor and I was wearing 

boots and all the water coming from my boots went into the carpet. In the other one, there was 
water everywhere 

- Cockroaches  
- It’s a shame, I’m ashamed about this but it’s the truth 
- Last July, 
- From another side, I don’t know but private insurance can close from one day to the other, the 

owner can leave so still you have no faith in them 
- Coordinator: Whereas with the public insurance policy you have the certitude that it won’t ever 

leave… 
- That’s how it is…   
 
(FG1) 
 

In this extract is reported a segment of talk between our participants in the “high direct sociality” focus 

group run in Plomari / Mytiline. As we see, to start with, our participants agree that the qualities of the 

medical services offered by the private sector cannot be possibly compared with the equivalent ones of 

the public sector. At least in this extract of talk, this seems undeniable. Nevertheless, as we shall have 

the chance to see again later, when private and public sector are assessed in terms of the certainty 

they offer, there is always a “at a last instance” argument levelled against the private sector. This, 

surprisingly maybe, does not refer always to the cost that private institutional services entail; instead, it 

refers to the possibility that private institutional actors, or more accurately, the personalised owners of 

them - «? ?d??t??» - may “take the money and run”. The corrosion of private institutional sociality by 

non-institutionally sanctioned types of action, like fake bankruptcy, therefore, seems to be an 

omnipresent possibility for our participants. Indeed, one that is not amenable to any type of moral 

condemnation: one should be just weary of «?d??te?», if s/he is not then s/he is taking a risk that ought 

to be calculated. 

 
 
Extract 16 
 
Interviewer: You don’t feel that there are people controlling you –either they are from the State or from 
somewhere else? 
Dimitra: I think there are. I think there are a lot, from the State, from your boss, from the media and the 
press bombarding you daily and you don’t know if what they say is a lie or not. For example, if I hear 
something on the news that is a lie, I’ll believe it because I have no other comparison or any other 
information that will make me think again. 
Despina: and you cannot cross-check it 
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(FG 2) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “low direct sociality” group run in Athens. As we see, our participant 

refers casually to the mass media as a type of institutional actor that exerts control over the life of their 

public, to the extent that one cannot have a comparative measure in order to check whether the 

content of “bombardment” is true or whether it is simply full of lies. The reasoning unfolded in this 

extract is important for its casualness and banality. What informs the sysllogistic of this professional 

urbanite is the possibility –the suspicion, rather- that private institutions like the media do not operate 

always along transparent lines of institutional functioning. The suspicion concerns the possibility that 

there is “a hidden agenda” that corrodes and appropriates institutional functioning in non-institutionally 

sanctioned terms. As in the extract before, this danger is oriented to as an omnipresent danger that 

one should be better aware of. 

 

Extract 17 
 
George: Stock exchange has existed since the ancient times. Marx had said a couple of things about 
that but I don’t want to get into that now.  
Interviewer: What about you George? 
George: It is a means of transplanting the savings of the working people to the capital. I’m opposed to 
the whole stock exchange idea. The same thing happens in stocks all around the world. Once in a 
while, there is a big crash, 3 people leave with all the money and all the others have to start all over 
again. 
 
(FG 3) 
 
 

This extract is taken out from our “self-perceived normal employees” focus group run in Ioannina. The 

topic of the discussion in the juncture of the conversation from where this extract was taken was the 

stock-market. What we see clearly here also, is the articulation of a fundamental suspicion towards the 

workings of the private sector or, more accurately, of capitalist economy in general. Indeed, the 

participant’s reflexive course of action moves beyond the boundaries of temporality and locality and 

generalises from recent incidents in the Athens stock-market to the global and trans-historical way that 

stock-markets allegedly operate. A single motive is identified beyond the operation of the stock-market, 

that of making profits without any moral inhibitions. Reading between the lines of this account, it may 

well be argued that the “institutional” is portrayed as just a façade to cover up a fundamental universal 

truth: that the workings of self-interest, as an exemplary case of direct sociality, are omnipresent. 
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Extract 18 
 
Wait a minute because we have left something outside. Retirement is the most important thing for a 
worker, to have some money coming in for as long as he lives after that, whether that’s five or ten years 
in order for him to live nicely and to rest. Actually, this is our money. The government cannot just use 
them and then return them whenever he wants – and whatever amount he wants. What scares me the 
most is that if the government acts and doesn’t listen to the worker and the trade unions he’s likely to 
give the social security system to a private actor. Do you understand? The private actor is stocking all 
our money and gives it back to us whenever he feels like. I’m bankrupted. What are you going to do 
about it? That’s what scares me the most,  that workers’ insurance it shouldn’t go to a private actor 
 
(FG 9) 
 
 

This is an extract taken from our “little-aspiring males” focus group in Messolonghi. The 
extract is taken out from a segment of the transcript where the participants have been 
elaborating upon the topic of social security. As we can see, the argument voiced against 
the privatisation turn in the social security system advocated by the government at that 
time mobilises the same fundamental suspicion we witnessed in previous extracts: that 
private institutional actors, motivated by their self-interests, may exploit the occasion and 
“leave” with the money of the public.  

 
 
 
Extract 19 
 
Yiannis:   I would say that the fish start rotting from their head. If only there was confidence
  coming from the above, we would have faith in everything else. If I knew I was to
  find trust in the State, I’d give it my trust too. But since I know there’s none I’ll 
  try to, to cheat somebody, in order to do my job 
-    So if I was to ask you if you have trust in a Ministry, you say no.  
- Yiannis:  Right now, no. I don’t trust any Ministry. All of them are there to screw you. But
  would you trust a multinational company? She’s also here to screw you. 
 
(FG 9) 
 

This extract is taken out from the same focus group discussion as above. What merits some attention 

here is the casual paralleling of the mundane distrust towards the State and its institutions with the 

distrust towards the private sector (multi-national companies). Casually, profiteering motives are 

attributed to the private sector. The interesting rhetorical / ideological feature here is that this casual 

attribution of a non-institutionally-sanctioned conduct does not generate the moral indignation that the 

non-institutionally-sanctioned conduct of the State usually generates. It may well be argued that the 

(potential) appropriation of institutional sociality rules by direct sociality ones is treated as a normative 

expectation that should not cause surprise. It seems to be an essentialized feature of the world-out-

there, and therefore, in a paradoxical manner, morally tolerable if not accepted. 
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 Institutions against self and society 
 

In this section of the analysis, we shall focus more particularly in another recurrent representational 

theme evidenced within the corpus of our qualitative data. It is a theme in which self and society are 

depicted as being the targets of malicious institutional action, with the institutional perpetrators of the 

offence being indiscriminately both from the public as well as from the private sector. 

 

Extract 20 
 

Coordinator: A wide variety of choices makes it cheaper… 
- It depends on the financial situation; you get one cheap and if all cars were expensive you wouldn’t 

get one. 
- You end up buying the expensive kind eventually 
- Your mind makes you buy the expensive one 
- A mind game  
- So it’s our fault 
- I see you’re a little bit skeptical 
- I cannot just become someone else  
- I doesn’t matter whose fault it is. The whole system makes you like that. That’s it.  
- What system? I believe that the problem originates from you, not the system. I’ll buy a small cell 

phone just to impress people. Take a cell phone if you want your job done, but to show it off at 
20000?? 

- Unfortunately, the system has made a man incapable of controlling himself.  
- You can if you want to.  
- The biggest percentage of society cannot control themselves.  
- It’s advertising, it’s TV. 
- Whatever the neighbor has (I have to have it) 
- You get caught up 
- I personally don’t do it 
   
(FG 1) 

 

This extract of talk is taken out from our focus group run in Plomari (Mytiline). In this extract of talk we 
do not really see any long narrative unfolding. What we are presented with is a long sequence jointly 
completed -and in a rapid succession- by a number of our the participants. As such, it resembles 
strongly informal conversational events where speakers do not obey to the rules of some 
institutionalised discussion format. Moreover, in this extract we do not evidence a completed 
argument. What we see is the seeds of an ongoing argument, one in which, one may hypothesise, 
precedes as well as continues to inform the conversational practices of our discussant, to the extent 
that they all come from a small community with developed and lasting social bonds.  

 

The topic of the argumentative juxtaposition can be glossed over as being the contemporary 
consumerist ethos and the two poles of the argument, whether for that responsible is “the system” or 
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the individual self. The very topic of the argument is, indeed, illustrative. Our point of interest here lies 
with the argument about “the system’s” responsibility. This argument, often but not necessarily here, 
couched in the convenient rhetoric of conspiracy theories, posits the omnipotence of a 
conglomeration of institutional actors that have managed to penetrate and control the social body and 
to lead it towards directions that serve their own interests. This is a rhetoric which has certain moral 
advantages for the subject position that articulates it. It absolves one from the moral responsibility of 
their actions (or inaction), to the extent that system is omnipotent (cf. Wynne, 1996). Moreover, it 
constructs the self in the warm glow of a heroic discourse, as a fighter in a dignified struggle and 
moreover, it has all the cultural intelligibility of a narrative short-cut that explains within a coherent and 
integrated patter all the episodes of an otherwise fragmented experiential universe. Let us have a 
look at the next extract. 

 

Extract 21 
 
Costas: No. Maybe it’s already closed. The only thing I’m sure of is that my family -in case something 
goes wrong- will be here to support me. If they don’t they’re not worthy as a family. Same thing for 
friends. That’s what I believe. I could go into a fast food and being served mad cows. I may be fired the 
next day at work or my insurance company could close. The Ministry could fool you, the department 
store could sell you something which has no guarantee here in Greece. For example, I have a stereo 
whose guarantee is valid in all European countries except Greece. DEH could go on a strike or have a 
huge black out (They’re all talking at the same time). Forget about municipality service, they’re 
unacceptable. Forget about ESY either. 
 
(FG 2) 
 

In contrast to the previous extract, this one is taken out from our “low direct sociality” focus group run 
in Athens. The difference in social positioning between the two groups may account for the difference 
in the “shades” within which the narrative is unfolded. What we see here unfolding is a heroic urban 
narrative of distrust. All institutional actors thrown in the table by the moderator for assessment in 
terms of their certainty potential are dismissed in one breath and the only ones surviving the dismissal 
are the family and friends. It would be misguided to assess this mini narrative in terms of the validity 
of its propositional content. At the end of the day, it is difficult to imagine a human being surviving the 
existential angst that such a distrust towards any institutions entails. Nevertheless, the analytic 
importance of this mini narrative rests upon its symbolic dynamic. The social universe, to paraphrase 
Mary Douglas again, is politicised and pitted against the heroic self who is sinned at by institutions of 
any kind. Against this institutional conglomeration, the only safeguards that remain for our everyday 
hero are family and friends. Family, indeed, through a tautological reasoning: if family won’t support 
me, it ceases to exist as family. Paradoxically, this all-institutions against the self rhetoric has valuable 
rhetorical / ideological certainty effects: the enemy is well identified and the battle can go on.  

 

 

Extract 22 
 
Stavros: That’s how it was. We ended up illiterate because learning conditions were awful in poor 
villages. You went to school to be beaten up, not to learn. Either it was your master, the priest, or the 
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guard you would get beaten up. That’s why my generation stayed illiterate. We became sports and 
politics fanatics instead. Trade unions deceived us. I think they’re only here to get into Parliament and 
they forget all about workers’ rights. The only ones predicting what’s about to happen are the 
Americans. They have the means, the technology and they’re 20 years in front of us.   
 
(FG 9) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “little-aspiring-males” focus group run in Messolonghi. It does not 

encompass a frantic oppositional and heroic narrative as the previous one. Nevertheless, again the 

spectrum of the powerful Others is invoked (notice the 3rd person plural syntax) as operating and 

serving their personal interests through “us”. Again, vague institutions and institutional actions are 

mobilised in order to account for a victimized personal condition in which one constructs one self as 

finding themselves in. Towards the end of the extract, an omnipotent institutional actor who has the 

power and the know-how to control the future course of events is singled out: it is the Americans, as the 

crafty “devil” of the contemporary global order.  

 

Extract 23 
 

interviewer: let’s all say something and then we’ll go on. 
- i feel insecure 
- interviewer: any reason in particular? 
- because of globalization 
- interviewer: how do you see globalization as a threat to your own future? 
- for me personally? 
- interviewer: yes. for you. as a citizen, as a woman? 
- as a citizen and as a woman, in general they’re trying to transform us into this kind of soldiers. 

they’re trying to function for us therefore it creates a sense of insecurity both in an economic and in 
a personal level.  

- yiannis: the whole globalization thing tends to flatten everything. especially the low classes, they’re 
really going to suffer.  

- interviewer: you mean economically mr. yianni? 
- yiannis: economically, that’s the main focus.  
- economically and personally.       
 
(fg 10) 
 

this extract is taken out from our “small scale entrepreneurs” focus group run in thessaloniki. in this 

extract the institutional “devil” has a name-proper: it is globalisation. the institutional agentic powers of 

globalisation are seen as targeting the citizens (of the late modernity), trying to transform them to “little-

soldiers” in order to operate through them. insecurity is then a natural result for the people. globalisation 

is after a “levelling” of everything and the lower classes shall suffer in the future, both economically as 

well as “humanely”.   
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extract 24 
 

- interviewer: let’s talk about friendship and social relations. can you see differences between now and 
past decades? 
- efi: no comparison.  
- interviewer: i want you to tell me more specifically what those differences are and if they’re caused by 
increase/decrease of security/insecurity. i mean in other times, when people used to live with other 
social and friendship standards were they more confident about life, about the future, about the things 
happening in their life? 
- (incomprehensible) 
- it’s not the only thing. things were better then. there was no tv, no mass consumption, no evolution.  
- kyriakos: the worst generation was ours. we’ve went through a lot.  
- georgia: we had no expectations.  
- vassiliki: that’s what i’m saying. there was no consumption.  
- interviewer: i want you to tell me about your social relations. how was life? were people more bound to 
each other? 
- kyriakos: for sure.  
- georgia: you could trust your neighbour. now you don’t. with all those things you hear and see, you 
open the tv and you see your neighbour killing you. so you can never be 100% sure, even if you know 
the person for years. if a money matter comes in between you and him, he’s for sure to step all over 
you.  
- interviewer: why is that so? 
- georgia: why is that so? because people have lost their values.  back then, your friend was like 
brother to you. now there’s suspicion, mistrust.  
- kyriakos: our consumer society created that situation.  
- interviewer: tell me precisely. you’re saying that our consumer society has made us lost faith in one 
another? 
- kyriakos: (incomprehensible) it’s not in his interest to have a normal relationship. they’ve put demons 
inside of us.  
- sorry, can i say something: we’re replacing the company of a neighbour by material goods.  
- vassiliki: that’s what they want.  
- interviewer: let mrs. vassiliki talk. 
- vassiliki: i believe that all this is in order that one day we won’t be needing anyone. people will be by 
themselves, functioning all alone, not thinking, not exchanging thoughts… they want to control us 
totally… and it’s normal, we don’t have time. we have no time to see a friend. to sit down and chat. 
instead you call them up and you talk over the phone for  ten, twenty minutes maximum. see? 
everything is computerized.  things have been put in a track, to keep us on the track 
 
 (fg 10) 
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this extended in length extract comes again from the same focus group discussion as the above one. 

within it the social reasoning initiated in the first extract is further elaborated upon. consumerism and, 

more generally, the penetration of private institutional initiatives within the folds of everyday life are 

brought to the fore to account for the increasing levels of uncertainty in contemporary life. as it was the 

case with previous extracts, an unspecified entity of institutional others is narrated as targeting the self 

and society (“they have placed the demon in us”). this powerful conglomeration of institutional actors is 

depicted as an entity that has arranged the course of events and has placed “us” upon this pre-

arranged trajectory; their ultimate goal is to break down the social bond and to re-constitute “us” as 

atomized units that are easily manipulated for the fulfilment of their own interests. the rhetorical / 

ideological certainty effect of such a narrative is again evident here: the universe is politicised, the foes 

and the allies are clearly identified and the experiences of uncertainty are certainly classified. 

 

 

 

RATIONALITY, PRESCRIPTION AND AMBIVALENCE: DISCURSING THE MARKET  

 

We have seen a number of extracts in which the corrosion of private institutional sociality by normative 

direct sociality was argued for by participants in our focus groups. Nevertheless, this is not the whole 

story arising from our data about private institutions and their resonance with contemporary uncertainty 

and insecurity. Indeed, our findings show a greater ambivalence than these initial findings allow for. In 

this section of our analysis, our task is to chart out and explicate this ambivalence in some detail. To 

start with we shall present some extracts in which private institutions seem to be treated as resources 

for counter-balancing uncertainty and insecurity; then, we shall move on to consider some other data 

from our qualitative research that seem to point out in the opposite direction. 

 

 

Private institutions and lessening of UIC 
 

Let us take into consideration a number of extracts from our body of qualitative data that encompass a 

variable syllogistic as well as arguments for the positive impact of private institutions on the uncertainty, 

insecurity and complexity towards their taming or reduction. 

 

Extract 25 
 
Dimitra:  About the insecurity we feel? I, personally, consider that as a given for everybody. 
Because there is nothing, there is no stable point in our lives at this moment. Neither from the State, 
nor from society. We have to rely on our own hands, right? Generally speaking. As far as the pension, 
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the pension system and all that, OK, that’s a more general issue and we can see everyday the 
insecurity that it has caused to people. As far as the private security arrangements, I believe that if 
things were, if society has taken the precaution and, anyway, if the State had not embezzled people’s 
money, the money of the social security funds, it wouldn’t, at this moment it wouldn’t emerge the issue 
of private insurance. Of course, on the other hand, the other side [private insurance] is a very positive 
one.  
 
(FG 2) 
 

This is an extract taken from our “low direct sociality” focus group run in Athens. What is extremely 

interesting in the account of our research participant is the reasoning unfolded, which culminates with 

the positive appreciation of private social security arrangements. This syllogistic, does not entail a 

direct, utilitarian comparison of costs and benefits between the public and the private market sector in 

social security provisions / insurance. Instead, it starts with a negative assessment of the State funded 

and controlled social security system and it is the ascertained failure of the public system to provide for 

adequate services, since the money of the social security funds “have been embezzled”, that leads our 

participant to consider the possibility of private social security services, acknowledging that “of course, 

that side is a very positive one”. We may argue, therefore, that in the discourse of this participant, the 

endorsing of private social security / insurance companies is articulated as a hybrid outcome of a 

strong-prescriptive attitude-led to frustration in practice combined with instrumental rationality. 

 

Extract 26 
 
Marilena: Yes, but he shall find something else. He can look for something else if he’s not
   satisfied. There are choices. As far as the… the pension, as it says below 
there, I   wish, for me personally, if it would be…, so I could chose what sort of 
insurance to  have, if I want to have. I mean, I don’t understand, I could never understand 
why I  should pay for IKA and this and that. I am talking about the wage employees. Right?
  It would be certainly better if anyone could chose what sort of insurance they want, if
  they want to have a pension, or if they don’t want to have a pension. If they want to
  spend all their money today and have nothing for tomorrow. I mean, that would be
  too nice if it could happen. And of course the choice today comes only through the
  private insurance. 
 
(FG 2) 
 

This extract is taken from the same focus group as above but it contains an account provided by 

another participant in that group. The reasoning developed by this participant is quite different from the 

previous one. Here, it is not the deemed failure of the public sector that leads her to appreciate the 

social security / insurance services of private companies. It is a whole-hearted anti-Statist and 

individualistic attitude expressed in her account. For this participant, the obligatory contributions 

towards State controlled social security funds should be abolished and everyone should be left free to 
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make arrangements –if so they will- for their future. In that respect, according to our participant, private 

insurance companies are the only rational choice.  

 

Extract 27 
 
- Co-ordinator: I shall ask a direct question to you Mr Kostas. Do you think that people have a
   stronger trust in the private sector than to the public as long as the quality of 
services  is concerned? 
- Maria:  My answer is yes 
- Co-ordinator: I am not asking what should happen but what happens today 
- Charalambos: In the public sector. That’s my opinion 
- Kostas:  It’s difficult to say 
- Koumas: Me also in the public sector 
- Co-ordinator: You have a stronger trust in the public sector. We do see lots of things happening in
  the private clinics 
- Kostas:  in any case, an incident happened to my wife a few years ago 
- Co-ordinator: Mr Kostas, shall we talk about that incident later? Ms Georgia? 
- Georgia: Me, if I get ill, I shall make a public appeal through the TV, to collect money in order
  to go to a private clinic 
- Chronis: the problem is, and we have to consider that, that the doctors of the NHS are also
  employees of the State, they don’t get paid enough, that’s why there is a problem 
-    Yes, I agree also 
- Chronis That’s why you said earlier that you would go to a private clinic. Why? Because in
  the private clinic you shall have to pay a lot 
- Georgia But I won’t pay myself 
- Chronis who then? 
- Geogia  the TV, I shall collect the money from donations 
- Chronis I said that the clinic shall get lots of money. Who is going to pay is another story 
 
(FG 4) 
 

This extract, taken out from our focus group discussion with retirees in Chania (Crete), encompasses a 

different social reasoning in comparison to the two extracts above. To start with, the argument has not 

been resolved, neither within the focus group discussion, nor, one would think, more generally. In any 

case though, private institutions are seriously considered as reasonable alternatives to the services 

offered by State controlled social security funds. Of course, for these participants, the cost of private 

social security arrangements is, unavoidably, a serious consideration and problem. Quite illustratively, 

the participant more vocal in supporting the private institutions option states that when she falls ill, she 

shall make a public appeal through the TV in order to secure the money to go to a private (hospital). It 

is this statement that merits some pondering. Whatever its realistic credentials, even the thought of 

such a course of action, makes clear that private social security / medical services are often treated in 

the modern Greek public consciousness as services or a higher / exclusive quality; they are the 

services preferred by the wealthy classes and the ones the quality of whom is coveted by the financially 

less well off social strata.   
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Extract 28 
 
- Georgia: hhe, not to mention that you need to have also a life insurance in order to be sure
   about your future 
- Co-ordinator: why not to mention it? 
- Georgia: you have to have one. You have to have an insurance for yourself, for your kids, in
  all sectors 
- Co-ordinator: do you have a private insurance or… 
- Georgia: at this moment I don’t see the State being able to offer me such an… 
- Co-ordinator: in actual practice. You for example do you have a private insurance or… 

- Georgia: yes I do have (inaudible) 

 
(FG 10) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our focus group discussion with “small scale entrepreneurs” in 

Thessaloniki. Talking about feelings of security about the future, our participant Georgia mentioned, as 

an extreme case formulation, that one would even need a life-insurance in order to feel secure about 

the future. Noticeably, when questioned by the moderator whether she has a private insurance 

scheme, Georgia starts accounting, justifying why such an a choice is necessary; not surprisingly, her 

reasoning entails a negative assessment of the security offered by the State. It is the failure of her 

expectations by the State that has led her to the market. As it was the case in extract 25, cultural 

prescription and instrumental rationality combine in this account to justify the seeking of private 

insurance coverage.  

