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WHO COMMANDS EUROPEAN INDUSTRY?

European industry is increasingly described 
as being in crisis. Slowing productivity 
growth, uneven patterns of investment, rising 
energy costs and deepening technological 
dependence are typically interpreted as 
symptoms of a growing competitiveness gap, 
suggesting that Europe must adapt more 
effectively to the pressures of global markets. 
Yet such diagnoses remain largely confined 
to the level of appearance, capturing real 
tendencies while leaving their underlying 
coherence unexplained. What is presented as 
a problem of competitiveness is, more funda-
mentally, a question of power. 

What is at stake is not simply a relative 
decline within global competition, nor a tem-
porary malfunction of market coordination, 
but a contradiction embedded in the con-
temporary organisation of capitalist produc-
tion itself. The difficulty lies in the widening 
gap between the requirements of long-term 
industrial transformation — particularly under 
conditions of ecological transition — and a 
system in which the allocation of investment 
is governed by financial profitability, short-
term validation and the discipline of liquidity.

The institutional architecture of European 
monetary integration has intensified this 

tension. While the euro has unified markets 
and centralised monetary authority, it has not 
established corresponding mechanisms capa-
ble of directing investment across sectors and 
territories. Instead, it has reinforced a con-
figuration in which production is increasingly 
subordinated to financial criteria, while the 
capacity to coordinate accumulation over time 
remains fragmented and structurally weak.

In this sense, the problem confronting  
European industry cannot be reduced to  
a lack of resources. The European economy 
retains substantial productive capacities, 
technical knowledge and financial wealth. 
What is absent are the institutional and social 
forms capable of organising these elements 
within a coherent trajectory of transformation.   
The question that emerges is therefore not 
simply economic, but political in a fundamen-
tal sense: who commands the allocation of 
surplus,  and through it the organisation of 
investment, labour and production, and under 
which conditions this command is exercised. 
At this level, the issue