 

Extract 29 
 
 
-Nikos:    (incomprehensible) I don’t trust IKA. 
-Co-ordinator:  what’s your opinion? 
-   But IKA doesn’t give you any possibilities, as says Nikos. When you go have a
   health check, you have to pay for it, have your papers inspected and then, if
   approved, you get your money back. 
-Co-ordinator:   do you have more trust in private companies? 
-    But of course, as Nikos said. The deduction they make, you can give it to a private

  company. 50.000 a month is the deduction at IKA.  
-   I personally trust no one. But I will say something else. With a 30.000 or 40.000
   deduction, I could afford a private insurance and after 50 years I would have 
40,50  million. When you can have a private insurance with 100.000 a year, IKA is no good
  for me. But there is something else. Someone has to control these private companies.  
I mean, they will fool you at a certain point. 
- Theofanis:  I was told by someone who had worked some years in the States and who had a
   private insurance that he lost all his money  and went completely broke. 
There has to  be a dynamic intervention. 
Dimitris:  But the State is everything. I cannot control it. That’s why I am saying State care.. 
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(FG 11) 

 

This extract is taken out from our “poor and deprived” focus group discussion in Ferres (Thrace). In 
this case also, the argument has not been resolved. Nevertheless, the participants do see the issue 
of private social security schemes in positive lights. More specifically, the financial merits of possibly 
replacing the compulsory, State controlled social security scheme by one of the private sector are 
outlined in some detail and found overwhelming. Nevertheless, towards the end of the extract, the 
danger of relying too much on the private sector is again brought to the fore. As it was the case with a 
number of extracts we considered, the potential danger of the «?d??t??» “taking the money and run” 
is again depicted graphically. At the closing line of the extract the familiar prescriptive aphorism is 
once more articulated: “the state is the A and Z …. that’s why I say ‘State provisions’”. 

 

 

Private institutions and increasing of UIC 
 

Let us now turn to consider a number of extracts in which the role of private institutions in increasing lay 

uncertainty, insecurity and complexity is effectively argued for. 

 

Extract 30 

 

-  Compared to the old days, technology has made a huge step forward, obliging every 
one of usto follow. Every parent is compelled to buy, for their children, the latest 
technological items, such as a computer. In the old days, there were no computers or 
typewriters. People used to write in books. 

Co-ordinator:  and why do you think, Manolis,  that this makes you lose control over your 
life?Manolis:  You go with the flow. All the foreign companies from abroad, american and british
  etc.. before introducing a new product in the market, make research and gallops so
  the product comes out exactly the way consumers want it to, obliging them, 
  worldwide, to buy it. 
(FG1) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our “high direct sociality” focus group session in Plomari (Mytiline). 
The important element in our participant’s account presented here is the association he makes 
between technological developments and the gradual losing of control of lay people over their life. For 
our participant, the argument does not refer exactly to the gradual substitution of realms of sociality 
experiences by technological means, as one might expect. Instead, the argument is that lay people 
are carried away and are led to consume technological products. And that happens because the big 
multinational companies have the knowledge of how to force the consumers in a global scale to buy 
them. Being exposed, therefore, to the marketing powers of the multinational companies makes one 
having less control over their lives. 
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Extract 31 
Miltiadis: But the problem here are the indexes. And the indexes basically represent economic criteria, 
not the man. Here you see indexes going up and man’s condition deteriorating. They don’t care about 
anything else. People get fired while the prices of the holdings are rising: Right? I’m not saying it by 
chance. Coca-Cola, the seven sister companies etc…they are firing and the indexes are rising, I 
mean… 
 
(FG 2) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our “low direct sociality” focus group in Athens at the argumentative sight 

of our participant are again the big multinational companies. At the roots of it though, the argument cuts 

deeper than merely a depiction of the ruthless of multinational companies. At the argumentative sight of 

our participant is the type of (private) institutional sociality that “talks the language of indices” and 

manages human lives through them. This is a much more fundamental argument that targets the 

hegemony of liberal (economic) discourses over the life-world of everyday social actors. This reflexive 

association of our participant should not be thought to be a derivative of specialised sociological or 

political science knowledge. Rather, it stems from the strong prescriptive ethos that characterises 

modern Greek culture in general, as well as the socio-economic urban strata from which our 

participants in this focus group have been enlisted.  

 

Extract 32 
 

Vassilis:  Competition has to exist, the so-called noble emulation but here, I think things are
  different, there is no competition in quality products from most of the companies
   etc…competition exists when it comes to how they will fool the consumer, 
and offer  him a product of inferior quality. That’s why we see the most useless 
products in ads  and we are the first to buy them 
 
(FG 3) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our “normal employees” focus group discussion in Ioannina, the 

detrimental effect of private companies upon the certainty and security feelings of the social body is 

related to the competition of the market sphere. This competition, as our participant points out, does not 

concern the improvement of the quality of services and products, in order to attract consumers. 

Instead, it concerns the companies’ struggle to misguide the consumers in order to by poor-quality and 

useless products. Indeed, according to our participant, they are quite successful in that: that’s why “we” 

opt to buy all those useless products that are advertised. As it was the case in extract 30, the power of 

companies / private sector to “seduce”, misguide and control the lay people is again ascertained here. 
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Extract 33 
 

Yiorgos:  Maybe nowadays the evolution of things is better, but insecurity is bigger not only
  in our field but everywhere. With globalization and the incidents all over Europe and
  all over the world, with scientific means all scientists work today for the private 
  sector and this is not for the betterment of human kind.. 
 
(FG 9) 
 

In this extract, taken from our focus group discussion between “little-aspiring males” in Messolonghi, 

again the imperium of the market over the life-world is been argued for and this is deemed to have 

detrimental effects with regard to the degree of uncertainty prevailing. This time the argument takes the 

form of an assessment that in the contemporary world, due to globalisation, scientists and science 

have come “in the hands” of the private sector; that development, as it is argued for, is not for the 

improvement of the humankind.  

 

Extract 34 
 
-Kiriakos:  I am against consumer society and I am, myself, a very big consumer. 
Co-ordinator:  This sounds like a paradox, Mr. Kyriakos. And a  very important thing to say. 
-Kiriakos: Fifteen years ago there used to be the little shop around the corner. And my mother 

used to tell my father, go and buy one kilo of sugar, half of coffee.. 
-  [ 5 things 
-Kiriakos: …now when  I go to buy one bottle of olive oil and one of vinegar, I wind up with 3 

thousand products 
-Co-ordinator:  and why is this happening Mr. Kyriakos? 
-Kiriakos:  because of the marketing. They have invented a science to make us consuming 

beings. 
-  [this is how things are, exactly, this is it. 
-Kiriakos:  what is marketing all about? About how to find ways to attract me and make me 

consume their products.  
 
(FG 10) 
 

This extract comes from our focus group discussion with “small scale entrepreneurs” in Thessaloniki. 
As it was the case with a number of extracts above, the argument that is put forward targets the 
consumerist ethos prevailing in today’s world. Noticeably, the person putting forward that argument 
does not exempt himself from the charge of consumerism, despite the fact that he makes it clear that 
he is opposed to the consumerist society. This paradoxical situation is explained by invoking the 
spectrum of a powerful science (marketing), which is employed by “them” to turn us into obedient 
consumerist instruments. As we noted before, this narrative plot which by assigning power and 
agency to superior social actors (like science) and pitting them against the lay public constructs a 
heroic and dignified position for the lay actors who, purportedly, succumb to the power yield by these 
powerful agents. 
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Extract 35 
 
-Dimitris:  I mean that old timers had a much better life than we do because they had no goals,
  no ambitions. They knew they were going to the field, now you say: today I have to
  work to pay the phone bill, tomorrow I will work to pay the mobile phone bills. 
  Anyway, old timers knew that they would wake up.. they were satisfied with a piece
  of bread, they were not demanding, they were not looking for anything more. The
  world has changed a lot, everyday we ask for more. What we have is never enough.
  We want to have , on top of that, a new car… in other words, things have come
   differently than we expected, and differently will they come in the future. 

[one thing after the other 
-Co-ordinator:  anyone else? 
-  Back then there used to be health. We knew what we were eating. You see now 20
  year old children getting sick. Whereas you see 80 year old people who don’t know
  what aspirin is all about. Those were the days. We used to eat bread with sugar and
  sauce and we were happy. Now whatever we eat… 
- Co-ordinator:  You used to feel more secure about the food you were eating? 
-   [he had it for sure. 
-   Andyou don’t know what to eat 
-   [but the atmosphere is polluted. 

(Incomprehensible) 
 
(FG 11) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “poor and deprived” focus group run in Ferres (Thrace). Again, the 

target of the reflexive endeavours of our participants is consumerist society, which, on the one hand, 

creates continually new further needs and, on the other, produces consumerist goods of dubious 

quality.  Noticeably, at the beginning of the extract, the argument is put forward that older generations 

were better off because they did not have ambitions, targets and plans. Reflexivity, in the reflexive 

discourse of this participant is credited with the worsening of the quality of life. At the background of this 

meta-reflexive argument lies a prescriptive social vision of a “simple” and manageable life. 

 
 

 

Direct sociality as a utopian or nostalgic mode of relating 
 

In this first part of this section, we shall consider a number of extracts that blueprint direct sociality as a 

utopian or nostalgic mode of relating. Let us consider the first of a series of relevant extracts. 

 

Extract 36 
 
Co-ordinator:  In the old days, when you were little, when your parents were young, things were
  different. What was better back then, when one grew in a smaller society, in a 
  neighborhood for instance surrounded by relatives, family and friends: what was
   better compared with today’s life? 
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-   Within the neighborhood things were much calmer 
-   Trust, we had more trust in one another 
-   When you needed help, you would go around the neighborhood and asked for some
  olive oil. Only your neighbor and yourself knew it. Today if you tell your neighbor
  “lend me one thousand drachmas to buy me a pack of cigarettes and I will return
   them to you tomorrow”, the whole province will know it in an hour time 
Co-ordinator:  are people meaner today? 
-   Yes they are, there is hatred today 
Co-ordinator:  there is no more solidarity 
-   ..which existed before 
-   people were closert to one another 
Co-ordinator:  why is that ? is there antagonism? 
Maria:   no, it’s just interest 
-   people envy their neighbor for building a three-story house: They want the same even
  they don’t have the money and cannot afford it. They want to have what their 
  neighbor has. They borrow money from the bank that they can’t pay back and get
  into debt. Then the bank comes and puts their house in auction. 
-   Antagonism 
Co-ordinator:  What do you say, Grigori? Why was life better back then, when you were growing? 
Grigoris:  People had grown up with certain standards. When someone gave you their word, 
 this counted. You didn’t need any papers. 
Co-ordinator:  People kept their word 

Grigoris:  yes that’s how it used to be…now we don’t have this even in our relationships.. 
-   people are suspicious… 
Co-ordinator:  So you could count on your neighbour’s word… 
-   Yes exactly, just his word, no papers or contracts needed…and the women and
   children and families, they all played and ate together often…I remember  a 
friend’s  neighbour was cooking… we were playing nearby and she would invite us over, now
  such things don’t happen anymore. 
-   it’s rare, they might happen but rarely 
-   in small villages maybe  
 
(FG 1) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “high direct sociality” focus group run in Plomari. In the talk reported in 

this extract, our participants, who noticeably come from and reside in a small town designated within 

our project as a location of “high direct sociality” embark in a nostalgic account about “earlier times” 

when solidarity and close relations were the norm of the day in their town. These were also times when 

“honour” was a significant societal warrant and when transactions were completed and guaranteed 

simply by “the word” and there was no need for “contracts” and “papers”. In sort, these were the times 

when close social bonding offered a secure scenery and the ethos of institutional sociality had not as 

yet penetrated the social web of the town. What is particularly interesting with this account is the 

reported cause of disintegration of the close social bonding. The name of the cause is “competition”; 

nevertheless, not competition for scarce resources (jobs etc.), but a competition in vanity: the need of 

people to show off their material wealth and, one would think, to affirm their symbolic status within the 

community.  
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Extract 37 
 
Giorgos:  What did we leave behind? 
Marilena:  Religion 
Dimitra:   this is a very  serious lesson for me 
Miltiadis:  We are losing our values 
Dimitra:  Man has no values 
Co-ordinator:  ah you mean the lack of religiousness 
Dimitra:  back then we knew that we were going to the church to pray in front of an icon. 
  Today we don’t have this luxury anymore. You cannot ask for anything 
Miltiadis:  We don’t want to 

Dimitra:   It’s not that we don’t want to. It’s because we have demystified everything. I 
think old   timers had a happier life  than us. Because they had their 
standards, they knew where they   were stepping. We might have a better 
society today, we might enjoy some things more   than before, some luxury that 
didn’t exist, but on the other hand there is a heavy price to   pay.  
(they all speak together) 
 
(FG 2) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “low direct sociality” focus group run in Athens. In this extract, also, 

our research participants embark on a comparison of contemporary society with previous times. 

Despite the fact that the progress in terms of the material conditions is appreciated, what is seen as 

lacking from the contemporary times is, what is called, “some standards”. “Religion”, spirituality and 

“values” are seen as the missing elements from today’s life canvas, as the missing “standards” that 

were providing people with “the grounds to stand upon”.  

 

Extract 38 
 
-Co-ordinator:  In the old days, when a doctor with a good reputation prescribed one a medicine,
   people had more confidence in him.. do you think the same thing happens 
today? 
-Georgia:  yes, that’s right, and let me tell you…15 years ago, when the doctor was about to
  visit a  patient, the patient  would wait patiently. Today, there is no trust. 
-Chronis:  Listen up… everything is related to money…back then money wasn’t the only thing
  on doctors ‘ minds.. they also thought of.. 
Maria:   [they were more of like serving a vocation.. 
Georgia:  they had given an oath… 
Chronis:  .. they were more functional. This is not the case anymore. Interest, creates all the
  problems. I remember a doctor who once told me that I have lost some patients
   because I prescribe cheap medicine. Money is there too… 
 
(FG 4) 
 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  169

In this extract is reported a segment of talk from our focus groups with retirees in Chania. The topic of 

the discussion in this segment of talk is the gradual loss of trust towards scientists, like medical doctors, 

that our participants evidence today. This loss of trust, remarkably, is attributed to a crucial 

differentiation our participants see: at earlier times, doctors were serving a vocation, they were trying to 

honour the oath they had given; today, they are merely trying to get easily rich, they are solely 

motivated by their personal financial interests.  

 

Extract 39 
 
Nikos: 50 years ago there was such a problem…unemployment…but even then you would 

manage to live. They were no homeless. There were no such problems. This sounds 
new to me… 

Natasa:   In my village, a small town exactly, things were easier in that sense: 
if my father, for   instance, lost his job, he would find work through 
another social network that would help   him find another job. 
Today this is more difficult 

 
(FG 6) 
 

In this extract is reported a segment of talk taken from our “enclave” focus group run in Thessaloniki. 

The interesting element in this section of talk is our participants’ reference to the “social network” that 

would be alerted, at earlier times and particularly in small towns, in order to support someone in case 

that he would become unemployed. Evidently, for this group of ideologically minded and focused 

participants, social solidarity constitutes the key-word in their prescriptive vision of an ideal social order.  

Let us have a look at the next extract, which is also taken out from the same focus group discussion. 

 

Extract 40 
 

Konstantinos:  Family is the key word. Close family relations make the man happier.. 
Co-ordinator: Should we talk about social relations? 
Konstantinos: Of course. When you live isolated…I …I personally live in a suburb of Thessaloniki.. 

but I know what a neighborhood is…the friends and family..our games..This doesn’t 
exist in towns anymore.. 20 years after, everything is unrecognizable. 

Co-ordinator: What was different then? 
Konstantinos:  The key word for me is solidarity… family is the last… level of solidarity within a 

human society. Even if everything collapses at all levels, the last one to collapse is the 
family…back then when families were bigger, regardless of the parents’ austerity, 
there was solidarity between brothers and sisters or cousins or grandparents. When 
parents get divorced, these family bonds disappear and the children cannot find nor 
feel solidarity… this is why I think that it is linked with competition and the feeling of 
individualism and the whole philosophy related to it. We are pushing ourselves to 
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become individuals with no solidarity bonds. To me this is  a nightmare scenario 
which does not confine only to family but to friendly and social relations.  

Co-ordinator: Hmm… 
Giorgos: I think that we tend, at all levels, towards a bigger individualism (incomprehensible) 
 
(FG 6) 
 

In this extract, the ideologically minded and focused “enclave” participants spell out eloquently the 

argument about the prevalence and the importance of solidarity for individual feelings of security and 

for social certainty. As we see, the participants, although residents of an urban centre, invoke personal 

memories of a different kind of social order that was prevailing in the neighbourhoods of their city 

during their childhood. The key-word, as it is pointed out, is solidarity. The importance of an integrated 

family for the children to feel secure is duly stressed in this account and the nightmare of a future 

scenario where individuals shall be completely atomized is invoked to disavow societal trends in that 

direction that our participants discern in the familiar environment of their everyday life. The following 

extract, from the same focus group discussion summarises fittingly the group’s prescriptive vision for a 

more secure and certain social world. 

 

Extract 41 
 
Loukia: I believe that people should at a certain point take things into their own 

hands…because if everyone of us fights individually and collectively, we can achieve 
a lot. Even in relationships, as Andreas said. And in our families. We can help. But 
one has to try and dedicate time. 

Co-ordinator: May I ask you something? 
Nikos: To communicate 
Loukia:  To communicate 
Nikos: To commune 
Loukia: To commune 
Nikos: When we say to commune not in a church 
Loukia: Yes to commune 
Nikos: That must become an imperative 
 
(FG 6) 
 

For the participants of this focus group, unanimously, the way out of the present societal 
stalemate and the “royal highway” to a more meaningful social world that shall be 
characterised by solidarity is individual and collective action, in many different levels. The 
“imperative”, as it is dramatically stated at the end of the extract, is “to communicate” or, 
playing wittingly with the words, as the participants did, to “commune”.  

 

Extract 42 
 
- Christina: Nothing is guaranteed anymore.. our parents didn’t have to worry about their nutrition or 

about sitting under the sun…when I was little no one ever told me “don’t stay under the sun for too 
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long, don’t go to that beach because it is polluted, don’t drink water from that source” we never 
cared about such things back then because we had them for granted.  Nowadays and in the future 
we will have to face such problems with the air and the food. Maybe they didn’t have variety nor 
choice in their alimentation as  we have today…but ours are not authentic, and there is where 
there is… 

- Co-ordinator: That sense of danger? 
- Christina: Yes everywhere, I can feel it in every move. That’s why you have more neurotic people 

today, they are all stressed.. I remember my parents used to live in a cleaner environment: they 
had of course economic problems-which, by the way, many people have today-but they had this 
sense of creativity, they did not have the basic problems (environmental pollution)… not to mention 
education etc… 

 
(FG 8) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our focus group discussion with the “aspirational females” in Athens, a 

comparison of the contemporary condition with the situation prevailing in Greece at older times is again 

brought to the fore. The participant elaborating in this extract, mobilises memories from her childhood 

to draw a sharp distinction between the present and the past in terms of feelings of certainty and 

security in a wide variety of layers of social experiences. Environmental degradation of various types is 

singled out as a main source for contemporary uncertainty and insecurity and the favourable depiction 

of past societal experiences is completed with the attribution to the people of the past of the privilege of 

leading a life that makes them feel creative.  

 

Extract 43 
 
Co-ordinator:  May I ask you something,  Mrs Vasiliki? Back then, at the time of your parents and
  grandparents, social bonds were tighter and people felt more secure about their lives:
  do you think that this was due to the fact that people had closer relationships? Did
  this have to do with the fact that you could rely on your neighbor … 
Vasiliki:  I believe that there was solidarity, morality, and respect, there was discussion  
 between people, and there was time. That’s how people were getting closer. Now 
 because of work and of the need to gain money, people are far from on another, 
  isolated, lonely.. 

(Incomprehensible) they all speak together 

-  People had their word and this affected  people, it touched them. Greek people like to 
have a personal touch with one another. Now this is not the case anymore, no touch, 
no talk.. 

Efi:    Let me say something and then Mr. Yiannis can speak. My daughter is 21 years old
  and she told me the day before yesterday, “Mom, when are we going to invite friends
  over, to prepare dinner for them, you know how nice it was 10 years ago when
   people were coming and we were eating and drinking and have fun at home. 
I mean  the homely fun is gone.   

(FG 10) 
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This extract is taken out from our focus group discussion with “small-scale” entrepreneurs in 

Thessaloniki. Again, a comparison with the “older times” assigns to the past privileged condition a 

series of attributes that were contributing towards social feelings of security and certainty: solidarity, 

morality, respect, communication, (free) time, even tactile interpersonal relations. The present 

condition, as the participant argues, due to economic pressures and the work overload, people are 

“distantiated”, they are lonely. Interestingly, this is not a complain about Greek-Others; her own family is 

included in this unfavourable assessment of the present condition. 

 

Extract 44 
 
-Co-ordinator:   With regard to our conversation so far, I would like you to tell me, compared to the
  past, do you thing that, nowadays, life is better as far as jobs, families, and the
   economy are concerned? 
-  People use to be more withdrawn. When they saw someone in pain, they would
   gather to help him. This is not true anymore. Now the young generation looks 
at how  to chase and make fun of you. People used to be more united. 
 
(FG 11) 
 

In this extract, taken out from our “poor and deprived” focus group discussion, the social solidarity and 

the feelings of unity of the past is again put in a direct contrast with the present condition: nowadays, 

the younger generation is just trying to drive you away and deceive you. 

 

 

Direct sociality corroded by institutional sociality 
 

In this section, we shall focus more particularly on a number of extracts within which the overall 

argument about the favourable condition of the past takes a further twist. Namely, we shall look at 

extracts in which, in different ways, the argument is put forward that in the contemporary condition 

direct sociality has been corroded by institutional sociality. 

 

Extract 45 
 
Co-ordinator:   I mean, generally speaking, a few decades ago in Greece people knew what their
  future would be, they were born in a village, in a rural family, they would inherit
   their father’s land and lead a rural life. Now things are different. Did peopole , 
back  then, know more about their future and were more sure about it? 
-   Definitely yes they were surer 
-   They were 
-   because evolutions were more... 
-   now people study, and they never know when –and if- they will ever  get posted 
-   today things change radically, and fast, evolutions are very fast 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  173

-   what’s your opinion Stratos? 
Stratos:    I think that all this is because of the evolution of our civilization. When I got 
  married-I’ve been married for 18  years- we had a TV set. After 6 years, I had 
  children. After a while, one of them asked for a TV set in his room: “if you don’t buy
  it for me I won’t study”, he said. Same thing happens with my other child. We have
  ended up today with 3 TV sets, these things did not exist. Back then when parents
  gave orders, children were obeying and that was it. Today they tell you they will
   have lunch later at the cafeteria and this is due to the evolution of our society. 
That’s  our problem. I thought of our future differently. I thought that I could  live 
  comfortably  in a small village, having rural property and a taxi…but the village had
  then 1500 inhabitants…today it has only 400. And the price of olive oil used to have
  some value…300 drachmas a liter…with this money… 
-   You could buy one kilo of meat 
Stratos:    at the mini market you could fill 3 bags plenty of food. Now with 5000 drachmas
  you buy only one bag… 
-   with 10.000, with 10.000 drachmas 
 
(FG 1) 
 

This extract, taken out from our “high-direct sociality” focus group in Plomari, is particularly 
interesting for the illustrative depiction of the corrosion of direct sociality bonds, within a 
particular family, due to the intersection of institutional modes of sociality. Having the 
rhetorical force of a complaint, the “father” talking in this extract depicts a gradual substitution 
of communal space and time, as well as of shared activities within a family by institutional 
modes of relating: in the beginning there was only one television in the house, and, it is not 
difficult to imagine, watching television was a shared activity within the family; then one by 
one the children of the family demanded their own television set for their own rooms; in the 
older times, the times for family meals were fixed and the meal was largely a family ritual, 
now the children eat alone at any time or they often opt for eating out at the “cafeteria”.  

 

Extract 46 
 
Dimitra:   but of course there isn’t any...because when my child needs me to stand by him, I am
  at work with my boss, taking care of my social promotion. I am in my ego. 
Marilena:  children who grow up without close… 
Dimitra:  no, that’s not it. As a parent you want to be close to your child. And you know how 
 guilty you feel about that? But your reality doesn’t leave you the time for this. And 
 your child grows up without solid moral grounds. He doesn’t know where to turn to 
 for help. As a result he gets involved in drugs. Back then only children from hooligan 
 families got involved… 
 
(FG 2) 
 

This extract, taken out from our “low direct sociality” focus group run in Athens depicts an equivalent 

but not identical imagery of family disintegration due to intrusion of institutional forms of relating. At the 

critical sights of the participants is the solitary growing-up that contemporary children experience due to 
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the extensive working-hours of the parents and particularly of the mothers. This solitary growing-up is 

seen as the reason why today’s children feel that have not stable grounds to stand upon and for the 

increasing rates of young children turning to drug addiction. 

 
 
Extract 47 
  
-Co-ordinator:  Let’s forget about families for a while…and let’s talk about social relations…about
  how was society before with neighborhoods… 
-Maria:   People were loving one another…respect… 
-Charalambos: [there was a lot of trust 
-Co-ordinator:  Do you trust your neighbors now? 
-Maria:   Ha ha. Now you are quarreling. They will call 911 if you do something they don’t
  like 
-   [no 
-   there isn’t any now 
-Titika:  [I remember in the village,  when I had to leave home, my neighbor would water the
  plants for me. 
-   [not even friendship today 
-Co-ordinator:  why is that change? 
-Maria:    poeple have isolated themselves because of their financial situation 
   [incomprehensible they all talk together 
-Kostas:   unfortunately society has reached a point where we see onlythe material side 
of   things. People don’t care about anything. Neither dignity, nor respect,  nor 
nothing.  Do you understand? 
 
(FG 4) 
 

This extract is taken out from our focus group discussion with retirees in Chania (Crete). As we see in 

this extract, the participants not only favour the “earlier times”, in comparison to the contemporary 

condition, due to the prevalence, at these times of elements of direct sociality, which had as a result 

high levels of intra-social trust but, also see as the reason for the corrosion of that trust and for the 

weakening of the social bond the prevalence, in the contemporary condition, of economic interests and 

the more general significance assigned in the contemporary condition to material (symbolic?) 

resources. The quest for material resources and material well-being has resulted in a situation where 

people do not assign any importance neither to dignity nor to respect, as one of our participant argues. 

 

Extract 48 
 
Kimet:   Society has changed, there is jealousy, bad feelings, you are afraid, you don’t want to
  make friends . You see your friend might being superior than you, there is jealousy,
  gossip starts and this and that and you know this is a small town and all this give and
  take… 
Co-ordinator:  this wasn’t the case in old times? Is that a new thing? 
?imet:   Well, in the old times it wasn’t that much, we weren’t like this a decade ago and
   more now, today you have nouveaux riches, things are different now… 
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(FG 7) 
 

The account unfolded in this extract, taken out from our “ethnic others” focus group session run in 

Sappes (Thrace), is well-tuned to the social reasoning developed by one of our retirees participants in 

Crete. Social change, in the form of the corrosion of social bonding, is also ascertained in this extract 

and the reason for that is again attributed to the insertion of economic considerations and symbolic 

status claims within the small-scale community. Our participant’s reference to the “newly rich”, at the 

end of the extract, is quite indicative in that respect. 

 

Extract 49 
 
In a few years we will know one another. You won’t know the guy next door. It’s the stress that makes 
us like that, maybe even the media that have spoiled especially the young generation. We keep holding 
the ties a little bit, our customs and traditions, mainly here in the villages. Now if you say to a child, for 
example, let’s go to your uncle’s name day, his answer will be “leave me alone, there is football on TV” 
or this, or that…but they have to learn these social behaviors, otherwise when they grow up, everything 
will be over. 
 
(FG 9) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “little-aspiring-males” focus group run in Messolonghi. In this short 

account, again the corrosion of small-scale community social bonding is brought to the fore, but this 

time the argument takes a inter-generational twist. Here the problem is located in the newer 

generations. The insertion of mass media and the establishment of their mode of sociality among the 

younger generation is singled out as a factor that leads to social alienation even among members of 

the, once highly esteemed, extended family. 

 

Extract 50 
 

George:   Yes, that’s it! My freedom is up to where I don’t harm 
others. There is family insecurity,   there is no morality and customs 
anymore and too much freedom…when some know their  wives are 
cheating on them but pretend they don’t see for other reasons... Especially here in
  Mesologgi… Mesologgi is the mirror of Greece as far as young 
generation, prostitution, pot  are concerned. Everything is chained, 
from insecurity within the family… let me give you  an example…if one 
parent earns 250 –300 thousand drachmas today, he will have to spend 
 half of this money for his child to study at university. Can a family make a 
living with the   rest? And where do we go to?  To the destruction 
of the family, to a forced emancipation 
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-   The media played an important part in passing the message that parents do not have
  rights on their children any longer. I don’t have the possibility to provide my child
  with the same goods or education as rich people can… And they make me feel that I
  should not scold him and not slap him so as not to create him a psychological \
   problem. Children are being told that if their parents treat them badly, they 
should  take them to the police…to court… They take you away the right you have on your
  child… 
-   But beating your child is no means… 
-   No, that’s not what I meant…but with words, you could tell him a word…  
 
(FG 9) 
 

This is a multi-layered account taken out from the same focus group discussion as above. Again the 

corrosion of the strength of direct sociality is argued, due to the intrusion of institutional sociality norms 

and prototypes within the, once, secluded and protected nucleus of the family; noticeably, insecurity is 

associated with these developments. It is interesting that in this account the intrusion of institution into 

the once protected field of the family is discerned in a dual way. On the one hand, the consumerist 

ethos introduced by the mass media is singled out as a factor that leads the family to disintegrate since, 

often, parents from weaker financially social classes cannot correspond to the increasing consumerist 

demands of their offspring. On the other hand, the new ethos of “children’s rights” is also castigated as 

an element that corrodes the natural bonds within the family, since, as it is argued, parents feel 

threatened that they may be taken to the courts by their children if they simply smack them. 

 

Extract 51 
 
Georgia: (incomprehensible) Sometimes I don’t get to see my children as much as I would like to. I take 
them to the super-market and let them buy whatever they want. I feel that they have missed me. 
Sometimes I come back home with a little gift, because they missed me, I want to coax them… 
 
(FG 10) 
 

In this short extract, taken out from our “small-scale entrepreneurs” focus group discussion run in 

Thessaloniki, the intrusion of institutional sociality within the once protected nucleus of the family is 

narrated in a different manner. Here it is the over-working mother, who after being away for many hours 

from her children and feeling guilty because she senses that they have missed her, resorts to an “easy” 

trick: detours to the super-market on her way home to get them a “present” in order to cajole them. In 

the next extract, taken again from the same focus group discussion the intrusion of institutions in the 

life-world is attested in a different way. 

 

Extract 52 
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-Co-ordinator:   One by one, please? Mrs. Georgia, look at these changes and tell me: a few decades
  ago, when a child was growing in another type of family without so many changes,
  how was he entitled to see his life? 
-Georgia:  When parents get divorced… not that I am prejudiced, but it is a big wound for the
  child, even if it is relatively painless…the child fells insecure… 
-Co-ordinator:   May I translate what you are saying? You are telling me that a stable, nuclear family
  is a security factor for someone who is just starting his life. Is that what you are
   saying? 
-Georgia:  Yes. Society’s cell is family. If this cell splits, the child feels the tension. Then when
  parents work long hours, they cannot watch after their children, they send them to
  schools and pre-schools and they don’t have time for them. There is an extra 
  insecurity for the child. Then what sort of friends will he make? The development of
  his personality plays a crucial part. 
 
(FG 10) 
 
 

The part of this extract that shows a great relevance for our current analytic purposes is the final one. 

As we see, for our participant Georgia, the long working hours of parents entails a number of 

institutions replacing them during this time that, “naturally”, children ought to be with their parents: 

schools, frontistiria, this and that. Interestingly, this parental substitution by institutional actors is directly 

linked to feelings of insecurity being developed within the child.  

 

Extract 53 
 
Stathis:   I am positive about that especially lately that people meet and chat over the Internet,
  instead of saying hello or getting to know one another. Something is wrong if people
  prefer to spend their nights in front of a computer, sending impersonal e-mails 
  instead of greeting their neighbors. There is anonymity and no intention to develop
  open social relations. I want to talk to you but I don’t want you to know whom I am.
  This demonstrates that social relations do no longer exist, as Stathis said, we don’t
  feel the need to talk to someone, we do it through a hidden way so that nothing
   meaningful can happen 
 
(FG 12) 
 

This extract is taken out from our focus group with university students run in Athens. Being a younger 

generation of citizens, the types of institutional intrusion to the folds of direct sociality they report upon is 

of a more technologically cutting-edge brand. Here, at the argumentative sights of the participants, is 

the interned mediated communications and the chat-rooms. As our participants argue, the fact that one 

does not feel like saying “good-morning” to the person next to them but spends endless hours in chat-

room discussions, shows that there is no “open disposition” for social relations. In this occasion, the 

anonymity of wired interactions provides for a substitution of meaningful social relations. 
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Direct sociality as cultural / political resistance  
 
 
After examining a number of extracts in which direct sociality has been shown to be understood as a 

utopian or nostalgic mode of relating and a number of other extracts in which we saw that direct 

sociality was argued to be corroded by institutional modes of relating, in this final section of this part of 

the analysis, we shall consider a number of extracts in which, evidently but in different ways, direct 

sociality is treated as a cultural or political mode of resistance by our research participants. 

 

Extract 54 
 
-  Are there any other decisions you can take today to make the future more secure? 
-  There are decisions but someone has to support them, and who will that be? The State … 
-  The bad thing is that no one cares about common interest…we have become very individualistic,
 as Grigoris said, many of us have sheep but none is willing to make a team that will work  to 
 found a cheese-dairy. Every one thinks individually. To make our life better we have to unite our
 forces. This we cannot achieve it alone. But we keep on trying on an individual level, that’s why we 
cannot achieve anything important. That’s why we come to the conclusion that nothing more can be 
done. These are the decisions. 
 
(FG 1) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “high-direct sociality” focus group run in Plomari. As we can see, when 

faced with the question on what would be some decisions that our participants could make in order to make 

the future more secure, what follows is a short account in which the futility of individual actions is duly 

stressed and the prescriptive vision of a collective mode of acting upon uncertainty and insecurity is 

outlined. Interestingly, the struggle for less uncertainty is casually recast as a struggle for a “better life”.  

 

Extract 55 
 
Miltiadis: As a worker you need to protect yourself: you have to join a trade union and get involved with 
matters of public interest, either at work or in the field of consumerism, i.e., you have to hit the enemy in an 
organized way. 
 
(FG 2) 
 

In this extract, taken from our “low direct sociality” focus group discussion in Athens the argumentative 

upshot is not much different from the one of the previous extract. Again here, trade unionism and active 

participation in the “public matters”, whether in work or in consumption, is sketched out as the right 

response for counter-fighting uncertainty and insecurity. Quite characteristically, the tone here is more 

polemical: what is prescribed is “organised thrashes to the enemy”. This formulation, in contradistinction to 

the formulations of the previous extract, entails the spectrum of an “integrated” power-centre which 

orchestrates the “attack” against the lay people and which needs to be counter-fought.  
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EXTRACT 56 
 
george: yes, i am talking personally about me. i ask myself questions when i see all these changes and 
we happen to live not only in greece but also in the poorest region of europe. i would like to point out 
two things: first of all, in the old days, workers had their saying in these changes, they would form 
unions to fight for their rights and would march in the streets (incomprehensible). today there is no such 
will to fight. we are led towards an individualistic way of life at all levels, far from unions and 
demonstrations. because we have fought to enjoy an 8 hours shift. but this is not the case today and 
this scary. today we are completely powerless, threatened by the capital. second, i think that an 
important issue is the work of women. a woman is always working, be it in the factory, in the office or at 
home. a woman’s main job is to raise her children. then of course it’s even better if she can be useful to 
her family. but there is no social care, giving the opportunity to young mothers to raise their new born 
babies up to when they turn 2 or four years old. our mothers raised us. let’s ask a child who has been 
raised by his grandmother how that feels… 
 
(fg 3) 
 

in this extract, taken from our “normal employees” focus group in ioannina, we see again that the fight 

against the unfavourable social changes, which individualise lay people –mainly of the working classes- 

is prescribed along lines of collective action. as it was the case with the previous extract, the “enemy” 

here is conceived as an integrated spectrum of power, but in contrast to the previous extract, here the 

enemy has a name proper: “the capital”. 

 

extract 57 
 
chronis: before taking a decision, i believe that decision makers take into consideration the reaction of 
people. they don’t make laws without listening…therefore a big reaction from the society, from 
wherever it might be, is taken into consideration. today the greek government, tomorrow the european 
government, will be taking decisions. when there is no reaction from people, they [the leaders] will pass 
whatever they want. that’s why we have to keep on fighting. 
 
(fg 4) 
 

in this extract, taken out from our “retirees” focus group in chania, collective action, against those –

personalised- power centres that “make the lows”, the governments, is not simply prescribed but is also 

credited with optimistic possibilities of success. “they” are obliged to listen to and consider when a “big 

response” from society is underway. 

 

 

extract 58 
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nikos:   more insecure. i’ve been working, as a day laborer for three years now and it’s quite 
disappointing. as far as the current situation is concerned, i agree with everyone 
except with konstantinos. there is war, environmental destruction, unacceptable 
economic conditions and quality of life…(incomprehensible) more things than before 
(incomprehensible)… things are piling up…we thought we were the only ones with 
problems, now you see guys from uruguay or from england have the same problems 
than you. the situation has become general, how optimistic can you then be? the only 
positive thing i see in all this is that this might create a reversal of things; people have 
to understand that they have to unite forces and take their life into their hands. 

 
(fg 6) 
 

the account unfolded in this extract, taken from our ideologically-minded-and-focused-persons focus 

group discussion in thessaloniki should not be come as a surprise. the response prescribed against the 

heightened global uncertainty, which comes in the form of environmental destruction, financial 

pressures, low quality of life, and war, is collective action: people need to comprehend the situation, 

needs to communicate and agree to take their fates in their own hands. the following extract, taken 

from the same focus group is even more indicative in that respect. 

 

extract 59 
 
stella:               i would like to talk about insecurity. i wish people would feel more insecure, they would 

wake up and react 
co-ordinator: insecurity? 
stella:  yes, we have to find ourselves in critical situations, quite critical actually because this 

passivity leads us nowhere. there’s no other alternative left. either we react now or we 
lose the game. 

co-ordinator: you mean insecurity pushed to the extremes… 
stella:   yes, i mean insecurity which will trigger reactions…a mechanism of chain reactions if 

we want to have some result. because isn’t’ it… 
co-ordinator:      loukia? 
loukia: i will agree with what she said, passivity is the problem. if we react because other
what damages we create upon our society,  then the problem shows. but people don’t… 
 
(fg 6) 
 

the argument unfolded in that extract takes a radical twist. more uncertainty and insecurity is prescribed 

in order for people to “wake up” in order for responses from the body politic to be forthcoming. the 

contemporary condition is blueprinted in bleak colours and heightened uncertainty is seen as a 

necessary condition for a mechanism of responses to be generated. uncertainty, therefore, is both 

seen as a devastating societal outcome of the late-modernity as well as a ground upon which the 

flowers of resistance shall come to blossom. 
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extract 60 
 
- interviewer: until now, it appears to me that many things in your life make you feel insecure and 
uncertain. i want you to tell me who in your opinion should do something about this and make us feel 
different: the state, companies, individuals, or certain groups in society?  
- despina: groups could do something positive but secluded… (incomprehensible) if ever something 
happens, it’s going to be a common effort by a group.  
- interviewer: eventually, they would have to (incomprehensible) 
- talking altogether 
-despina: we are the state.  
- interviewer: the question is who can and who should make our world a safer one. who’s trustworthy? 
if you were to show me some people whose help would assure us a better future, who would you pick? 
all of them together? 
- all of them are like a chain. 
- i believe all of them.  
- kyriakos: you didn’t point out the most important thing.  
- interviewer: what? 
- kyriakos: trade unions.  
- interviewer: i didn’t put it in…yes, you’re right.  
- kyriakos: it’s the only organ capable of changing things because people fear it. a person is a person. 
you cannot fear a person. but demonstrations and strikes, they are afraid of. only them. nothing else. 
 
(fg 10) 
 

this extract is taken out from our “small-scale entrepreneurs” in thessaloniki. the argument unfolded 

here, as it was the case of numerous cases above, is that the most important factor in counter-acting 

upon the generalised condition of uncertainty and insecurity is the collective action, best represented in 

trade-unionism: as one of our participants argues: “the individual is just an individual; they are only 

afraid of the demonstration, the strike”.  

 

extract 61 
 
- nikos: the only hope left is that something could change.  
- interviewer: but not something that’s in your hand, right?  
- nikos: it’s difficult for me to see myself as the one who would change something. we are the state but 
we are dispersed and as a result we don’t do anything. we could do a lot of things but we have no one 
to assemble us and turn us into this big team ready to react.  
- interviewer: do you think there’s only one answer to people’s problems?  
- nikos: yes. if only we could become one great team we would for sure be heard. and if we don’t get 
heard at least we tried.     
 
(fg 11) 
 

in this extract, taken from our “poor and deprived” focus group discussion in ferres (thrace), the 

prescription and the fruitful potential of collective action is again duly stressed as the response proper 

to the uncertain conditions prevailing in today’s world. what is surely repudiated is the chance of any 

success of atomized individual courses of action.  
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Eden as dystopia – Eden turned to dystopia 
 

In the preceding part of the analysis we have considered, indeed, numerous extracts 
from our corpus of qualitative data that show our participants’ favourable treatments of 
layers and realms of societal experiences that are characterised by direct sociality.  
Nevertheless, direct sociality has not always been celebrated within our data. 
Phenomena of direct sociality have been treated by our participants as a corrosive force 
that undercuts the (favourable) institutional mode of operating, both State and private. In 
this part of the analysis, we shall have the chance to look at some more detail to extracts 
of talk in which phenomena of direct sociality in Greek culture have been castigated as 
either indicative of an obsolete social order and of cultural imperfection, or as indicative of 
an (unfavourable) social control nexus. 

 

 

Direct sociality as obsolete and imperfection 
 

Let us have a look at a particular extract within which direct sociality is treated as obsolete and cultural 

imperfection. 

 

Extract 62 
 
Maria : Myself, I like this more (the European integration), because I believe that Greece 

throws off a mentality of the past which was, which had prevailed in the Turkish 
domination, you know, a system and I believe that through the European union more 
powerful prospects will prevail and more… regarding mostly the regional development 
and I believe that it will be very good for the European people.  

Coord. :  So, you see that the venture of the European integration will have positive financial 
effects, as well as positive effects on the European citizens’ lives ? Is that what you’re 
saying or do I get it wrong?  

Maria :  Well, you know, if it is as … if there are good intentions by everybody I believe it will 
help in the development of districts and in the prevalence of equality between 
countries. In present, this lies in the hands of political leaderships. 

Coord. :  Tell me a little bit, because I’m personally interested in this. You said something about 
the Turkish domination… 

Maria :  For the view on politics… 
Coord. :  Yes, yes 
Maria :  The acquaintance of an acquaintance has dominated, a policy which doesn’t happen 

concerning peoples’ criteria, it happens with … I don’t know it has slipped away. I 
believe that the politicians of Europe are more educated and they apply what they 
have learnt. 

 

(FG 12) 

 

This extract has been taken out from our students’ focus group discussion run in Athens. The students 

participating in that focus group were at the final year of their studies in University faculties, which more 
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than two decades ago were highly esteemed for the secure professional opportunities they offered but, 

nowadays, are generally treated as faculties leading either to long term unemployment or to side-

employment. In this extract, we see one of our participants articulating a positive appraisal of political 

developments with regard to European integration. So, we see Maria voicing the view that through 

European integration Greece is moving away from the mentality of the past, which originated in the 

years of Ottoman domination. When asked to elaborate a bit more about that, she explicates that 

mentality of the past as referring to the clientelist political culture (“the acquaintance of an 

acquaintance”).  

 

Maria’s resting of hope about Greece –and undoubtedly- about her future in Greece on the “European 

way” that shall sweep away the mentality of the past is indicative of the representational struggle that 

we have referred to in Parts II & III of this report. The phenomena of cultural intimacy or direct sociality 

in modern Greek cultural pragmatics have been customarily attributed to the oriental past of modern 

Greek culture. As such, they entertain a dual evaluative thrust: on the one hand, within the unfolding of 

everyday life, they are tolerated or even celebrated but in public references to them, they are castigated 

as insignia of backwardness and cultural imperfection. In this particular occasion, they are publicly 

castigated as adding upon the opacity of the social field, which opacity surely does not help a young 

aspiring graduate; at least in principle.   

 

 

Direct sociality as a social control nexus 
 

The most common theme of castigation of direct sociality phenomena within our body of data though 

came in the form of construing direct sociality as a social control nexus. Let us consider some relevant 

extracts. 

 

Extract 63 
 

Coord. : There is no solidarity anymore. 
- Which was in the past no 
- In the past all people were close to each other. 

Coord. : But why? Is there competition? 
Maria : Competition  yes, the interest is 

- Why did a neighbor build a three-story house I should build one too. But  you can’t afford even 
the foundation to build no I should do it too. He/she goes and borrows money and builds the 
house gets in debt and then the bank takes it away puts it in an auction, since the neighbor 
has I should do it as well, since the other neighbor has I should also do it, that’s what is bad for 
us 

- Competition      
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(FG 1) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our “high direct sociality” focus group discussion in Plomari. As we can 

see, our participants from this small town, attribute the strong “competitive” element they discern within 

their community to vanity. The image they depict is of close-knit community indeed but one which is 

woven together by the threads of social control. The material possessions of some trigger the vanity of 

others who go in-dept in order to have a symbolic impact in the inspecting gaze of co-villagers. The 

social context depicted within this account is indeed one of strong direct sociality but, in this occasion, 

direct sociality seems to have degenerated from a utopia to a dystopia. 

 

Extract 64 

 

Coord. : Nancy? 
Nancy: OK, as time goes by the woman has started to get more independent, while in the past her 
purpose was to get married, now the beliefs of every woman are somehow changed, she wants to 
educate herself, to become independent in society, to have a little income on her own and to find the 
right man. While in the past, ok, they got married early on because they didn’t have that… much the 
women to study… this is it. 
Coord. : But how does it make you feel about your own life-course this field as it has changed? 
Nancy : I believe it is better, because every woman should be independent and not always lean on that 
she will find someone in the future to support her and live her and…   
 
(FG 5) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our adolescents’ focus group run in Chalkida. As we can 
see, for the adolescent talking in this extract, there is at least one element of the “good 
old times” which is not that good, to say the least. According to Nancy’s understanding, in 
the past women were clearly dependent upon the husband they would get at an early 
age. Nowadays, things are different. Women aspire to and get educated and become 
financially independent. Let us consider one more extract. 

 

 
Extract 65 
 

Coord. :  Ms Kimet, 20, 30, 15 years before 
Kimet :  And then, I was thirty years old my mind not so much. The kids were young, the 

obligations few, now the kids are older they want to study, they want to get married, 
they want a car, they want a nice living, so, everything is expensive. Life has 
become… us then we did everything we were told, we don’t have we understood 
now they say we want the kids now have demands.   

 Coord. :    So the demands get bigger 
Kimet :  Yes the demands get bigger that’s the way it is. You say  everyone has a car 

I won’t buy for my kid? You have to and you make do and you achieve the 
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simple thing the simplest one, you know. And you need it’s in , that’s it you 
want to go to your job you need a car you can’t go on that thing …the cart   

Mehmet:   There are no motives. 
Kimet :  They want young girls in the factories they don’t want older women. We used to 

work they shut down threw us off 
Mehmet :  This is the big problem very difficult 
Michaela :  As soon as the kids get married the parents should give them the houses the 

furniture everything 
Michaela :  But…. We didn’t have 
Kimet :  Where will they find them? 
Kimet :  Mr. Faik what will the young do on 150000 that gets my son  where will he live? 
Michaela :  When I got married and got out, I was in the village, I got out with my husband and 

left to the city. With a small luggage. 
Kimet :  Then, then we used to live on a baggage only. 
Michaela :  A pair of  trousers we got up and left 
Kimet :   though the time will come in a while  we will live again on grandmas’ 

epoch, don’t worry, we will eat pasta or stuff 
Mehmet :    Let’s hope we don’t live on that time. 
 
(FG 7) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our “ethnic others” focus group discussion run in Sappes 
(Thrace). The interesting feature of this extract, which pertains to our discussion of direct 
sociality as social control, is actually a dual reference made in passing in this extract. First, it 
is the reference to the symbolic comparisons underway within the community: buy a car 
because “the other also has”. The second but related reference is to the pressure felt by 
parents to “fully equip” their newly wed offspring. This is a pressure stemming, again, from the 
over-watching community of fellow villagers who would expect to see something like that 
happening. If their expectations fail, then symbolic “prices” shall be paid. The following extract 
from the same focus group is also indicative in that respect. 

 

Extract 66 
 

Coord. :   Do these changes frighten you? Do they make you worry about the future? 
Sofia:  Yes because as a woman as a mother I feel that I have to give something to my kid, 

something to help but these problems of ours exist in the economic matters as well. 
Coord. :   In children only or in parents as well?  
Sofia :    In children I don’t have that much but for  the future 
Kimet :  They have demands now the kids they want the 5000 note in their pocket 

money they will go to the cafeteria they will have a coffee a drink they have 
demands the parents of course will have a rough time the kid may go break 
something, rob something steal something. Things like that happen everyday 
we watch or listen but here it isn’t Greece, Greece is only in Athens.   

 
(FG 7) 
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In this extract, again but arguably in more dramatic tones, the pressures felt by parents to support 

financially their offspring’s, often lavish, “adventures” in the consumerist landscape of contemporary 

Greece is graphically depicted. This is a pressure that originates in the strong bonds and “child centred” 

universe of the Greek family. A cultural ethos often praised by on-looking “outsiders” but entailing the 

unavoidable pressure of social control for the “insiders”. 

 

Extract 67 
 

Theofanis : And regarding what we said that they all lived together, there were  its drawbacks, there 
were advantages as well. On one hand, there were reasons for living together because they saved 
money, but there were drawbacks. One man kept the wallet (money). And when I as a married man 
would want to buy underwear for my wife, I would have to go beg my father or my grand-father and if 
he wanted he would give you as well.  
 
(FG 11) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “poor and deprived” focus group session run in Ferres (Thrace). In 

this extract is brought to the spot another negative feature of the often celebrated extended family 

ethos in Greece. The social control element identified here has to do with the financial “management” 

which was undertaken by the “chief” of the extended family. Again, in the words of this ageing man, 

what in nostalgic appraises of the past would appear as an Eden / utopia is rendered to a suffocating 

dystopia. The next extract from the same focus group is again indicative here. 

 

Extract 68 
 
- Nikos : Yes. In certain things we can form a group but when the problem goes personal then we 

will lose ourselves. 
- Coord. : But if we persist… 
- Nikos : If we persist in the social field we can do something. 
- Coord. : Why don’t  we ? 
- Paraskevi : But again the state comes up. How can we do it Nikos? 
- Nikos : It’s just that nobody takes an initiative. 10 people should gather, to take a nice initiative… 

the others will laugh at us at the beginning… 
- Paraskevi : But that’s it exactly what we do they think of it as…  
- Nikos :  Though that if we persist on something, I don’t suggest we should achieve it in a day or 

two. 
- Coord. : May I ask something? Why do the others laugh at us? 
- Nikos : I said something before. We have the advantage of living in a village but we have our 

rivalries also. We have good relationships but we have our rivalries as well. As Mr. Theofanis said 
he got in the agricultural co-operative, he may got (incomprehensible) but the rest said that he was 
embezzling. Just because the others saw that he was moving a step forward, just because they 
can’t do the same thing, in some way they want to stop the progress and development of the other.   

- Coord. : Is this typical of a small society? 
- Nikos : It happens more in small societies because we know each other. 
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- Theofanis : There are certain things we can achieve with small effort. For instance the issue of 
cleanliness. What would prevent each of us now not to throw a little piece of paper on the street 
but in the bucket? We went on a trip with the KAPI recently and came by Salonica and below and 
we saw a great cleanliness which left us speechless. Aren’t there Greeks? Up here we throw 
garbage everywhere, we even break the buckets. Personally, I didn’t notice even one broken 
bucket.  

-  [It’s the mentality 
- [The mentality 
- Theofanis : I don’t know where it’s due to  but it impressed me. I say are these people not human? 

And a woman from us threw a little piece of paper from the window. 
- (incomprehensible) everybody speaks on the same time. 
 
(FG 11) 

 

For our current needs and purposes, the feature of this extract that is extremely interesting is the 
reference made towards the middle of the extract to the “on-lookers” in the community who would 
“laugh at us” if “we would take the initiative and do something”. This is again an illustrative reference 
to the strict social control exerted within small-scale communities through monitoring and 
condemnation of whatever goes beyond or side-steps established social norms. Noticeably, this is 
not a conclusion reached by an overlooking ethnographer but a statement of reflexive awareness 
made by lay people enhabiting that micro-social order. It is this type of strict social control then which 
turns the edenic utopia to a dystopia, not in the eyes of atomized urbanites but in the very eyes of 
small-scale community enhabiters. 

 

Extract 69 
 

Maria :  Of course, in some way the Greek families can also get you in stress, to achieve 
maybe what they didn’t achieve in their life and that is stressful and maybe they put 
you in a wrong direction in life and you see it’s not right for you… 

Yiannis :  They want you to achieve more than them, to reach a further point or they want to 
show off in friends and family 

Spyros :  I watch the parents of the province who want to show off and they say e.g. that my kid 
made it in the medical school. This is oppressive for the kid… 

Maria :  While if the kid makes it they think it’s their achievement. They are proud… 
Maria :  I’ ve heard of cases when the kid gets in the faculty the parent want for showing off… 
Stathis :  In order to discuss with their friends and say that my kid made it there… 
Maria :  But they don’t say my kid, they say we made it there, you know…       
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(FG 12) 

In this extract, taken from our students’ focus group run in Athens we have an equivalent take to the 

tight social control exerted in the pragmatics of contemporary Greek life but this time from a different 

angle: from that of the young educated people reflecting upon the cultural / social conditioning they 

see in their familiar (or less so) family environment. Vanity is again here mobilised in order to account 

for the pressures exerted by parents to their offspring in order to get educated or rather to get into the 

“right” university faculty so they can boast to their friends. Again here, the element of social control 

that over-imposes phenomena of direct sociality in contemporary Greek life comes two-fold: on the 

one hand is the social control of parents over their children’s’ academic and professional life and, on 

the other, is the social control of the over-watching “friends” that monitor the academic achievements 

of their friend’s children and draw the “right” conclusions. What from the outside may seem edenic, for 

the actual social actors enhabiting Eden often seems dystopic.  

 

 

The value of individualist courses of action  

 

Let us now to turn to consider a number of accounts that, in a strong sense, build upon the individualist 

ethos lurking in the discourse of the participant in the previous extract valorising or prescribin 

individualist courses of action.  

 

Extract 70 
 
Interv.  Therefore you are saying that there is a bigger uncertainty due to occupational
   reasons 
Miltiades Yes, for occupational reasons, yes. That’s it, it’s not something more 
Marilena In contrast to that, I feel more secure compared to what was happening a few years
  ago. And that is happening because after all, at this moment now I feel I have more
  options compared to the past as far as my future is concerned; and, exactly because 
in  the past there had been various failures in many issues, these failures have made me
  feel more strong and I feel that I have more power. I mean now I now that I can
   overcome anything. That’s it. 
 
(FG 2) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our “low direct sociality” focus group run in Athens. As we can see, for 

participant Marilena, the question about potential feelings of insecurity about the future is recast in 

terms of an individualist understanding and appreciation of the conditions of her life. Her increased 

feeling of security is attributed to two discernible factors. On the one hand, it is her assessment that 

nowadays, compared to the past, she has more options lying ahead of her and, on the other, it is her 
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feeling that she has been empowered by going through various failures in the past, in many different 

domains, as she explicates. Her feeling of security is straightforwardly associated to her “knowledge” 

that she can overcome anything. A similar individualist rendering of security is also presented in the 

next extract, coming from the same focus group discussion. 

 

Extract 71 
 
Miltiades If we know where we are going to. Of course everyone personally has to know where
  he’s going otherwise he is not going he is taken to 

(collective inaudible talk) 
Miltiades One has to set targets 
Dimitra  to set targets 
Miltiades exactly 
Dimitra  but it does not depend that much upon the individual person 
Miltiades it is a matter of what I am doing [at an individual level] 
 
(FG 2) 
 

In this extract, again, the role of the individual in making arrangements about their life-course is duly 

stressed. Certainty and security are again associated with individual planning capabilities and not with 

factors and parameters that transcend the individual person. In the next extract, taken again from the 

same focus group discussion, this position is taken to its extremes. 

 
Extract 72 
 

Interv.  We are talking about employment related security 
Marilena well, I think that… employment related security, I shall say it once again, I think it
  depends on us 
Interv.   Wouldn’t you like something more. Some kind of guarantee? 
Marilena A guarantee? Nobody can provide me with a guarantee. From whom? A possible
  guarantee from whom? From whom? From the State? No, I wouldn’t like to depend
  on the State. Not in any way! I prefer the guarantee to come from myself. I mean,
  what he said before “only if I am OK, to be able to work” That would be the only
  guarantee that I would like at 100%. No I cannot expect things from the State, 
  neither… 
Interv.  You wouldn’t even like to? 
Marilena I wouldn’t like to. I think it would be sad 
 
(FG 2) 
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In this extract, the individualistic ethos is taken to its extremes. Employment related 
security is rendered to be a matter of individual actions. There are no guarantees 
envisioned and even the possibility that any social actor –apart from the self- could 
contribute in that direction is firmly denied. The actual possibility that the State could 
possibly be a relevant social actor here is actively, and somehow ironically, denounced. 
Indeed, the situation of “expecting things from the State” is described, in strong 
prescriptive terms as “sad”. Similar individualistic stances though have not been 
articulated only in this focus group discussion with professional, middle class Athenians. 
Let us have a look at the next extract. 

 

Extract 73 
 

Moderator nevertheless, Evangelia, do you think that there is an issue there? Do you consider
  that people’s life  is more complicated and that it’s not so certain what is going to
  happen in various respects? The example I am giving to you, that on the one hand,
  the world out there is getting more and more organised, and I do believe that it’s
   getting more organised, and on the other hand, the people, individually, that 
they tend   to get lost within the complications of life. Do you understand what I mean? 
Evangelia yes. No, I don’t thing that people tend to get lost. If somebody is organised and the
  surrounding environment is organised, he doesn’t get lost. If the environment is
   organised and the person isn’t then… 
Moderator you do consider it as a matter of personal organisation, right? In order to be able to
  cope with what seems to be a mountain or a labyrinth, or too many balls to juggle,
  right? It is a matter of personal capabilities, a matter of how deft a joggler you would
  be in order to be able to cope with, is it that? Or does it matter how many balls you
  have to juggle? 
Evangelia no, it’s just the person. It doesn’t matter how many difficulties there are 
Moderator if you are a very deft joggler –metaphorically speaking- and I am standing next to
  you and I am throwing to you ball continually. Isn’t there a critical point where you
  shall say OK, that’s enough, because I can’t take anymore 
Evangelia yes, there will be one but… 
Moderator have we crossed that critical point? What do you think; metaphorically speaking 
Evangelia no, I think that we can take even more as individuals. Particularly the young people
  are very strong characters more so today than before 50 years, because we have to
  face more difficulties that my granddad. My granddad had a cow, a piece of land, do
  you understand? I don’t have a piece of land, I do have a school, a family, a job that I
  have to find etc 
 
(FG 5) 
 

This is an extract taken out from our adolescents’ focus group discussion run in Chalkida. As we can 

see, the adolescent who is talking in this extract seems to be espousing an individualist ethos 

comparable to the one that characterised the talk of the middle class professionals that was presented 

in the above extracts. For Evangelia, it just takes a high degree of individual organisation in order to 

cope / juggle with the many issues / problems that one faces in life. Indeed, according to her 

estimation, we have not yet reached the critical point where the individual self may not be able to cope 

with the complications of their lives. Evangelia backs her argument by pointing out that the endurance 

of younger generations with the complications and problems of life is much higher compared to the 
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ones of previous generations. This, according to her, happens because young people enter their “tour” 

through the complications of life from a very young age since they have to cope with institutional 

settings from very early on.  

 

Extract 74 
 

Dimitris  I agree, there was no unemployment, but there wasn’t either all that support from the
  State. Today, if you get separated from your father, if you are a worthy person, the
  State shall give you a loan to buy a piece of land, you just have to be strong and a
  right person. You can constitute your self (financially) immediately. At those times,
  you could not constitute yourself (immediately). At those times you would have to go
  to another shepherd and he would give you pittance, it wouldn’t be enough to make a
  living 
 
(FG 11) 
 

This extract is taken from our “poor and deprived” focus group discussion run in Ferres. As we can see, 

the belief in “self-actualization” that characterised the discourse of the participants we saw in the 

previous extracts is not a sole property of middle class professionals and adolescents. For Dimitris, 

talking in this extract, the contemporary possibilities for “constituting” oneself are much greater than the 

ones of previous eras. Noticeably though, for Dimitris the potentiality of greater individual development 

is enhanced through institutional resources. The State is mobilised in his account as a potential social 

actor that may contribute the individual selves in their course of upwards social mobility, if only one is a 

“worthy person”. Let us have a look at another extract taken also from the same focus group 

discussion. 

 

Extract 75 
 

Moderator Would you like to be able to know that after 10, 15, 20 years you shall still have your
  job? 
Nikos  no. I mean, I don’t want to know if after 20 years if I shall be what I should be. I
   mean it’s better to have some suspense. I mean, I don’t want to know that in 
20 years  time I shall be the same, that I shall be waking up at 5 am to go to work. It’s 
better to  hope for something better than to know that after 10 years I shall be the same. I am
  more keen to suspense than to the same stable pattern. 
 
(FG 11) 
 

For participant Nikos, in the same “poor and deprived” focus group discussion as above, the 

knowledge that he shall have his job in “10, 15 or 20 years” is an unwanted piece of information. His 

rejection of that potential guarantee is summed up his articulation of an upwards social mobility 

expectation. He does not want to know that in the future he shall still have his job because he 
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entertains the possibility that he shall have a better one. Indeed, he prefers the “suspense” associated 

with projections and aspirations of a better future than the knowledge that he shall still “be the same”. 

Let us have a look at a one more extract from the same focus group discussion. 

 

Extract 76 
 

Interviewer Up to now, in our discussion, you have talked about a series of others… do you think
  that all these big others have more control upon your life than you would like them
  to? 
-                       Yes  
-                        yes  
Interviewer who are these others? 
-                      (inaudible) and then is the State 
Interviewer Maria? 
Maria  I arrange my own life by myself alone. OK the others always play their role, the
   power –as that person there said, but I have set up myself with everything. 
From that  point onwards, you struggle alone. I struggle alone, I don’t expect help from 
anyone. 
Interviewer Are you struggling against all of them? 
Maria  No, I just try to adjust myself. I cope alone, I don’t expect for God to give us a rain in
  order to have a crop 
 
(FG 11) 
 

In this extract we see another version of the individualist ethos in projecting and accounting for one’s 

life course. Maria, from the same “poor and deprived” focus group discussion as above, life is an 

individual struggle with adversity. “Big others”, it is acknowledged, play their role but she does not 

expect anything from them, neither is she seeing herself as “struggling against them”. She is trying to 

“adjust” herself and she copes alone. Noticeably, Maria’s expressed individualist attitude is not of the 

“heroic” –against all Others- variety. It expresses more a humble and cynical point of view, one that 

does not bear relevance to the aggressive individualism of the professional middle classes’ accounts 

we considered before. It expresses a dignified individualist ethos against the odds brought upon one’s 

life by remote institutional actors about whom one cannot do many things.  

 

Extract 77 
 

Interviewer anymore factors that would make us feel relatively security in our lives? 
Dora  well, the first thing is peace, democracy, meritocracy 
Stathis I also consider these things important and, in addition to them, the demolition of the 

prototypes they have set for us, whatever prototypes these may be. I mean, you tend 
to feel insecure when everybody around you follow a path to reach something that 
others have made them to believe they have to reach and, when you see that you are 
set to do something different, that entails insecurity and it’s a regressive factor to 
accomplish it, because there are many things from that point on if you chose to… 
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Interviewer let me interpret what you have just said to see if I got it right. What you are saying is
  that there is a persistence to social norms and when somebody side-steps them that
  entails insecurity about a choice made which deviates from the norm? 
Stathis  yes, one translates that as a failure 
Spiros  there is a reduction to the mass mode in everything 
Eleni  therefore, we have to stick to our personal ideas and to our personal views and ideals,
  if we remain faithful to the things we believe in, of course we must make some
   concessions but not in important things, we have to maintain, that is, a stable 
identity,  to stick to our principles, otherwise there is no meritocracy, there is nothing…. 
 
(FG 12) 
 

In this extract, taken from our students’ focus group discussion set in Athens, we see a more heroic -

but also dignified- individualist course of action prescribed within our participants’ accounts. For Stathis, 

a major source of insecurity, for a young person’s life presumably, constitutes the societal trend of 

stigmatising / victimising individual paths of action that deviate from the rule set by “others”. Spiros 

agrees with Stathis’ views adding that “there is a reduction to the mass mode in everything” and Eleni, 

fittingly concludes that one has to stick to their personal ideas, views, ideals and principles. This 

prescriptive vision about one’s trajectory through life is apparently associated with enhanced control 

over one’s life and, consequently, with less uncertainty and insecurity. The following extract, taken 

again from the same focus group discussion is also indicative in that respect. 

 

Extract 78 
 

Stathis I want to say something that may be heard as strange. If you do want, indeed, to have 
a personal life, a pleasant family life, I think you can achieve it, leaving aside the time 
that an occupation takes, when one leaves from work, when he finishes, to leave 
aside whatever obligations, nerves, whatever. If you do want to be with your friends, 
with your girlfriend, or in your life in general to be right you can do it, there is no 
question  about it. And as far as the lack of free time, of course there is an issue there, 
but there  is also a question of how you make use of it, even with only 5 or 6 
hours free time per day, you can do many things 

 
(FG 12) 
 

In this extract we see that Stathis’ prescriptive vision upon the development of one’s life course 

expands to the minutiae of everyday life. In his words, it only takes one’s determination in order to have 

“a personal life”, “a pleasant family life” or to be “right in your life in general”. It is a matter of setting 

priorities, disassociating personal from professional life and a matter of making a qualitative use of the 

spare time left over from employment. Indeed, in his words, the vision of a manageable world is 

articulated insofar as one has the determination to achieve it. 
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Uncertainty and Complexity as a real-(life)-politik horizon 

 
In the qualitative data and analyses presented so far we have seen that our research participants have 

been orienting to the issues of uncertainty and complexity, in one way or another, as largely 

unwelcome features of the contemporary world. Nevertheless, despite the sheer prevalence of that 

discursive mode of treating uncertainty and complexity, this has not been the sole way in which 

uncertainty and complexity have been treated within our data. As we shall have the chance to see in 

this part of the analysis, sometimes, research participants opted for more “real-politik” treatments of 

uncertainty and complexity, orienting to them as normative features of the contemporary life-world. 

 

Extract 79 
 

INTERVIEWER: Yes, yes. No, we shall discuss that any way. If you feel that you have the control over 
what is going to happen in your life in the future. 
 
KOSTAS: No 
(inaudible collective talk) 
 
AGGELIKI: I mean, do you need to be so certain, to know exactly what is going to happen? Why, did 
we ever knew about that? Did we know what is going to happen, what is going to happen in the 
international scene? What is going to happen in your country, in your family? You never know that. And 
you don’t need to know it that much. 
 
(FG 2) 
 

In this short extract, taken from our “low direct sociality” focus group run in Athens we see that 
participant Aggeliki poses a series of questions with regard to, both, the possibility for even knowing 
and being able to foretell what is going to happen “in the international scene, in your country, in your 
family” as well as, indeed, the “need to know” about all that. Uncertainty, in Anggeliki’s account, is 
oriented to as a normative feature of human life, trans-historically, and there is no indication that she 
discerns any difference between the type of uncertainty experienced in the contemporary world from 
types of uncertainty prevailing in earlier times. Indeed, Anggeliki’s questioning, at the end of the 
extract, of the “need to know” may be seen as an indirect complaint about the contemporary “will for 
knowledge” and her assertion “and you don’t need to now it that much” as a subtle tribute to the 
trans-historical, therefore, natural, order of things or human fate, which posits a fundamental non-
predictability about the events of their lives for humans. 

 
 
Extract 80 
 

DESPINA: The world is complicated and no one can challenge that 
 
INTERVIEWER: but this complexity and the multiple choices…. 
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DESPINA: I like that. I mean it doesn’t make life meaningless. It may take more time from your life. But 
it’s nice to have choices, to be able to choose, not to have only one option or two. To have to choose 
amongst many things. You have to take advantage of that though, to turn it on your favour. That’s what 
I believe. To what extent that might happen, I don’t know. To what extent it’s possible 
 
(FG 2) 
 

In this extract, taken from the same focus group as above, our participant Despina, takes a favourable 

turn towards complexity. The complexity of the contemporary social order is treated in her account as a 

favourable condition which “gives meaning” to life. The opening of a variety of options in front of the self 

is treated as a challenge which, nevertheless, one has to turn it to an advantage, “to turn it to one’s 

favour”. Despina, indeed, seems to be ambivalent on whether it is really possible to make a gain out of 

that condition but her assertion does not seem to be put into question because of that uncertainty. It 

seems that “challenge” is the name of the game for her. This “adventurous” attitude towards life may be 

thought to be indicative of her social positioning, as a middle-class professional urbanite. Nevertheless, 

as we shall have the chance to see below, this expressed attitude, is not restricted to middle-class 

urbanite participants. 

 

Extract 81 
 
 
ANDREAS:  No, I don’t want to say something different. The opposite; I think that Yiorgos 

saidsomething right; because I was trying to find out what was bothering me all this 
time about this issue «security» and excessive security and certainty; which as far as I 
am concerned, generally speaking, I don’t like it at all as a concept; and in my life… I 
have always been trying to avoid that, I mean the excessive, the excessively given 
things, let’s say and the excessively pre-determined and excessively predictable. It 
gets on my nerves; but it’s what Yiorgos says; I think the highest potential of choosing, 
I mean the insecurity is caused by your own self 

 
 (everybody laughs) 
  
 listen to that «forced security». That’s where the difference lies. I found a job for you, I 

found you a house, I found you friends. In a social level and in a personal level, I 
mean this thing which, in actual practice, which in a social level we are suffering the 
consequences of it, in a personal, a life like that does not suit me at all (inaudible) 

 
COORD. But I imagine, talking about the labour market (inaudible) a certain kind of security is 

important. Because if you live with the uncertainty that your employer may throw you 
out, himself, and not on your decision, the next day… its one thing to know that you 
can leave and go somewhere else and it’s an other to feel that… 

   
ANDREAS Of course. I absolutely agree. But the other thing I would like to say is that in no case, 

I wouldn’t like to be a public servant, I mean the profession with the highest degree of 
certainty for example… I would not go for that in my life, if I had the choice. You 
understand, I mean it’s a matter of choice. Now, of course I may be experiencing an 
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illusion of security. There are other parameters to be considered, the environment, the 
things we eat, these are very important things. Of course they are. And of course 
what Constantinos said, that is the issue of health. If you also consider that 
parameter, today you exist, tomorrow you don’t. But this  is something that we can 
control only at a minimum level, therefore we leave that out as a parameter not 
controllable and therefore out of the discussion. 

 
COORD. Shall I ask the question… 
 
ANDREAS I mean if you have a tile falling on you head and you die, but we should not treat that 

as uncertainty 
 
(FG 6) 
 

This extract is taken out from our “enclave members” focus group run in Thessaloniki. As we can see, 
the participant whose talk is reported within this extract effectively “deconstruct” the concepts of 
“certainty and security”. Certainty and security are treated as concepts that relate and an “enclosed” 
and super-imposed life-style that does not fit to the style of life envisioned by our focus group 
participant. The element of choice, in what is treated as a “personal” frame of reference is 
championed and the participant stresses his point by denouncing the employment in public services, 
the employment sector characterized by certainty and security in an exemplary fashion, as not fitting 
to his life plans and choices. In the account of this research participant, certainty and security are not 
treated as societal virtues in themselves. The radical libertarian political ideology espoused by this 
research participant should certainly be considered in order to place his arguments in their ideological 
context. Nevertheless, as we also saw in the previous extracts, one does not need to be of a radical 
libertarian political persuasion in order to come up with favorable treatments of uncertainty and 
complexity. 

 

Extract 82 
 

- Efi:  Today you can’t find a mother in her house. She leaves first in the morning and
   comes back last in the house. That’s very important 
 
- Vasiliki: I agree that she may be leaving first and coming back last. I don’t disagree but
   beyond that the child ought to learn to operate in today’s society. This is how 
my  child finds things to be, I found things differently from my father. When I was 
  working with my father (inaudible) I started from point zero and I reached the stage I
  am, God bless, but I shouldn’t teach my daughter to live with illusions, she has to
  learn today’s standards, she has to learn that money are gained in the hard way, she
  has to learn to appreciate it, she has to learn to stand by her feet. 
 
(FG 10) 
 

This extract comes from our “small-scale” entrepreneurs focus group run in Thessaloniki. In this extract 

we do not encounter the radical preference for “freedom of choice” we encountered in the previous 

one. Nevertheless, we do encounter a “real politik” treatment of the uncertainty and insecurity often 
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associated, within our data, with the disintegration of the traditional “Greek family life” pattern. In this 

extract, the participant Vassiliki expresses somehow her irritation with the “moaning” about the 

disintegration of Greek family that preceded this extract. For Vassiliki the long working hours of 

contemporary Greek mothers, which keep them for long out of the household, should better be treated 

as a normative characteristic of contemporary life, as a “fact of life”, indeed, and the contemporary kids 

should better be accustomed to and educated to the “contemporary standards” and not be  raised with 

illusions. For this participant, the contemporary scenery of societal uncertainty is “what it is” and one 

should better be adjusted to that and help also their children to adjust to that. 

 

Extract 83 
 
-                      You are 80 years old 
- Kostas: yes 
- Interv.: I want you to tell me if what happens today –the young people having increasing

   demands- whether that makes you think that they don’t know where their life 
is   going, that they have lost control 

- Kostas: no, science is ongoing and it’s not possible for anyone just to go stray. Everybody is
  working and looking out for things in accordance to the knowledge he has. At the
  older times we were illiterate and we couldn’t possibly think about the good and the
  progress. Today we see that science progresses and the young people are trying for
  the good. They are looking for it. 

- Interv.: This progress, Mr Kostas, doesn’t scare you at all? As Mr Theofanis was saying
   before, progress has brought with it lot of meat in veal but also brought new 
illnesses 

- Kostas: This is another thing. These things happen. We are just saying that the young people
  want to improve their lives, to make it better than it is. Now those things happen
   (inaudible) 
 
(FG 11) 

 

This extract, taken from our “poor and deprived” focus group discussion run in Ferres, is interesting at 

least for one thing. It shows how the pragmatics of the cultural narrative about “progress” –and 

undoubtedly of “modernization” also- come to elude concerns about uncertainty and insecurity. In the 

words of this ageing participant, the distance that newer generations have covered in Greece, 

compared to the condition prevailing in his young age is considerable. Literacy, science and progress 

are, in his account, the hallmarks of the new better era. The fact that science and progress has, for 

example brought with them “new illnesses” is treated by this participant as an unavoidable but not 

crucial problem: “those things happen”, as he notes. 

 

Extract 84 
 
Yiannis:  yes, I do think that it may happen but my first and basic concern and stress is to
   graduate. After that one may think about what is going to happen. I don’t 
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allow   myself to be carried away and think what is going to happen next. I follow the 
pace I  have set to myself now and I shall see what is going to happen. I care about what I
  have in front of me now, I mean my degree and about the rest I shall get stressed
   later. 
Eleni:  either way, things are difficult, what is preferable to be stressed or to be with a bit
  better mood. Either way, I shall have to face a situation. OK, I may be saying that
  because I am a bit more optimist as a person but in any case I do have a situation to
  face and I think how is it better to be, to be there stressed and with a negative mood
  or with a bit of optimism?…. I mean, in terms of jobs this is a serious problem, when 
  I look for a job and it is indeed difficult to find, which is the preferred way to deal
  with that? With a positive mood or with a more negative one? Therefore, we have to
  be a bit more optimist and find the strength within us 
 
(FG 12) 
 

This extract is taken from our focus group with students in Athens. Within it we see the unfolding of a 

social and psychological reasoning that in a strong sense resembles the one unfolded in Extract 77. 

For these, soon to be graduating, students, the uncertainty of the social field ahead of them is taken for 

granted. For them, what is deemed to be important is the configuration of personal coping strategies 

about the insecurities that shall soon loom large in front of them.  The strong prescriptive stances, 

which these very students were adopting in other parts of the focus group discussion, at this juncture of 

the talk are complemented by more “down to earth” syllogistics. Let us also consider the next extract 

which also comes from the same focus group discussion. 

 

Extract 85 

 
Stathis  certainly this entails a bigger uncertainty, beyond that it provides you with a different
  perspective, despite the fact that is a complicated situation. Maybe the fact that it
   goes beyond you, the fact that finally nothing remains the same, sometimes it 
works  as less, it makes you have less anxiety. I mean the thought that nothing from all that,
  I change nothing but I just look after my life it makes you feel less stressed. You just
  say that these things are completely remote to me, I cannot control them, I cannot
  shape them, I cannot do anything about them 
Interv.:  they are not remote, simply they are not immediate… 
Stathis:  yes, all those things you mentioned about complexity, the stock-market.. I mean, you
  tell yourself, OK, what can I do about all that and maybe this thought, at least in
   certain persons, it may work in that direction, OK, it’s not important as long as 
I   cannot do anything about all that 
 
(FG 12) 
 

In this extract, the reasoning developed by two other members of the same focus group discussion is 

led to its extremes by the participant Stathis. The uncertainty and complexity of the social field is again 

taken for granted in his account. Nevertheless, for him the issue at hand is not to configure an effective 

tactic for dealing with it; rather, what is advanced in his account is a “shutting out” strategy. The 
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underlying causes of the contemporary uncertainty and complexity are treated as being beyond one’s 

individual reach and, therefore, what is, cautiously indeed, suggested is a strategy of “forgetting” about 

them “as long as I cannot do anything about all that” and deal with the rest of my life.  
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D. Indicative Theoretical Points 

From the proposal, the project was directed towards a critique of contemporary social theory 
and the explicative potential of the theses on reflexive modernisation and the ‘risk society’. The 
project’s initial conceptual axis involved the exploration of social Uncertainty and Insecurity 
(U&I) as a horizontal layer accompanying postindustrial existence and cutting across spheres 
of experience. This is why six of the task areas set for the first call of the fifth research 
framework were identified as being of relevance to the scope of the project. At the same time, 
the national societies chosen for the investigation were designed to provide an appropriate 
basis for theorising across the East/West and South/North divides and go beyond angles that 
are embedded in –though critical of – late modern societies. Two other parallel themes 
intersected with the inquiry. Firstly, the issue of governance, both in its broad dimension of the 
transformative role of the institutions, and from the narrower viewpoint of reducing negatively 
experienced Uncertainty and Insecurity for European citizens. Secondly, the cycle of what we 
have defined as the ‘safety paradox’ whereby increased certainty in transactions with the public 
and the private sector leads to increased social uncertainty and personal insecurity. 

The project’s findings so far have led to a series of theoretical avenues that are currently being 
incorporated into the preparation of publications. We do not intent to address these issues in 
detail here but we supply some theoretical points below. We are working on a comprehensive 
publication that will bring our empirically informed theoretical contribution into a unified 
synthesis. We believe that such a work will be significant in advancing the sociological 
understanding of late modernity.  

 

I. The Conceptual Framework for the Empirical Inquiry 

There were two main issues that needed to be addressed following the elaboration of the 
conceptual framework during the first year of the project: a) the conceptual continuity of the 
enquiry across the diversity of social, economic, political and cultural (SPEC) conditions in the 
researched societies; b) the dialectic integration of the conceptual framework with the 
qualitative and quantitative research. 

There was a long series of issues that were thoroughly discussed with via the continuous 
model of communication established in the team, as we described it in our previous report. 
One major challenge was the smooth function of concepts that were possible to operationalise 
across the dividing line of  late capitalism in all its SPEC aspects. This question of ‘continuity’, 
as it was identified in our work, was resolved on a case-by-case basis with regard to its 
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possible effects on operationalisation and the experience of empirical work that the team had 
gained in each stage. On of the major stages of crystallisation of the question was that of 
associating different conditions of the social bond with different socio-cultural developments, 
views and values. The table below provided a basis for advancing the discussion of the team 
with regard to the relationship between four centres of interest: i) uncertainty, insecurity and 
complexity (UIC); ii) sociality and the safety paradox; iii) beliefs, representations and practices; 
iv) the distinction between the public and the private in terms of institutional sources of power 
and efficiency and, most particularly, with regard to the role of the market. 

 
 

DIRECT SOCIALITY INSTITUTIONAL SOCIALITY 

Polysemicity and socio-cultural negotiation of 
relationships (including those within institutional 
contexts) 

Monosemicity and set configuration of 
relationships 

Socially enabled self and worldview Self and worldview based on individual resources 
(largely composed of fragments of institutional 
performance) 

Social reasoning Organisational reasoning 

Continuity and coherence of spheres of action, 
areas of meaning and the human being (each 
instance represents the totality) 

Instance-by-instance comprehension and 
judgement (according to established procedures)  

Dependence on institutions is often disliked 
(interpreted by analogy to social dependence, e.g. 
on more powerful people)  

Dependence on institutions is seen as opportunity 

Institutions seen as external to society/‘us’ Institutions seen as useful dispositifs of society 

Formative or ‘negative’ conception of freedom: 
living in society free from non-social constraints 
(material needs, work, etc.) 

Choice-based conception of freedom: making 
own individual combinations from a wide range 
of options with no social constraints attached to 
them  

Assertion and prescriptiveness over broad, cross-
thematic platforms 

Doubt, reluctance, hesitation; judgement 
reserved; theme-by-theme assessment 

Clarity of the environment, based on culturally 
enabled assertion 

Complexity of the environment, based on 
individual doubt and fragmenation 

Continuity of meaning, beliefs, representations 
and across contexts of (inter)action 

Compartmentalised rationales dependent upon 
the configuration of such context of (inter)action 

Sustained balance not leading to decisions and Decisionality (condition of decision-making) 
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culturally absorbed doubt 

Conceptualisation based on hard, evaluative core 
reflected outwards 

Path-based conceptualisation with little content 
seen as immutable 

Culture-based action Action-based culture 

High expectations from (and high dependency on) 
others and institutions 

Self-dependency through institutional resources 

Taken-for-granted world, often criticised Formable world through will and action 

Scarcity/Abundance polarity Optionality 

Relationship to the outer world organised around 
the Empathy/Rejection polarity  

Relationship to the outer world organised around 
the polarity Concrete and Organised Aid/Non-
Interference and Indifference 

Society and social relationships taken for granted Socio-economic structure and organisation taken 
for granted 

Problem-based understanding of U&I and 
willingness to identify problems 

Diffuse understanding of U&I and free-floating 
engagement with problematics, rather than 
problems 

Example of a possible indicator in another research field 

Contextuality of language, great plurality of forms 
and degrees of socially-embedded, cultural 
connotations 

Self-contained language with much sharper limits 
between formality and informality; connotations 
mostly rational rather than cultural 

 

We believe that this is a sound base for a major and new interpretation of the relationship 
between structural SPEC change and U&I. Of course, this context is still being reworked and 
re-deployed as our analyses continue to advance. One of the major advancements in the 
area of continuity is that of the notion of ‘social empowerment’ as support of conscience and 
belief in conditions of direct sociality and, accordingly, as a U&I reducing factor.  

 

 
II. Globalisation and the social bond 

A significant problematic effect of globalisation is the neutralisation of the social bond. This is 
a qualitative effect that involves the mediation of social relationships by institutions; as we 
have mentioned earlier in this report, we use the term institution to mean every structure that 
configures human action and interaction, i.e. not only public institutions but, most importantly, 
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private organisations and establishments, ranging from business conglomerates to web sites, 
from shopping centres to motorways. We have argued in a series of works (e.g. Lianos & 
Douglas 2000, Lianos 2001) that the action of all these entities penetrates social existence 
and substitutes for the social bond by making it increasingly redundant. We have called this 
new condition of the link between socialised humans “institutional sociality”. Globalisation is 
from many viewpoints the high point of dense institutional sociality because it is the 
apotheosis of powerful market players offering an ever-increasing array of goods and 
services, and causing proportional atrophy of negotiable and collective social interaction. In 
other words, it is a powerful contributor to the de-socialisation and the atomisation of human 
societies. Research underway on postindustrial, “emerging” and transitional societies in 
Europe shows that a great amount of social complexity is currently haunting the lives of 
Europeans who are concentrated on competing over accumulating social certainty in a 
destabilising individualist context. Under the pressure of globalised capitalist institutional 
performance, stability disappears and the regression towards individual concerns deepens. 
All dimensions of collective existence, including citizenship, are under great pressure; 
societies are transformed into concentrations of ‘users’. The situation is somewhat different, 
but not necessarily better, in more “traditional” societies, where “modernisation” comes 
through globalisation only in the form of large scale institutional sociality but without the 
historical benefits of a liberal public space, a degree of democratic representation, public 
institutions that serve the State of Law, and citizenry; in other words, social structures are lost 
in these societies without any political gains, while atomisation sequesters the horizon of 
social movements as such. 

Desocialisation and atomisation prevent citizens  from addressing well substantiated major 
problems that can only be resolved via the production and imposition of solutions which 
mobilise strong residual representations of collectivity; spasmodic and minority activism is not 
enough. In this sense, globalisation is a process which, unintentionally, denudes the planet 
from the means of governing and re-orienting it. The recurrent failure, or limited success, of 
international environmental negotiation perfectly exemplifies the multi-level paradox of 
antagonism between social and economic objectives. Whereas there is the widest possible 
consensus on the need for urgent measures, it is at the same time impossible that such 
measures be agreed upon and implemented as they challenge well-established self-
governing competitive options at all levels, from that of the individual consumer to that of the 
State.  
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III. Competition, Vulnerability and Social Empowerment 

We have sought to shed some light on the role that the social environment plays in the 
development of contemporary insecurity and precariousness. The general question that 
underlies the topic is how social environments amplify or curb both the emergence of 
insecurity and its effects once it has emerged. A second, intertwined, question is that of the 
relationship between changing socio-economic and political conditions and the complex 
combinations of insecurity they might give rise to. It is largely established today, though on 
little evidence, that vulnerability and precariousness are somehow associated to the 
awareness of ‘new dangers’, such as nuclear power, climate change or food scares (Beck, 
Adams). A crisis of trust31 and a reduction of “ontological security is being seen as a 
fundamental weakness of the postindustrial conscience and the psychological leitmotiv of 
“reflexive modernisation”. 

There is obviously good reason to link visible changes to unpleasant consequences, 
particularly when since the current malaise seems to be situated in the sphere of 
consciousness. Whether insecurity is ‘all in the mind’, has been an important issue of debate; 
important enough to become a stake of trade union activism (TUC 1996) and to constantly 
occupy newspaper columns and television screens since the early 1990s. Further 
complication is added by the fact that power – political, economic, military and otherwise – 
cannot assert itself without a relatively credible claim to certainty, security and continuity. As a 
result, hegemonic discourses seek to tactically locate the sources of contemporary 
precariousness in areas that do not undermine the legitimacy of established power systems. 
Few would directly blame their national government for the greenhouse effect, globalisation, 
or international terrorism, but many would do so for unemployment or the quality of meat in 
their dishes. This is another reason why one ought to be very cautious when the sources and 
effects of insecurity are being moved ‘upwards’, away from daily existence and the sphere of 
individual experience. Such displacements are convenient for explaining away important 
worries and neutralising critical claims before they acquire political and social significance. 

This is not to say that some degree of directly experienced insecurity does not appear to be 
visible or pressing. The best example here is crime and the widespread fear associated with it 
that haunts Europe, and possibly most capitalist societies (Hope, Ocqueteau, etc). But the 
problem is precisely that major social changes, such as the collapse of effective forms of 
social control, take the shape of individual vulnerability. This is another worrying aspect of 
how insecurity is being thought about today. Between the level of intangible causes and the 
level of immediate threats little has been proposed on contemporary vulnerability. The role of 
social change and coexistence seems to have been forgotten, possibly because it is difficult 

                                                   
31 Influential and diverse works in sociology, such as Coleman 1990, Giddens 1991, and Sztompka 1999, place a deficit of trust at 
the centre of contemporary social conditions. Putnam 2000, Mishler & Rose 2001, Rothstein 2000, and Kaase 1999 are good 
examples of current political science research on trust. As much as sociological literature, this research fails to integrate social 
culture and institutional efficiency in a meaningful explanatory model.  
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to identify and research a social phenomenon that is largely composed of withdrawal, doubt 
and inertia. But these reactions constitute the very essence of uncertainty and disorientation 
and need to be addressed as social outcomes within life experiences and trajectories, rather 
than God-sent conditions of a postmodern conscience. 
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III. Conclusions 

We present our conclusions on a national basis before we move to a summary of 
comprehensive points. 

 

I. UIC in Transition 

The main conclusions from the descriptive part of the qualitative analysis in Hungary are as 
follows: findings showed that almost all of the respondents felt that uncertainty exists in one 
way or another in the current times. Representations of uncertainty were mainly formulated 
within the Hungarian context. Typically, there was no discourse on uncertainty on a global 
scale or in the lives of people in general. Western countries were often viewed as a place of 
security – especially before the 11th of September. Uncertainty was often not viewed as 
natural and inevitable. The majority of the respondents expressed feelings of insecurity 
because of uncertainty. The focus of insecurity was and conceptions of the future were 
dominated by the financial and work situation of one’s own and/or of the family members 
/mainly the children/. The system change was viewed by many as a break in their 
experiences of uncertainty, with some groups of participants demonstrating nostalgia for the 
claimed security of the earlier system. Despite the great number of divorces and the existing 
trend of increasing divorce in Hungary, family was viewed as a source of security, as a safe 
haven.  

 

The findings provide support for the claim of Lianos (2001) that uncertainty in the immediate 
sphere of the individuals is the main source of vulnerability in the current age and not events 
or developments of the distant sphere, such as global risks – as Beck asserts (1992). In this 
respect the construction of uncertainty and insecurity was found in the focus groups and 
interviews of Hungary to be similar to that of Britain and Greece proposed by Lianos (2001, 
2003).  

Environmental, ecological, techno-scientific induced risks, which are thought to be the focus 
in the late-modern ‘risk society’ (Beck 1992, 2000) did not stand at the center of attention at 
all in the Hungarian focus groups and interviews. In contrast to the results discussed by 
Lianos (2003) for Britain and Greece, in Hungary even when respondents were confronted 
with a list of possible uncertainty generating factors, – amongst them ecological issues, - 
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people often did not feel obliged to talk about ecological issues, especially not of global 
ecological concerns.   

Much of the findings suggest great differences between the representations of uncertainty in 
Hungary and in the late-modern context of Britain. In the British pilot focus groups 
representations of uncertainty and insecurity involved discussions on complexity, the speed 
of changes, continuous adaptation, competition, taken-for-grantedness of uncertainty as 
inevitable outcome of socio-economic developments, self-fulfillment within the career, 
competitive egocentrism, partnerships as temporary allegiances (Lianos 2001). These hardly 
appeared within the Hungarian focus groups and interviews. Contrary to Britain, Hungarian 
participants did not connect uncertainty to complexity at all. Thus, people did not feel that 
uncertainty could not be solved because of the situation being very complex. Many thought 
that it was possible to name what the problem was: financial insecurity.   

 

The tables bellow summarize the main results of the research in relation to the hypotheses:  

Summary of the macro-hypotheses and the results:  

Hypothesis Component Was the hypothesis 
investigated with 

the given 
component?  

Did the results point in the same 
direction as the hypothesis? 

qualitative no  - Macro-
hypothesis 1: 

National 
Homogeneity 

quantitative yes  no 
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qualitative no: the concrete 
hypothesis was not 
investigated, but late-
modern theories, which 
are the theoretical basis 
of the hypothesis, 
formed the theoretical 
background of part of 
the analysis   

- Macro-
hypothesis 2: 

Late-modern 
societies 

quantitative yes with respect to the extent of 
uncertainty: no 

with respect to the focus of 
uncertainty: yes 

qualitative no - Macro-
hypothesis 3:  

Hungarian 
history 

quantitative yes partly:  although results were in the 
expected direction, these were not 
significant, except for one of the 
unpredictability variables  

 

 

 

 

Summary of the micro-hypotheses and the results: 

Hypothesis Component Was the hypothesis 
investigated with 

the given 
component?  

Did the results point in the same 
direction as the hypothesis? 
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qualitative yes with respect to the extent of 
uncertainty: yes 

with respect to the focus of 
uncertainty: the issue of global ecology 
was so neglected in each focus group that 
the connection between economic and 
cultural resources and the focus of fears 
could not be seen  

Micro-hypothesis 
1: 

Economic and 
cultural 
resources 

quantitative yes with respect to the extent of 
uncertainty: mainly yes, although the 
educational level did not stay significant in 
the final model containing all the 
explanatory and control variables for the 
dependent variable insecurity.  

with respect to the focus of 
uncertainty: yes 

qualitative partly: only the 
dimension of 
powerlessness was 
investigated 

yes Micro-hypothesis 
2: 

Anomie and 
alienation 

quantitative yes partly: in the final models the 
normlessness and self-estrangement 
dimension was not significant, only the 
three other dimensions of anomie and 
alienation  

qualitative partly: only trust toward 
politicians, government 
and certain institutions 
was investigated and not 
general trust in people 

yes: although some level of distrust was 
displayed against politicians by almost all 
the participants, but there were signs that 
there could be a relationship between 
trust towards the government and feelings 
of security, also between trust in some 
institutions and feeling of security.  

Micro-hypothesis 
3: 

Distrust 

quantitative yes yes 
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qualitative yes yes Micro-hypothesis 
4: 

The selective 
consequences of 
the system 
change and 
attitudes toward 
the system 
change  

quantitative yes yes 

qualitative partly: cultural biases 
were not investigated, 
only the indirect 
assumption related to 
the risk level of the work 
situation  

yes:  there were signs in the direction of 
the assumption in some of the focus 
groups 

Micro-hypothesis 
5: 

Cultural biases 

quantitative yes partly: only the indirect assumption of the 
risk situation was supported by the data  

 

 

If in accordance with triangulation, the empirical results are not only compared to the 
theoretical assumptions, but results gained by the two empirical components (quantitative, 
qualitative tools) are compared with each other, then we find that findings from the two 
components point in the same direction most of the time (but some of the assumptions I 
could not investigate with the focus groups and the interviews). Economic resources, 
powerlessness perception, trust in institutions and the selective consequences of the system 
change and attitudes towards the system change were found to be in connection with the 
extent of unpredictability and insecurity with both research types. I could investigate the 
indirect assumption of the cultural bias hypotheses with both components, and in the case of 
all methods the data supported the assumption that the risk level of the work situation is not in 
connection with feelings of uncertainty. However, this assumption is only a necessary 
condition for the cultural bias hypothesis, but it is not sufficient in itself. With the survey I had 
the opportunity to measure general trust as well, also the other dimensions of anomie and 
alienation, the effects of individual and egalitarian cultural bias, whilst I could not investigate 
these with the focus groups and interviews. From the factors examined only with the survey, 
data were in accordance with the assumptions on the effects of general trust, 
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meaninglessness and isolation on the extent of uncertainty. The macro-hypotheses were also 
only tested with the survey. The results were in line with the weak assumption of the late-
modern hypothesis, the supposition of the effects of Hungarian history was only partly 
supported. Although the level of uncertainty was highest in Hungary as proposed by the later 
hypothesis, but results were only significant in case of one measure of unpredictability.  

 

There was a difference between the qualitative and quantitative component with respect to 
the topic of postmaterial dangers. It seems, that in the interviews and the group discussions 
the issue of global ecological dangers was far less emphatic, as one would expect based on 
the results of the survey, where the average of the extent of fears on postmaterial dangers 
was only a bit smaller than the average for the worries connected to the material sphere. 
Focus groups and interviews were dominated by the topic of material and work situation to 
such extent, that the topic of ecological dangers only came up, when respondents were 
confronted with a list, which amongst others contained ecological dangers, and they were 
asked to choose from the list the dangers they are afraid of. The effect of economic and 
cultural resources on the focus of uncertainty could be shown with the quantitative data: the 
fears of those with more resources, centered more on global ecological dangers, as those of 
the poor and less educated. In the group discussions and the interviews, this could not be 
observed, because of the negligence of the topic of ecological dangers. Two assumptions 
can be formulated for the disharmony between the two results. On the one hand, maybe it 
can be lead back to the fact that the focus groups and interviews were, of course, not 
representative. On the other hand, it could be the case that the question situation itself 
influenced the different answers. This later assumption can be supported by the argument, 
which several social scientists claim, that with qualitative methods it can be shown better, 
than with surveys, how occupied people are with certain dangers in their everyday life 
(Wilkinson 1999).   

Survey results can give us plus information compared to focus groups and interviews 
because of their greater controlling potential. In the focus groups and interviews there was a 
tendency that the older talked more of feeling insecurity. This could also be seen from a linear 
regression model containing age as the only explanatory factor on the representative sample.  
However, in the integral models of the survey data, where all the explanatory and control 
variables were included in the equation, only the cohort containing 50-59 year olds proved to 
have significantly differently fears from those who are less then 30 years old. Thus, 
differences between the different age groups with respect to insecurity could be lead back to 
the other explanatory variables, with the exception of the 50-59 year age group. Within the 
focus groups and interviews those with higher educational level often reported less 
uncertainty, than those with less education. The same tendency could be observed on the 
representative sample, although in the case of insecurity the educational level variable did not 
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prove to be significant in the final model containing all the variables together. The differences 
in fears and anxieties for those with different educational level could thus be lead back to the 
other explanatory variables. However, differences in unpredictability could not be explained 
with the other variables.  

One of the advantages of qualitative research was that it enabled the investigation of 
uncertainty of Roma persons, whilst there was no opportunity to do that with the survey.  In 
the Roma focus group participants reported very high uncertainty in comparison with the 
other focus groups, and especially with respect to their children’s future. The same was 
articulated by a Roma interviewee. 

The two dimensions of uncertainty appeared together for most respondents. In the research I 
showed, that some authors (Vail 1999, Kaufmann 1973) conceptualize unpredictability as an 
element of insecurity, thus assuming a relationship between the two. Although in my 
conceptualization I regarded unpredictability and insecurity as two separate dimensions, but I 
assumed that if we investigate these for the whole of an individual’s future, then these two 
dimensions go together: i.e. if an individual feels that his or her whole future is unpredictable, 
then that is accompanied by a feeling of insecurity as well. Thus, the gained results are in 
accordance with my expectations. Focus group and interview results helped to show, what 
kind of views might stand behind the inconsistent combinations of unpredictability-insecurity, 
and that at the roots of the combinations which seem inconsistent at first, often factors can be 
found which lessen the contradiction between the two dimensions. For example, if one talks 
of unpredictability and security about one’s future, then it can be the case, that although she 
or he feels that the future is not foreseeable, but because of her/his self-confidence feels in 
effect certainty about the fact, that whatever might happen, she/he will deal with it well.  

 

Focus group and interview results refined the description of uncertainty based on quantitative 
data from several aspects. In the groups and in the interviews, feeling of uncertainty was 
mainly not voiced on the world level, but only in the context of Hungary. The majority did not 
regard uncertainty as a natural, necessary, inevitable phenomenon. At the center of insecurity 
were not the global ecological dangers assumed by the late-modern theories, but one’s own 
(or one’s close family members’) material- and work situation. The groups and interviews also 
showed what kind of different fears are articulated about the material and work situation.  

The qualitative component also brought to light, what we could not find out from the surveys, 
that complaining of uncertainty often goes together with voicing certain other opinions.  Such 
views are for example, that there is no energy to plan the future, or that uncertainty is still 
increasing in Hungary since the system change. Uncertainty often went hand in hand with 
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emphasizing dissatisfaction with one’s own situation, malaise, pessimism, feeling of being 
unprotected, vulnerability and injustice. Further research, theory building should investigate 
these issues deeper. 

The reader of the study might ask, so can the feeling of uncertainty be regarded to be of high 
level in Hungary? The empirical results of the research showed, that uncertainty is for sure 
not a negligible problem in Hungary: most people in the focus groups and in the survey, 
reported at last a certain degree of uncertainty. However, declaring the absolute degree of 
uncertainty in itself as great is a subjective enterprise. It is a more objective solution, if we 
compare the Hungarian results with data from other countries, and also with earlier 
Hungarian data. Looking at the data of the four countries analyzed in the research, we can 
conclude that in the investigated West-European post-industrial societies the feeling of 
unpredictability is definitely lower than in Hungary. However, in the case of insecurity the 
picture is not so unambiguous. Although the population of one of the examined West-
European countries, Great Britain, feels considerably less fear and anxiety about their future 
as Hungarians, but the people of the other analyzed West-European country, France, feel 
almost as much insecurity about their future as the Hungarians do. The degree of uncertainty 
of the Greeks falls very close to that of the Hungarians. Although Hungarians have a higher 
average of unpredictability and insecurity as the Greeks, but this difference is only significant 
in the case of one of the ways of the measurement of unpredictability. Thus, the theories 
presented in the research could not offer a suitable explanation for these data. In the future it 
would be worth to investigate other theories in connection with national differences in 
uncertainty. We can formulate some assumptions about certain alternative explanations in 
the face of the present data.  It can be seen from the data, that a greater prosperity of the 
country in itself does not guarantee that there the level of security will be higher than in a 
poorer country (as we have seen with the case of France and Hungary). In the future, it would 
be also interesting to investigate explanations in connection with the extent of individualized 
cultures in the different societies, as well as explanations relating to changes in the countries’ 
economic situation over time. 

It is not possible to compare the results of the research with earlier Hungarian results, as 
exactly these phenomena were not measured earlier in Hungary. In the study, I brought 
examples that certain subjective quality of life measures improved in Hungary already in the 
second half of the nineties, some other measures in the last years (Sági 2000, Sági 2002). 
Some sociologists made assumptions that the improvement can maybe be the result of the 
adaptation of actions and attitudes, aspirations of the people to the new circumstances after 
the socialist system (Spéder-Paksi-Elekes 1998). The unpreparedness, about which some 
authors write in connection with the difficulties of the economic recessions of the nineties 
(Lengyel-Janky 2002), could also have declined, and the abilities to deal with such problems 
could maybe develop better, especially in the younger cohorts. More concretely, looking at 
the topic of uncertainty, we can formulate the assumption, that compared to the beginning of 
the 90s, today the standard to which people judge future states as predictable or 
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unpredictable probably changed, it also probably changed what extent of unpredictability they 
hold to be “normal”.  If the high aspiration level that could be observed near the system 
change later adapted to the objective circumstances, then the future states regarded as 
negative declined also, and this could contribute to a decline of insecurity (as according to my 
definition, insecurity is felt, when people have fear or are anxious that a future state they 
regard to be negative might take place).  If people learnt with their actions to react to the 
changes in the objective circumstances, then they might feel that with their actions they have 
lessened the possibility of a future negative state, and this also can have effects in the 
direction of lessening fears and anxieties. Based on these arguments, an assumption can be 
formulated, that the extent of uncertainty was probably higher in the first half of the 90s in 
Hungary, than in the investigated years, 2001 and 2002. The above are, however, strictly to 
be understood as hypothetical assumptions. It would be worthwhile to study how the extent of 
uncertainty changes in the future in Hungary. 

In the research only the first steps were made in the direction of the empirical analysis of 
uncertainty. So far within sociology, many more theoretical studies have dealt with 
uncertainty, than empirical works. Within psychology, social psychology there were several 
empirical researches conducted, these however were often based on small, non-
representative samples. Often empirical researches, which investigated this topic only 
examined one theoretical explanation and did not compare different theoretical assumptions. 
Several theories, which I used in the research, did not deal with uncertainty in the way I 
defined it in the study, but only with phenomena close to it. In the future, the building of more 
complex models, the stronger filtering for alternative explanations, and the deeper 
connections between the theoretical assumptions needs to be done. 

 

When evaluating the results, it needs to be taken into account that whilst the theoretical 
explanations assume a causal relationship, treating uncertainty as the effect, the empirical 
methods of the research only enable us to discuss the empirical connection of two factors 
and not their cause-effect relationship. In case of some hypotheses these makes less of a 
problem, as a reversed causal relationship is unlikely, but there are some hypotheses where 
the argument that the causal relationship can only be in one direction is rather flimsy. 

We most also not forget, that the models and methods, that I used both in the quantitative 
and the qualitative analysis rest upon numerous assumptions, conditions.  

It is also import to take into account, that focus groups are a rather special research situation, 
where group dynamics can greatly influence the discussions. Naturally, results from focus 
groups and interviews are not representative.  However, the fact that there were strong 
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convergences between many groups and interviews, and that similar clusters of opinion 
appeared again and again, greatly supports the assumption, that results might have a 
significance outside of the concrete focus group/interview situations as well. Also, if we 
compare the questionnaires filled out by the participants and what was voiced in the focus 
groups, it can be stated, that on the one hand, the individual opinions expressed in the 
screening questionnaire dared to appear in the group discussions even if they were minority 
opinions, which were opposite of the majority opinion. On the other hand, they showed that it 
was not only the group situation, which caused the participants to focus on the material and 
work situation, as this appeared already in the questionnaires.  

In case of insecurity, we had to deal with the measurement problems of feelings (Larsen-
Fredrickson 1999). Whilst earlier, certain negative affective situations (especially the 
pathologic and chronic conditions) were approached via symptoms, nowadays the self-report 
method, which I employed in the research, is widely used. However, we must not forget, that 
because of the measurement method, we only have verbal and written accounts of 
unpredictability and insecurity. In line with my essentialist approach I assume, that although 
individuals might have an inherent, inner attitude, feeling about uncertainty, this can be 
distorted by the different research situations. It can also happen, that certain individuals, 
groups do not admit even to themselves their own fears, as that would endanger their 
identity. There were some signs in that direction in the women managers’ focus group. The 
participants felt that they cannot feel insecurity, as a good manager’s important attribute is not 
having fear.  

 

When interpreting the results, it is also important to take into account that there exists a 
certain complaining culture in Hungary (Róbert 1996, Lengyel-Hegedus 2002). This 
complaining culture can affect results gained with both components.  

Quality of life researches already in the seventies showed, that when studying  
individual/societal well-being, it is important to take into consideration how the individuals 
judge their own situation themselves, it is not enough only to take the objective life 
circumstances into account (Zapf 2000). It is important to investigate individual attitudes 
amongst others because, as several researches have pointed out, the relationship between 
objective circumstances and their subjective evaluation is not particularly strong (Bukodi 
2001). In the research, I have shown, that although there existed a relationship between 
economic resources and uncertainty, but this was a weak relationship. 
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II. Discourse, Pragmatism and Vulnerability 

The fragmentation of the present and the correlated incapacity to figure out a personal future 
appear either in our focus groups or in the quantitative survey as major aspects of today’s 
experiences in social life with UIC. This is one of the main dimensions of social vulnerability: 
the dislocation of time representations and the lack of imaginable sustainable future based on 
durable human relations or durable institutional involvement are the symptoms of it. Another 
aspect is a consequence of this situation, that people can not establish a clear connection 
between changes happening in separate spheres. We have been looking for cumulative 
insecurity effects of uncertainty from one sphere to another, from work to family and from 
volatile economy to European integration, as many analysis of the “risk society” intended to 
show. Our research findings tend to demonstrate that not only distant spheres are not related 
to the immediate ones (i.e. work, family, close relationships), but that fragmentation of all kind 
of concerns, immediate or distant, is another sign of vulnerability. No symbolic meaning is 
attached to the different sources of uncertainty people are confronted with. “We don’t know 
what’s going to happen, but it’s going to be terrible!” This sentence, pronounced by one of our 
focus groups participants, summarises in a very concise and symptomatic ways the general 
feeling of lose of control. This was the main plot of the classical tragedy. In this sense, we can 
speak about the “tragic condition” of the individual in contemporary western societies. This is 
hard to accept as a price for individual emancipation even if the French individualism is very 
different from the British one.  

On the other side, the hypothesis concerning the extension of institutional mediations in 
everyday life is fully verified. Even if in France people tend to think that public institutions and 
private business could and should do more to correct negative effects of economic 
mechanisms, individual strategies and tactics to cope with socio-economic uncertainty show 
“the logic of the system” is already inside the civil world. The institutional web is inside the 
individual private space, it is in the very form of resistance individuals imagine as a solution to 
U&I related anxiety. That means technical and pragmatic adjustments are thought to be the 
only way to contain anxiety and U&I feelings within sustainable limits. But technical and 
pragmatic adjustments are also the main characteristic of the new form of control, i.e. 
precisely that being at the origins of the problem. 

The most outstanding event for all countries during the period of the research (2000-2004) 
was of course the Manhattan Attacks through their moral, political, economical and cultural 
consequences. In the French climate, this produced a new kind of paradox well underlined by 
Denis Duclos in a recent article (2004). On one hand, terrorist threats legitimated the problem 
of insecurity as “the most important political issue”, as it has been defined lately in the “Public 
Debate” procedure. This is somehow a predictable consequence of the terrorist Attacks. 
Even if the term “insecurity” is vague enough to embrace all possible senses, it is intended, in 
the French political context, as urban violence and crime. It appears that both electoral victory 
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of the right and its more recent defeats are explained by policy successes (of Minister 
Sarkozy’s reinforcing the police forces) in challenging insecurity, or security policy errors 
(such as the very unpopular automatic car speed controls on the roads) On the other hand, 
societal evolutions towards more and more institutional and technical control, often invisible, 
seem to have opened the road to this legitimating of insecurity much more than international 
terrorism, which can then be considered as a secondary factor. Indeed, the quest for security 
and control now claimed by all kind of institutions as a result of the “insecurity” public demand, 
have followed, if we listen to other interpretations, a societal model of control. This model of 
control would be more ancient and more difficult to analyze than the visible, political forms of 
control and dangerization, because it is possibly related to the transformation of local social 
structures towards another kind of social links. Social links in this hypothesis are no more 
mediated by proximity and direct relationships, but by new technical possibilities of reciprocal 
surveillance and control (as well as for distant access to new forms of sociability). 

Our very abundant empirical evidence tends to confirm this analysis, and at the same time, 
invites us to extreme caution if we would search for a unique explanation to such complex 
changes. There is no technical determination of new social forms of control, as well as there 
is no pure social determination to new techniques of surveillance and control. As long as both 
dimensions are necessary conditions to one another, we would be wrong to look for one 
single and definitive explanation. But symptoms are clear: what we defined as the “safety 
paradox” is, for current lives of people we investigated, a very concrete puzzle to live with. 

This objective absence of choice for major events in one’s experience might well explain a 
well-spread feeling of being a victim, of being blindly lead to into a direction the individual 
ignores, very present in our interviews and Focus Groups in France. The current observation 
of inevitable changes that nobody can influence (also due to the decline of traditional political 
forms of action) leads to a passive-resigned attitude, which allows us to describe the 
individual’s position in French postindustrial society under the figure of the Victim. Change is 
the only responsible agent, so we are all victims of it, this summarises number of expressions 
we heard such as “we can do nothing”, “we have to cope with”, “we have no choice”, “this 
happens up there where we can not act”. The general feeling of victimation requires deeper 
analysis. It echoes as well as it fuels the so-called “rise of insecurity”, omni-present in the 
media and also in political discourses. In the light of urban crime and violence, being a victim 
means being a victim of somebody, of a particular category that can be designated and held 
accountable for it. This offers a character in the narrative of vulnerability: the young poor 
immigrant living in the suburbs. 

But there is more. A lot in the contents of the victim position generalizing in France is related 
to the decline of the Welfare State,  that used to warrant, at a meta-social level, any form of 
solidarity (and security out of it). If we are all victims, is that we are “left alone” (“If we fail, the 
State will do nothing for us”, says a participant to a focus group in Lille), we are left alone with 
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the fear of falling over the edge. The Welfare State in France is more than a powerful all-
intervening Leviathan. It is the legacy of the fragile consensus settled after the World War II, 
the social contract trading material shared well-being against ideological confrontation 
between communist left and the traditional right wing parties. This took the form of the tri-
party management, with social partners (trade unions), political parties and civil society 
represented in most of the decision-making after war public institutions. The Welfare State 
used to be a safety net in front of socio-economic changes. The State progressively retired 
from its traditional assistance functions, but the demands are still very high from French 
people who do not believe that the economy determines public action, and still invest with a 
decisive power a State that does not assume this part any more. At the same time, one of the 
consequences of the change we analysed is that specific social alternatives to the Welfare 
State’s warranties tend to disappear under the pressure of the market and of the extension of 
institutional mediations. When asked what are the practical ways to cope with uncertainty, the 
most often specific social forms such as community, associations, neighbourhood, political 
involvement, family, friendship (all that we subsumed under the “direct sociality” term) are 
obviously missing. Individuals hesitate between the retirement in the intimate sphere, where 
the institutional mediations are stronger and stronger, and the demand for a steady political 
direction as the Welfare State used to consist of. But this last option is darkened by the very 
few trust people allow to all the political and decision sphere (“They live in a bubble” as this 
interviewed said).  

Vulnerable life is haunted by the imaginary of the Failure, incarnated in those who were 
thrown out of the “system” and are living in the street, and the threat of the young Immigrant, 
held accountable for crime and violence in the suburbs. Social vulnerability consist in a 
general deprivation, not only of material capital, but also values, norms, and communication 
resources to oppose the creation of specific social form to the permanent social change. Our 
definition of social vulnerability combines subjective and objective sides of uncertainty: it is the 
experienced lack of alternatives in front of a changing social and economic world perceived 
as hostile, stranger, all-mighty, illegible and unmasterable. Alternatives here mean either 
distinctive social resources such as direct sociality forms, or institutional ones, as the Welfare 
State used to be. More traditional terms such as “pauperisation” or “alienation” only deal with 
one aspect of vulnerability. All happens as if the middle class were even more exposed than 
the others, as if they were the less resourceful in front of the new uncertainty produced 
vulnerability. Thus vulnerability can be interpreted as the social pauperisation of middle 
classes. Under their socio-technical configuration, viable social forms regress into simple 
social positions in a nomenclature system where everyone has its assigned place. Symbolic 
and social resources however are not lost forever. Here the particular issue of “governance” 
meets the question of the ways to resist, i.e. for a society to be able to built relatively 
independent social forms in order to fulfil without damage essential human needs. This 
requires from the institutional sphere not more, but less performance. That means an 
autonomous space for action should be let to exist in everyday life to the detriment of 
institutional mediations. 
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III. Social Empowerment 

Our focus on prescriptive sociality and social empowerment is best exemplified by our 
findings in Greece. In the last fifteen years or so, Greece has been experiencing trends of 
socio-cultural change that have been challenging established patterns of sociality and 
culturally embedded ways of perceiving and morally accounting for the ordering of self / 
society interface. In the first post-war decades, due to the particular political and social 
conditions in which Greece found itself, the societal and political policies of security took a 
different form from the normative western European prototypes of the time. Efforts for the 
attainment of social security, in order to counter-balance a generalised socio-cultural 
syndrome of insecurity, for the majority of the population were largely undertaken by the unit 
of the family. During this period, the State has been and, most importantly, has been 
understood to be, employing a selective policy of security offerings in terms of clientelist 
criteria, with public sector employment emerging as the corner-stone of the State’s security 
“gifts” to its chosen ones. At a socio-cultural level, the model of “anarchic individualism” found 
fertile grounds to blossom, with “free-riders” excavating their chances and constituting their 
biographies of social ascent (or, simply, of coping with life) through an opaque and flexible 
order provided by State and private institutional resources, which made the mode of being 
always “on the alert” an essential socio-cultural pre-requisite. At the same time, the social 
accountability of social actors was pre-eminently directed towards the specific reference 
groups that individuals found themselves placed in and not to the largely understood as 
abstract notions of the society or the body politic. That fact notwithstanding, at a rhetorical / 
ideological level, prescriptive visions of a collective ideal “elsewhere” have been a steady 
feature of the everyday rhetoric of morality, usually in order to denounce the State and the 
Greek Others for their inappropriate civic functioning and to account for and legitimate the 
self’s divergences from, a so perceived, ideal civic functioning. 

In contemporary Greece, the structural underpinnings of this socio-cultural condition are 
gradually but steadily undercut or transformed. The era of economic growth without 
developments is largely forgone, the State is increasingly not able to correspond to societal 
demands and articulate its security offerings in terms of clientelist policies, the family unit is 
undergoing both structural changes as well as witnessing the ideological disenchantment with 
its functioning, mainly by younger generations, consumerism and the system of symbolic 
hierarchies that it ensues is increasingly corroding close social ties and the individualisation 
generating impact of the new economy, more generally, is gradually taking its toll within the 
contemporary Greek context. 

Undertaken at that socio-cultural cross-road, the UIE research project in Greece has 
managed to capture well the inherent ideological and representational tensions inherent in a 
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changing social order. Deeply rooted socio-cultural modes of understanding the social 
domain, its futures, its shortcomings and the place of the self within a changing world have 
been emerged, fused together with hybrid mentalities, agonies, concerns and rationales of a 
more recent social constitution and circulation. The State and its institutions, conforming to 
traditional frameworks of intelligibility, has been representationally acted upon as both the 
source of all societal evils as well as the repository of hopes and expectations. On the other 
hand, in a late-modern new liberal mood, the wish for a radical departure from its reign has 
also been representationally pursued. The private institutions and the market have also be 
ambiguously treated both as resources for counter-balancing the uncertainty of the social 
domain, mainly caused by the poor State functioning, as well as sources of concern about 
their inappropriate and civicly irresponsible way of operating. The contemporary Greek 
ambivalence with regard to the parameters that delineate social experience in the present 
day has been amply manifested in the dilemmatic treatment of the realm of direct sociality. 
Construed as both a remedy as well as poison, direct sociality emerged as both an 
empowering societal resource, on the basis of which prescriptive visions of an ideal collective 
elsewhere were enunciated as well as a trap in a past, unfavourable condition and as a 
societal mode of operating that blurs the institutional mode of operating that ought to be 
transparent if societal feelings of certainty and security were to prevail. The ambivalent 
treatment of notions of individualism by our Greek research respondents and participants is 
another good case in point about the dilemmatic and hybrid condition of contemporary Greek 
public consciousness.  

The evidenced ambivalence and dilemmas not withstanding, at a general plane of theorising, 
both the quantitative and the qualitative findings of our research certainly do not suggest that 
the contemporary Greek public finds itself in a condition of socio-cultural “helplessness” as a 
consequence of heightened reflexivity and of an “upwards” expansion of subjectivity to 
include distal spheres of societal experiences. Instead, what our data and analyses 
conclusively suggest is that the socio-cultural empowering impact of the “culture of intimacy” 
retains its agentic enabling dynamic and endows contemporary Greeks with the rhetorical / 
ideological asset of translating parameters, factors, trends and dangers of the late modern 
condition within a traditional culturally embedded framework of intelligibility, which allows for 
triumphant or merely enabled visions of the self / society interface to take precedence. It may 
be the case that the hermeneutic reflexive endeavours of our research participants denote, 
more frequently than not, the social identity dangers emanating for lay social actors from an 
increasing penetration of institutional forms and the market into the folds of everyday life. 
Nevertheless, this increasing penetration is not met with rhetorical / ideological insignia of an 
awareness of mere social dependency and lack of agency. By deferring to the rooted cultural 
awareness cum self-fulfilling prophecy that the institutional realm is always already corroded 
by the omnipotence and omni-relevance of direct sociality, cultural prescription and 
(projections of) agentic courses of action provide for the counter-resources proper to the 
uncertainty, insecurity and complexity of a contemporary Greek socio-cultural landscape, 
which gradually turns late-modern in its own culturally specific ways.  
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IV. Late Capitalism and Uncertainty 

There is little doubt that our participants feel exposed to great uncertainty and insecurity, 
mainly as a result of competition. In late capitalism, personal adequacy is relative and almost 
entirely dependent upon access to forms of institutional efficiency, such as work, 
consumption, education, welfare or entertainment. The great majority of means by which the 
subjects can constitute themselves, as persons and as social beings, is now beyond their 
control. Access to these means is always provisional upon the conditions set by the system 
each time concerned. Individuals are interchangeable modules of such systems, not 
personalised members of communities. 

Success in accumulating types and degrees of access to systems of institutional performance 
does not, however, provide a resort of certainty and confidence. This is not because of broad 
concerns that go beyond individual interests, but because of the collapse of permanence and 
stability in the sphere of individual experience32. The middle classes feel vulnerable, despite 
being aware of their privileged position, and display empathy or compassion for those who 
are exposed to more insecurity. But in late capitalism class is not the only predictor of 
vulnerability, thought it remains an important one. Access to a socio-cultural environment that 
bears the marks of direct sociality is also of the essence. There is convincing evidence in our 
research that the capacity to consider contemporary concerns from a perspective of collective 
orientation is in fact more important than the socio-economic position in itself33. The 
differences in social environments, combining both that of national culture and other more 
specific layers, reveal a significant structural pitfall in the advancement of late capitalism. 
Simply put, the increasing efficiency of contemporary institutions and organisations increases 
the level of competition for achieving personal adequacy. The individual insularity that follows 
corrodes the social bond and minimises the cultural effects that the social bond produces. 
This makes inevitable the immersion of each subject into the concerns of maintaining a 
competitive life trajectory in the middle of continuous change. The decline of social and 
cultural belonging greatly accentuates the feelings of vulnerability caused by this immersion. 

The terrified citizen of new capitalism is persecuted by anxiety and seeks refuge in those 
spaces that are less dependent upon the function of institutions and organisations. When a 
culture of direct sociality is lost, these spaces are mainly limited to the inner self and the 
nuclear family. This regression to the immediate sphere of experience leads to successive 
centripetal cycles and to the increasing abandonment of the sphere of collective coexistence. 
Practices, values and representations of social and political coexistence wither away under 

                                                   
32 Tulloch and Lupton (2001) supply a sound example of how this individual embeddednes escapes Beck’s description of the risk 
society, its public sphere and its politics.  
33 This is true for the range of socio-economic positions that we have discussed here, ranging from middle-class professionals to 
manual workers. With extreme exceptions, e.g. great wealth or significant deprivation, it is also true for other classes. 



 
 
 
UNCERTAINTY AND INSECURITY IN EUROPE (UIE) FINAL REPORT 

(HPSE-CT-1999-00006) 

 p.  222

the pressure of personal vulnerability and the concentration on individual defences against it. 
This is most probably why political stakes in liberal western capitalism emerge more than 
ever in terms of multiple individual threats, rather than normative ideological visions. Beyond 
individual consequences, there is little direct interest in broader concerns and problems and 
little reflexivity regarding the general premises of national or international developments. The 
theoretical assumptions of reflexive modernisation in the ‘risk society’ are largely a 
consequence of a legitimate mistaking of parallel individual concerns for a collective cultural 
condition34. What seems to have happened in fact is that liberalism has transformed the 
social universe through economic change and this largely involves the transformation of the 
socially empowered person to an insecure competitive player.  

Conversely, social empowerment is in rapid retreat. Besides enclaves, it remains active 
mainly through the survival of cultures that maintain dimensions based on a past of direct 
sociality that is not yet too distant. Firstly, later transition of the society to capitalist modernity 
and, secondly, lower class, favour the survival of such cultures. In these cultures individual 
experiences of uncertainty and insecurity are countered by a strong degree of social 
empowerment. This empowerment supports a critical discourse, which hinges individual 
uncertainty onto collective conditions and neutralises its alienating consequences. There is a 
constant three-way link between the personal, the social and the political which secures a 
degree of active citizen engagement with the understanding of their society and polity. 

 

As things stand, we find ourselves in front of a major paradox posing a great challenge to the 
structures of governance, both public and private. The more the public and private 
organisations that serve our societies become efficient, the more the nervous system of our 
societies – their collective cultures – become unresponsive. New ideologies will have the task 
to propose visions of organisational and technological performance that do not precipitate 
citizens into individual uncertainty. The fundamental question that will underlie the creation of 
such visions is that of maintaining a necessary level of competition between social 
participants in societies of abundance, without resorting to uncertainty and fear. New cultures 
must emerge in order to replace insecurity with confident aspiration and, consequently, 
apathy with participation; but this cannot happen without a conscious effort to protect what is 
probably the greatest generator of coherence, meaning and security, the social bond and its 
cultural effects. 

 

                                                   
34 See also Elliott 2002 for some sociological suggestions concerning the theorisation of risk and reflexive modernisation.  
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V. Social Uncertainty and Complexity 

The project’s findings support the idea that both individual and institutional actors in 
contemporary Europe are under great pressure in a world that becomes increasingly complex 
and difficult to manage. There is early evidence for the following tendencies: 

i. An accelerating pace of change is seen by all actors35 as an almost natural, inherent 
difficulty of contemporary socio-economic conditions. It is considered that increasing change 
and the consequent increasing demand for adaptability should be taken for granted. 

ii. The combination of complexity and change accentuates dependence on modules of 
institutional action. The autonomy of all actors is rapidly disintegrating and being substituted 
by their capacity to identify, combine and use modules of institutional activity as resources for 
their project. 

iii. Stable accumulation of resources becomes impossible. Categories like education, once 
being perceived as personal attributes, are immersed into the opacity of maintaining 
competitive skills. Corporate reputation and industrial pride are transformed into secondary 
appendices of assessment by stock-market analysts. Consequently, competition deepens 
while at the same time structures itself around resources from which the actor can be 
dispossessed at any time. This leads to increasing stress, anxiety and consequent 
disenchantment with broad considerations, political or otherwise.    

iv. A hegemonic discourse promoted by political governance has paradoxically succeeded in 
supplying the ideological impetus for the expansion of this alienating and stressful dynamics. 

v. Competition for the widest possible access to modules of institutional activity leads to 
atomisation and de-socialisation. The work sphere has colonised the largest part of individual 
existence, particularly in late modern contexts. Complexity and uncertainty ostracise the 
socio-political dimensions of the individual and turn her into a single-minded builder of a 
competitive self, mostly centred on professional performance and development. 

 

 

VI. Competition, the Centrality of Work and the Market: Strategy and Tactics 

Our data support the idea that there is a major perceptual centre of concentration which 
accompanies IS at different degrees, across the national societies studied. Although there are 
generation variations, particularly with regard to retirement, it seems clear that the work- and 

                                                   
35 The term is used here to indicate all acting units, such as public institutions, private sector organisations, civic 
organisations, groups and individuals. 
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career- oriented concerns, options and efforts play a prominent role in the experience of 
Uncertainty, Insecurity and Complexity (UIC). This role is not super-ordinate or very different 
from that of other lines of development of the self (parenthood, intellectuality, intra and inter-
gender performance, lifestyle construction, etc.) but it seems to have an organising and 
concentrating function, acting as the backbone of the whole structure. This is probably 
because the career is the ultimate proof of institutional validity and usefulness, which also 
echoes the devastating social disadvantages of unemployment, even in conditions of relatively 
secure material existence. Our data show that the lines of self development, which are also the 
components of individual trajectories, are in fact greatly perceived in terms of atomised 
competition of which work is the ultimate crystallisation. 

Performance in terms of the professional dimension of the self is not only a departure point 
but also a point of return, with the work sphere36 incarnating better than any other the crucial 
link between competition and UIC. In general, the closer issues are to that sphere, the higher 
the UIC that are caused. This results in a condition where the domination of IS is combined 
with what can be seen as a real ‘imperium’ of work over the perceptions of the self, others 
and the social environment in general. What this state of affairs exemplifies is the deepening 
entanglement of social existence with immersion in planned competitive profiles, across the 
spectrum of the societies studied. In addition to the connection of this issue with governance 
which is discussed in the next part of the report, the major outcome of this development is the 
qualitative difference that it entails for the horizon of contemporary European citizens. This is 
a clear shift away from awareness and adherence to collective systems, including political, 
cultural and normative ones; but also a shift away from long-term principled and strategic 
visions of individuals’ own trajectories and the trajectories of their offspring. UIC cause 
regression to the level of tactics for selecting, acquiring and cumulating modules of 
institutional action and make European citizens perform like ball jugglers, trying to keep the 
game going with an ever-increasing number of balls. Concentration is therefore limited to 
decisions and tasks, and to the maintenance of necessary or desirable combinations of 
those, rather than on formative aspirations concerning the type of environment that 
individuals wish to have and their own position within it. Across our national societies, the 
existence of a master plan for life becomes rarer with the extreme development of young 
people in late modern societies looking forward to retirement as an era of peace and 
freedom. The current decline of a strategic master plan is both directly related to UIC and to 
the mode of accumulating advantages in a context of volatile competition. It is a development 
that should attract great attention not as a turn towards fragmentation, which would be a mere 
description of the phenomenon, but as a large scale consequence of spreading IS. The fact 
that this development is taking place not only at the level of individuals but also at that of 
institutional actors of all types illustrates effectively the force and the direction of the dynamics 
of the structural changes that we discuss.    

                                                   
36 We use the term ‘work sphere’, by opposition to the ‘labour market’, in order to denote the entire universe  of the 
social and personal implications of work and to combat the implicit ideological position  that the process of human 
labour can be adequately understood as a market. However, when we address the economically competitive 
dimensions of the work sphere we do use the term ‘labour market’ to facilitate the reader.  
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VII. List of Concluding Points 

We can reliably suggest that UIC can best be seen as a combined direct outcome of the link 
between a) socio-economic and cultural change, b) political and institutional governance, and 
c) effects on societies, parts of societies, and individuals. We are now able to assert on the 
basis of our data, and of our analyses so far, that this link exists and is very strong. The main 
conclusions to which we have come so far regarding this link are the following: 

I. UIC are important negative aspects  of people’s experience both in late modern and 
non-late modern European societies and social environments within these societies. 

II. UIC are not generated in the remote sphere of concerns, as both dominant 
theoretical positions in social sciences and political governance maintain; they are 
largely produced in the immediate sphere of existence. 

III. The primary cause of UIC is the combined pressure of three factors: 

a. the accentuation of socio-economic competition and the support for this 
continuing accentuation by political governance; 

b. the phenomenal increase of ‘institutional mediation’ in the postindustrial society, 
i.e. the progressing replacement of socio-cultural systems of negotiation, values 
and beliefs by systems of institutional performance. These systems are not 
subject to any social or cultural pressure and come as a result beyond the 
control – and often beyond the very understanding – of socialised individuals; 

c. the consequent decline of social empowerment for individuals, groups and, 
consequently, entire societies; 

IV. UIC affect different societies, parts of societies and social strata in dissimilar ways. In 
general: 

a. societies where institutional mediation is less strong are often more exposed to 
higher U&I (though not necessarily C); however, they have a more normative 
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(“prescriptive”) attitude towards their environment, and are therefore better 
equipped to withstand damaging UIC effects; 

b. this prescriptive attitude is often associated with the general capacity of 
members of such societies to produce universal prescriptive models as to “how 
things should be” , an attitude that helps people pin down UIC to specific aspects 
of their lives (usually touching upon income, employment, family and health 
care) and produce clear representations of their environment; 

c. lower classes are socio-culturally better equipped to withstand damaging UIC 
effects; 

d. individuals that are upwardly mobile, or aspire to such mobility, tend to regard 
UIC as neutral or welcome aspects of contemporary life, provided that they do 
not touch upon factors that may negatively affect their class positions or 
aspirations; 

e. people, across societies, closely attached to strong belief or community systems 
(be they religious, political or otherwise) stem UIC much better than other social 
participants; 

f. as a result, the risk of the proliferation of fragmentary communities of belief (such 
as sects) is high and rapidly increasing; 

g. ethnic, religious and social minorities that are exposed both to high UIC and to 
an identity of Otherness imposed on them by majorities, are in a very difficult 
position in Europe and increasingly withdraw their symbolic allegiance to their 
societies; if this double dynamics continues, such minorities can increasingly 
distance themselves from their societies and, under specific circumstances, turn 
against them; 

h. younger generations seem to develop a culture where UIC are taken for 
granted. However, this change is accompanied by a long series of drawbacks, 
such as disinterest for public issues, political change and utopias as well as 
exclusive focus on consumption and material benefits. It remains to be seen if 
this cultural adaptation will survive prolonged exposure to UIC.    
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V. Class position is of utmost importance regarding not only exposure to UIC, but also 
their representation, interpretation and experience. In particular: 

a. the lower classes seem to find themselves in an increasingly stressful 
predicament. This is mainly caused by the double pressure of institutional and 
market demands and standards on the one hand, and the heavily eroded low 
level stability and certainty that these classes enjoyed up until the 1970s. It is not 
an exaggeration to suggest that the socio-economic role of the lower classes 
under the present circumstances is practically impossible to fulfil; 

b. as a result, in societies where social empowerment is also eroded, the effect of 
UIC is devastating; the social condition of poor suburbs throughout Western 
Europe testifies to this effect;     

c. the lower middle classes are often exposed to high degrees of UIC, mainly 
depending on the occupation of the main family earner(s); however, the decline 
of their socio-economic participation and influence is rapidly affecting their 
control over their present and future; they can be seen as fundamentally 
destabilised; 

d. the middle and upper middle classes are also experiencing high levels of UIC, 
though these expectedly touch somewhat less upon the immediate present than 
UIC in lower classes. Nonetheless, and despite a certain degree of nuance, it 
would be fair to say that the certainties of a middle class position are almost 
over, particularly inasmuch as intergenerational continuity is concerned. 

e. the upper classes, mainly researched via the interviews with senior executives 
and officials in the private and the public sector, seem sensitive to UIC increase 
regarding their professional field and violent threats (such as crime and 
terrorism), but relatively certain about their individual trajectories;  

f. strong and recurrent concern is expressed in all classes (except for the upper 
class) about children and their future; social empowerment helps people link 
these concerns to concrete worries (e.g. employment and income) whilst 
‘socially weak’ individuals remain unclear about what can be done to secure the 
future of their children. 
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VI. Concern about parental care and time dedicated to one’s children are prevalent in 
our data. The combination of (seeking) work and family is often destabilising and 
stressful; as a result, women seem to suffer more from career interruption, financial 
dependency and motherhood-related stress or guilt. Men seem to face less visible 
but very serious problems of identity, competence and role in the family. 

VII. UIC sharply accentuate the distinction between “winners” and “losers” in today’s 
Europe. One of the most worrying forms of that distinction is that those who have to 
undergo UIC need to develop a different socio-culture from those who either enjoy 
stability and certainty or benefit from uncertainty and change; given the Premises of 
European social and political culture, a risk of deep social division is clear here; 

VIII. UIC combined, form the major vehicle for the individualisation of failure and 
inequality in contemporary Europe (and, most probably, in all contemporary capitalist 
democracies). Socially disempowered individuals can only count on success in 
capitalist competition (mainly in the labour market) in order to attain a satisfactory 
level of self-respect; given the very foundation of competition, where the majority by 
definition fails, there is a great and rapidly increasing deficit of self-satisfaction. The 
concept of “personal adequacy”, which we introduce with this report, depicts the 
growing impasse of the European citizens in terms of self-realisation, self-respect 
and well-being. Reversing this tendency should be a major priority for political 
governance in Europe. 

IX. There are several ways in which UIC have become major sources of political apathy, 
disengagement from the political process, and distrust, indifference or disdain 
towards public institutions and their representatives. 

X. A process of fundamental socio-cultural erosion is under way in Europe; without 
interference from governance structures, the decline of both citizen well-being and of 
the European socio-political model are a matter of time and conjunctures. 

Finally, it is important to state that we have not concluded all possible analyses of all our data 
and findings, particularly inasmuch as the theoretical implications of our research our 
concerned. As a result, the views that we have expressed here might be altered by more 
elaborate processing of our data; it is not impossible that our analyses might be overturned in 
some rare cases and to a limited extent, as it happens occasionally with deeper examination 
of data and revisiting of theses. 
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IV. UIC AND GOVERNANCE, RECOMMENDATIONS 

  

Both our theoretical framework and our empirical feedback have clarified that UIC are in 
today’s Europe related to the impact of institutional action and that they can be part of self-
proliferating cycles that prosperity as such cannot resolve. This condition is at the heart of the 
multi-faceted contemporary conundrum of improving the relationship between change and 
citizens’ total life experience.  It is today thought that these facets are quite independent; that, 
for example, anxiety over improvement of material conditions and abandonment by the 
political structure in rural Hungary has nothing to do with existential dissatisfaction and 
political apathy in urban France. Our research is oriented towards showing that this is not true 
at the level of macroscopic and mesoscopic analysis of today’s transitional, emerging and 
mature capitalist societies and that there is in fact between such different phenomena 
uninterrupted continuity articulated around the same or similar developments. UIC are an 
important part of this continuity and establish in their turn a perception of the social, political 
and economic universe that is essential for its further orientation and development. It is 
accordingly fundamental that political governance both take into account this feedback cycle 
and seek to reduce UIC as such for European citizens and organisations. 

 

I. A Challenge to Political Governance 

We will not focus now on calls that can be made on the basis of our research for critiques of 
political governance with regard to specific themes in specific societies. We have supplied 
early indications of such calls in our working papers. Our purpose here is to present the 
fundamental contribution that this research may make to the very understanding of political 
governance as a function of power use, through the fundamental form of administrative 
decision-making and implementation. 

Within the theoretical context of this research, political governance is the only structure that is 
capable and competent to have an intentional, planned, co-ordinating effect on public and 
private sector institutions. This means in practice that political governance is the first structure 
to turn to, when seeking to orient and control institutional action and its effects on behalf of 
society. Such control and orientation are of great importance for a series of reasons. Firstly, 
institutional mediation is becoming the decisive raw material at the same time of the market 
and of social coexistence, which in fact means that these two universes increasingly merge 
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into one space de facto controlled by the parameters of adherence and access to institutional 
action. Secondly, this development has been taking place imperceptibly and appears as a 
coincidental juxtaposition of unrelated fragments; although it is in fact the major formative 
post-war development for capitalist societies, it is not even conceptualised yet.  It should, 
however, be at the centre of contemporary debates around the future of capitalist societies. 

UIC are in one way or another related to the penetration of institutional action. They are also 
major factors of lowering citizen’s quality of life. Among the most important effects of UIC that 
we could list are: 

a) Rapid erosion of the social bond and consequent decline of feelings of social proximity 
and social belonging. 

b) Disempowerment of the individual as a locus of integrated comprehension of all levels of 
her environment; fragmented understanding of the contemporary environment due to the 
complexity of unrelated conditions, initiatives and ‘issues’. 

c) Consequent inability to form priorities and desires on the overall direction of the socio-
political universe; abandonment of attempts and ambitions to engage with planned, 
ideological visions of a stressfully uncertain and unmanageably complex world; retreat to 
the private sphere and passive or apathetic attitude towards the governing of social 
coexistence, economic activity and relationship with nature. 

d) Deepening dependence on the market for the procurement of an adequate self and the 
substitution of collapsing social spaces. 

e) Decline of normative attitude towards society and adoption of individual defensive 
approaches. 

f) Withering of all social dimensions of the self and tyrannising dependence on social 
attributes derived from work hierarchy. 

g) Withering or severe contraction of environments of proximate interaction and solidarity, 
such as neighbourhood, friendship and family. 

h) Growing intensity of competition in order to secure conditions of comparative certainty, 
thus inevitable progression of the threshold of comparative uncertainty leading to a 
collective treadmill, increasingly motivated by avoidance of regression rather than 
positive aspiration. 

i) Projection of individual disempowerment and vulnerability to the outer world, and 
consequent perception of the broad developments in terms of avoiding overwhelming 
threats rather than facing manageable challenges. 

These developments are more visible in late modern social environments, but not less active 
in other environments where they may still be partially counterbalanced by direct sociality 
cultures and practices. This brings UIC to the centre of considerations around political 
participation, representation and governance, as they crucially influence the capacity of 
citizens to conceive of a politically meaningful world, the maintenance of the social bond as 
such, the democratic setting of priorities for the present, and the capacity to produce 
evaluative assessments of visions for the future. Otherwise put, UIC lead to a society where 
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political exclusion is universal. The important first stage is the acknowledgement that efficient 
political governance can neither deliver nor substitute for politically empowered citizens, and 
that such citizens cannot exist without a manageably stable and clear context of experience. 
‘Civil society’ and other forms of institutional action on behalf of the polity do not resolve the 
fundamental deficit of the emerging lack of a political culture as such; they may quite often 
add to it. It is therefore a fundamental duty of political governance to seriously strive to 
reverse UIC and produce co-ordinated programmes for the coherent organisation of 
institutional action so as to reconstruct meaning and relationships at the level of collective 
human coexistence, and restore the critical mass of certainty and security that is necessary 
for engagement with that level. This second stage should be understood as a direction of 
action as important as education, welfare or health, since its lack deprives citizens of an 
indispensable resource for conceiving of themselves as competent members of their polity. 

Suggesting that political governance should lead the struggle towards the production and 
maintenance of clarity and certainty, may seem at first sight totalitarian or merely silly. It would 
be so, if UIC were not a direct outcome of surging institutional mediation and a fundamental 
parameter of the institutional sociality that comes with it. Efficient institutional mediation, i.e. 
expanding supply of best possible quality goods and services, has been the very objective of 
political governance since the emergence of modernity and the core of its legitimacy in 
modern societies after the second World War. That project has undoubtedly succeeded and 
the proliferation of reliable instances of institutional mediation, from basic utilities to exotic 
holidays and virtual games, has established its global domination. It is time to address the 
consequences of this domination at their most fundamental level and avoid becoming victims 
of a success that loses its meaning when it is abandoned to its own dynamics, unleashed 
from socially generated orientations. No less is needed than a re-thinking of political 
governance as a dimension, rather than a guarantee, of individual existence; and this should 
be part of a plan to adjust institutional action so as to allow space for that dimension in each 
individual conscience.  

 

II. Socio-Economic Security and the Governance of Transition 

 

One of the most complex and problematic areas in governing socio-economic change is the 
rapid erosion of forms of social coexistence and belonging, whose functions are not 
substituted by democratic participation and by welfare measures. Otherwise put, competition 
weakens social structures that produce crucial benefits in terms of social inclusion, economic 
solidarity and political participation. It is well substantiated that the end result is strong 
polarisation and exclusion, which destabilise individuals and crucially delay ‘development’ 
because of the accentuation of non-institutional strategies at all levels (corruption, tax 
evasion, clientelism, etc.) 
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Adequate socio-economic security depends on integrating the culture on the ground into 
human development plans, not competing with it. This governance of transition is particularly 
necessary in Central and Eastern Europe, where the acceleration of economic change leaves 
very little margin for slow and balanced social transition. Blowing away the social capital of a 
nation, rather than taking advantage of it in the development process, is a typical source of 
spectacular surges in social problems, such as crime and exclusion, that remain as chronic 
problems beyond transition periods. 

A series of issues for discussion arise from this problématique. Most importantly, the question 
of introducing a model of efficient governance that puts established socio-culture at the 
service of development, instead of looking at it as an obstacle to remove in the course of 
development. Secondly, it is worthwhile considering human security priorities from the 
perspective of societies that are not yet late capitalist. There are very significant lessons to be 
learnt from the higher empowerment of individuals in these societies, despite their harsher 
living conditions; in that sense human security know-how transfer can have a second flow 
from “the rest” towards the West.   

 

 

III. Governance, Policies and Meaning 

The fundamental deficits of the political process that we mentioned above indicate the urgency 
of restoring a reasonable level of coherence, clarity and certainty in contemporary societies; 
this is even more important for Europe, given the depth of conscious attachment to balanced 
socio-economic change that European societies display. That is of course deeply entangled 
with the reduction of excessive pressure from competition and the very possibility of a 
reasonably integrated social tissue. 

There may be many indirect ways to express the need for an entirely new angle to political 
governance. The direct way is to say that this new priority should be the restitution of meaning 
to a degree which allows for the comprehension and interpretation of one’s world and for 
consequent action. This involves the reduction of uncertainty, insecurity and complexity 
through the active co-ordination of all institutional activities towards mutually compatible 
patterns of engagement between these activities and with the citizens. The objective of this co-
ordination should be to make the social, political and economic environment manageable for its 
participants, and accordingly to design and adjust policies and activities in different sectors 
from the point of view of their combined effect on their recipient. A series of initial criteria for 
such policy-making is given in the last section of this part.  
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We supply here a simplified example to illustrate the principles of a co-ordination of policies 
oriented towards a meaningful, clear and reassuring combined outcome; in order to illustrate 
the extent of the problem, this example should be multiplied and superimposed on all other 
similar situations, both for individual and for institutional actors. We have found that there is 
spread concern about retirement income across the age spectrum. At the same time, the 
movement towards capitalisation and investment products provides a large set of options 
whose extent, reliability and differences are in practice impossible to decipher for any individual 
who needs to manage an average level of tasks and constraints (e.g. work, information, family, 
shopping, engagement with administrative services, leisure, social contacts, etc.) The shift 
from a given common pension track to a market of great opaqueness increases uncertainty 
and complexity without delivering any beneficial result in terms of clarity and certainty either for 
the specific actor or for the society in general. At the same time it accentuates feelings of 
vulnerability through competitive atomisation and fatalism, e.g. the idea that one may find 
herself in a situation of great difficulty in retirement while others ‘will have got it right’, or the 
feeling that ‘it is impossible to know what the right option is anyway’. In both cases, the 
individual is led to alienation form representations of the collectivity, expressed here at the level 
of governmental guidance on pension policy-making, and alienation from the market as such, 
which takes the form of a dangerous environment that one can neither comprehend nor 
control, but only adhere to. 

Regulatory policy-making is completely inadequate to address such problems (i.e. the majority 
of public policy problems!), precisely because it is oriented defensively towards the ‘quality’ of a 
material product or a service, rather than the manifold consequences which the availability of 
this product entails for the world of the actors who will ‘consume’ it, and for the society in which 
the whole process will take place. Otherwise put, there is no policy provision for the social 
quality of the product, i.e. its low or – better still – negative score in terms of unfruitful 
competitiveness, uncertainty, insecurity or complexity. This can only be achieved by 
configuring market based competition around meaningful, easily identifiable options which are 
built in collaboration with groups of citizens at the receiving end and are also audited from a 
strict ‘product quality’ approach. For example, a short range of ‘regimes’ that can be 
understood in a common sense context should be available from the beginning of adulthood to 
the end of one’s life (e.g. studying/working/not on paid work, low/high/medium income, 
planning to retire early/’normally’/late, with/without taking any career breaks). This should be a 
universal grid into which a limited series of benefits, pension contributions and capitalisation 
pension products could be inserted. The tested outcome should be that each individual be able 
to have without any external help a crystal clear picture of where she is at any given time with 
regard to her savings and investment project, and could ask for suggestions and actions by the 
institutions involved, which should necessarily be formulated according to the rationale of the 
established grid. In the same vein, adjustments on the part of the institutions due to structural 
economic changes should only be communicated to the user/client strictly in the terms of that 
grid, on penalty of subsequent legal challenge. 
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In conclusion, the immense propagation of unco-ordinated market, civil and public initiatives 
needs to be brought under an umbrella of policy guidelines and implementation protocols that 
are likely to re-appropriate the political and socio-economic spheres in terms of meaningful 
citizen involvement. 

 
 

 

IV. EU Governance and Re-Socialisation  

The European Union is passively engaged in the production of contemporary horizontal 
globalisation and in the social, political and environmental erosion that this causes. There are 
two levels at which the EU urgently needs to take an active stance: a) the establishment of a 
clear distinction between ‘beneficial’ and ‘detrimental’ globalisation, b) the wider, underlying 
representation of the economy in terms that favour and legitimate this distinction. The first 
issue involves the re-definition of liberalised global trade as a process that acquires meaning 
according to its consequences, rather than a principle that should obviously be adhered to for 
reasons of “growth”, “wealth creation” and vague references to the “trickle down effect”. The 
link between governance in the EU and globalisation should be mediated by the 
representations of Europe that the European peoples adhere to. This involves the level of 
problematising the role of the economy, which we will address first. 

 

a) The Re-Socialisation of the Economic 

The issue of liberal global markets can only be addressed today at a pragmatic, utilitarian 
level. This is due both to the hegemony of the USA in establishing the terms of the debate 
and to the fact that social erosion has turned the majority of postindustrial citizens into mere 
speculators on potential benefits. Paradoxically, such utilitarian terms can help the EU to 
carefully promote a alternative discursive model for the representation of the debate. This 
model should be based on a consensus reflecting historical and social identities to which 
European political parties will adhere because of strong public support37. It must be “branded” 
– probably as the “European model of global utility” – and promoted in the media and in 
public fora, both as a model of political discourse and as a generally accepted conceptual 

                                                   
37 A good national scale example of how this can be done is the exception in the audiovisual sector demanded by the French 
Balladur government in the 1993 WTO (GATT) negotiations. The decision to negotiate such an exception generated a very high 
degree of active support across political divisions, and without recourse to nationalist views. The debate was introduced in terms of 
the survival of the French culture under the global hegemony of the USA audiovisual industry.   
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framework, within which social and political divisions are constructed in the EU. It should 
serve therefore as an identifiable frame of reference at the same time for external 
negotiations, internal divisions, and public policies. This is the only way to gather the 
immense degree of support needed to question the sovereignty38 of unaccountable, 
horizontal globalisation. We will outline here four of the major components of that European 
model: 

i. sharp distinction between economy and society, not as operating systems but in their 
dimension as areas of application of values and norms; this should be supported by the 
parallel principle that the purpose of the economic is to serve the objectives of the social and 
the political; this could be formalised along the existing lines of European political discourse 
that although “one cannot govern against the economy”, “we want a market economy but not 
a market society”39; 

ii. insistence on the fact that social stratification and competition have to be justified in terms 
of politically acceptable social and environmental objectives; 

iii. reflexive attitude towards competition at all levels and introduction of the idea that 
competition – in the global market or elsewhere – should not be seen as a value, but as a 
game where all players should gain something of value, albeit some will gain more than 
others; 

iv. clear reference to the link between social and psychological erosion in the life of 
postindustrial citizens (crucially including the middle classes), and the processes of 
unaccountable globalisation; 

These main premises could serve as the foundations of the model and at the same time as 
criteria for bringing globalising processes under the assessment of the postindustrial citizens 
who produce it. Thus, they could serve as a basis of critical legitimation for EU claims at re-
orienting, channelling and, selectively, limiting globalising processes of little social, equitable 
or sustainable utility. 

                                                   
38 After the drafting of the Multilateral Agreement on Investment it is quite justified to speak of sovereignty in the context of 
unaccountable globalisation.  
39 Respectively, well-known adages of the German Chancellor Gerhard Schröder and the former Prime Minister of France Lionel 
Jospin. 
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V. Orienting Policy-Making Towards Social Results 

We wish to avoid a complex argument here because we believe that the design of concrete 
UIC-reducing policies should take place on an ad hoc basis that takes into account the 
context and implementation conditions in the policy area concerned. We, accordingly invite 
interested policy-makers to contact us in order to ask for specific recommendations in specific 
conditions and sectors.  

We focus below on the three main fulcrums for a project of reducing UIC in favour of 
reclaiming space for contemporary political culture. These are recommendations for general 
principles in UIC-related policy-making. We briefly present the issues only at the level of 
individuals, not that of organisations. 

1. The first fulcrum is that of co-ordinated institutional mediation, which needs to be divided 
into specific criteria and objectives for action. The process of monitoring results and 
continuously re-adjusting the system accordingly must be taken into account when these 
criteria and objectives are set. There can be several priorities for policy design that need 
to be set to achieve co-ordinated results. The clear priorities that we can see at this stage 
are: 

a. Correspondence between stratified social position and exposure to UIC. 
Although UIC are in general proportional to the access that one has to 
institutional mediation, they are also proportional to information about the 
possibility of that mediation. In addition, the part of UIC that concerns 
administrative obligations is inelastic, and therefore equally distributed across 
the social scale. The capacity to defend oneself against UIC is greatly stratified, 
and itself part of the vicious circle of accumulating modules of institutional 
mediation. 

 
The outcome of this condition is that those who are less capable of facing UIC 
are exposed to disproportionately greater amounts of it than those who are 
more capable of doing so. This results in disproportionate disaffiliation of the 
lower strata, even in the societies where the material conditions and the degree 
of education could reasonably sustain a link of socio-political cultural 
involvement for these strata. As a result, policy-making needs to be selective in 
all areas and take into account not only the different UIC exposure among 
social strata but their UIC defences as well. This would mean the urgent support 
of simplified procedures for the UIC underprivileged in terms of access to 
institutional action and mediation, both in the private and in the public sector. 
Such measures should be introduced by a combination of legal obligations and 
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powerful incentives. They should be designed and revised, as all UIC reducing 
measures, by a representative sample of the targeted populations themselves, 
who could be asked to provide ‘easy ways’ of dealing with a range of 
institutions, from the level of their local shopping area to that of remote sources 
of institutional mediation, such as central governement. We supply below two 
examples of initiatives for UIC underprivileged strata: 

 
b. ‘simplified paths of access’ to institutional mediation; these could include 

simplified procedures of engagement with targeted parts of the population for 
private and public institutions, such as obligations of institutions to contact clients 
exclusively over the phone, to remind them of options available to them before 
they expire, to supply information embedded in the client’s life context, to 
engage in reasonable predictions as to the likely impact of the issue at stake for 
the client’s life context, etc. For example, a low income household member 
seeking a loan to buy a second hand car in order to widen her area of possible 
employment would be entitled to receive a meaningful and reliable reply to the 
question ‘is this loan good for people like me?’ on penalty of the terms of her 
loan being changed by the courts; she could thus avoid the future repossession 
of her flat because she is unable to repay a loan designed for high earners 
wishing easy access to credit for urgent consumption. 

 
c. formal obligation for facilitation from institutions placing demands upon specific 

parts of the population; this should redistribute the complexity of the transaction 
according to the power and degree of information of the parts. For example, a 
low income farmer of primary education located in a remote area would be able 
to ask his most proximate authority for agriculture to provide him with a 
personalised plan of action in order to remain competitive and secure his 
subsistence over the medium and long term.   

 
2. The second fulcrum is that of reducing UIC generating parameters in institutional 

mediation, and the multiplying effect of the interaction between such parameters. This is 
a very large area with an unlimited scope of application. We supply below only two 
specific parameters for indicative purposes. 

 
a. multi-focusing and multi-tasking; this should be addressed by guidelines for 

producing goods, services, communication and procedures that can contribute 
towards the coherent, smooth integration of different parts of daily experience; 
the objective would be to drastically reduce  unrelated options that lead to the 
proliferation of decision-making problems or to the accumulation of tasks. For 
example, the obligation for nurseries to always have an additional childminder to 
supervise children after working hours, so that parents do not feel continuously 
stressed about unpredictable delays or schedule clashes. A disincentive could 
be given by the marking of delay time and the obligation to undertake 
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childminding at home for a day once half a day of delay has accumulated. This 
would improve family integration too. 

 
b. relationship between short term and long term stages of life trajectories; this is a 

wide dimension covering a series of major spheres such as work, family, health, 
income acquisition and continuity, etc. A much needed initiative is the integration 
of public policies and private services under the concrete obligation to integrate 
work, income and pension policies. A short range of ‘regimes’ that can be 
understood in a common sense context should be available from the beginning 
of adulthood to the end of one’s life (e.g. studying/working/not on paid work, 
low/high/medium income, planning to retire early/normally/late, with/without 
taking any career breaks). This should be a universal grid into which a limited 
series of benefits, pension contributions and capitalisation pension products 
could be inserted. The tested outcome should be that each individual be able to 
have without any external help a crystal clear picture of where she is with regard 
to her project and could ask for suggestions and actions by the institutions 
involved, which should be formulated according to the rationale of that grid. 

 
3. The third fulcrum is that of UIC indicators. This is an important issue for the identification 

of priorities, standardisation of approaches and effective monitoring of policies. Any 
recommendations on this issue would be too premature at this stage. We do anticipate, 
however, that these indicators will be based on the following: 

 
a. measuring of public UIC perception with a broad range of social science 

methods. 
b. new concepts that describe UIC parameters in a way that allows to apportion 

responsibility between the producer and the recipient of institutional mediation; 
such concepts could resemble the ones below: 
i. ‘integration’, to indicate coherence and compatibility with an environment 

of operation that is certain and clear; 
ii. ‘optionality’, for the proliferation of options caused; 
iii. ‘adherence’, for the lack of elasticity on the part of the producer and the 

imposition of non-negotiable constraints, terms and conditions on the 
recipient; 

iv. ‘desocialisation’, ‘deculturalisation’, for the social/cultural erosion caused; 
v. ‘dependence’, for the likelihood of the recipient being further absorbed 

into the institutional environment under assessment; 
vi. ‘reliance’, for the trust that the recipient can place on the producer; 
vii. ‘distance’, ‘proximity’, for the responsiveness of the producer to the 

concerns of the recipient; 
viii. ‘competiveness’, for the urgency to compete that the action of the 

producer causes for the recipient;  
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ix.  ‘familiarity’, for the degree to which the producer adopts the culture and 
life context of the recipient. 
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V. SCIENTIFIC ANNEXE 

i. Table of Focus Groups40 

 
ANALYTICAL AXIS FG 

no 
DESCRIPTION COMPLETE PROFILE LOCATION OTHER 

SCREENING 
CRITERIA 

1  Community of 
High DS41 

• Balanced gender. 
• Age 35-45. 
• Working at least 3/4 time. 
• High DS.  
• Strong values (and, if possible, practices) of solidarity and social control. 

AS OFF-CENTRE AS 
POSSIBLE. 

C: 2-5 
G: 4-5 
H: 4-5 
J: 2, 9 
K: 4-7  

A. SOCIALITY 

2 
 

Individuals of 
Low DS 

• Balanced gender. 
• Age 35-45. 
• Working at least 3/4 time. 
• High contact with institutional action. Self-employed people from the 

'professions', i.e. middle class professions. 
 

Not off-centre, though 
not necessarily a 
major conurbation. 

C: 6,7 
G: 6-9 
H: 7-9 
I: 3-5 
J: 4-5 
K: 3-4, 8 

                                                   
40 The instructions included here are indicative. Detailed definitions and clarification of all terms and concepts were discussed in lengthy detail with all Research Associates. 
41 = Direct Sociality. 
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3 Self-Perceived 
‘Normal’ 
Employees 

• Balanced gender and age spread. 
• Balanced private/public sector spread. 
• Includes the skilled working class and all types of lower middle class 

employees. 
 

Medium size city (not 
off-centre). 

C: 4-5 
G: 4-5 
H: 4-6 
I: 3-5 
J: 8-9 
K: 4-6, 8 

B.    WORK 

 

 

4 Self-Perceived 
‘Normal’ 
Retirees 

(The profile is the same as previous, adjusted for retirees) 
• Balanced gender spread. 
• Balanced age spread, beyond usual retirement age. 
• Same as previous, adjusted for retirees. 
• Balanced private/public sector spread. 
• Includes retirees from the skilled working class jobs and all types of lower 

middle class jobs. 

Medium size city (not 
off-centre). 

C: 4-5 
G: 4-5 
H: 4-6 
I: 3-5 
K: 4-6, 8 

C. TOGETHERNESS AND 
DIFFERENCE 

5 Adolescent 
Group 
(Secondary 
School 
Students) 

 

• Balanced gender spread. 
• Balanced spread across the educational attainment scale (judged by 

marks). 
• Group from the same year and school, within the two last years from 

leaving school and starting University. 
• Core student profile of the school should be of lower middle class origin. 

Medium size city. G: 4-5 (highest 
earner in the 
family) 
H: 4-6 
I: 3-5 (highest 
earner in the 
family) 
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6 Enclave 
Members 

• Members of a community of belief that rejects dominant social values as 
widely and as strongly as possible. It is strongly desirable to have members 
of more than one enclave.  

• Alternative vision that they propose as a model for the entire society; NOT 
attitude of mutual non-interference with the life of other people.  

• Probably looking therefore for groups of political activists that are very 
attentive to maintaining the purity of their beliefs and to transmitting them to 
others. A religious sect or a group of political or environmental activists 
would suit our purposes.  

 

An off-centre location 
would be a plus. 

 

 

7 Ethnic Others 

 

• Balanced age and gender spread. 
• Participants from different ethnic minorities against which it is generally 

agreed that prejudice exists. 
• No pre-existing relations between the participants. 

As off-centre as 
possible. 

Not J10 
Balanced spread 
between: C2-3 and 
C4-7, D2 and D3-
5, G2-3 and G4-9. 

8 Aspirational 
Females 

 

• Between 35 and 45 years old. 
• Holders of at least middle management positions in private sector 

companies with more than 100 employees. 

The country's capital. C: 6-7 

D. ASPIRATION AND 
EXPECTATION 

 

9 Little-Aspiring 
Males  

 

• Over 45 years old. 
• Less than secondary education. 
• Unskilled male manual workers. 
• Occupied on a permanent, full-time basis. 

Off-centre. At least half of the 
group C2-3. 
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10 Small scale 
entrepreneurs 

• Balanced age and gender spread is highly desirable (on condition that the 
female participants are the main entrepreneurs themselves). 

• The participants should have been keeping the same business for ten 
years or more. 

• They should not employ more than two full-time equivalent positions apart 
from themselves. 

• Seasonal entrepreneurs and farmers can be included. 

Major conurbation. G: 4-7 

E. UIC FAMILIARITY 
 

11 Poor and 
deprived 

• The criteria of poverty should be the ones widely applied for the national 
society. 

• Balanced spread between those who have dependent children under 18 
and those who have not (e.g. retired living alone). 

• A gender balance is desirable.  

Off-centre.  

F. GAPS AND SANS42   

   

                                                   
42 “Specific Adjustments for National Societies” 
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ii. Table of Interviews of Non-Private Sector Interviewees43 

1, 2 : The Top Civil Servant in a Ministry (i.e. the highest possible 
position for a career civil servant), or a "Thematic" Director (preference for 
the most influential Ministries) 
 

3, 4: The most senior of the Trade Union elected officers who are 
involved in the day-to-day running of the Union 

3: Trade Union of Professionals or Executives (e.g. engineers, 
medical doctors, managers of a specific industry, etc.) 

4: 'working class' Trade Union 

5,6: The most senior of the NGO elected officers who are involved in 
the day-to-day running of the NGO. 

5: NGO with strong public profile whose action and/or discourse 
carries weight in politicised debates and includes a 
political/social/economic/environmental/etc. 'worldview' of which the 
public is aware; 

6: An NGO which holds no 'worldview' but is not built around one 
single domain (e.g. preventing road accidents, or blocking the 
construction of an airport) but whose action traverses several 
domains (e.g. the general economic development of a region, the 
creation of a network between isolated geographical entities, such as 
small islands or villages, the motivation to young people not to leave 
their place of origin, etc.). 

 
7, 8: Top Council civil servant or 'sensitive' thematic director (e.g. social 
services, economic development, ...) 

7: City Council of one of the country's three most populated 
municipalities. 

8: District Council of one of the country's least developed districts 
(Département in France, Nomos in Greece). 
 

9, 10: Completion of the above picture with SANS44 in mind. 

                                                   
43 The instructions included here are indicative. Detailed definitions and clarification of all profiles, criteria, terms and concepts were 
discussed in lengthy detail with all Research Associates. 
44  “Specific Adjustments for National Societies” 
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ii. Table of Private Sector Interviewees45 

 A. Small Scale - Centre     
 
1. A male shopkeeper with at least 20 years of experience in the same 
trade and if possible in the same location. 
   
 2. A female shopkeeper of a 'trendy' shop in a middle class (but  
not upper class) area, preferably of the same city as 1. above. 
 
 
B. Medium Scale - Off-Centre (preferably in one of the country's main 
agricultural regions) 
 
3. The person who has principal responsibility for a farming concern 
whose size is considered neither large nor small in the region/country 
 
4. (As Off-Centre as possible) CEO or position just under CEO of a 
medium-scale business (51-250 employees), ideally over 200 employees. 
  
 
C. Large Scale 
 
5. Just under CEO position of a national 'blue chip' with strong  
international   presence by the country's standards. 
 
6. Just under CEO position of the national or regional (if located in the 
country) operation of a 'global' group that is NOT identified as originating in 
the country, or controlled by interests in the  country.   
 
 
D. Internet based and media of major national influence 
 
7. Just under the CEO position of the largest, national, highly successful 
Internet company. 
 
8. Just under CEO or very senior position of the media group or  
organisation with the largest possible influence (the main criterion is of   
course the ratings). 
   
 
E. Gaps  
 
9., 10. Interviews to cover any gaps, including SANS46 that piloting plus 
the eight interviews above have failed to cover.   

                                                   
45 The instructions included here are indicative. Detailed definitions and clarification of all profiles, criteria, terms and concepts were 
discussed in lengthy detail with all Research Associates. 
46 “Specific Adjustments for National Societies” 
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VII. Joined Quantitative Tables 

(NON) REDRESSE = (NON-)WEIGHTED 
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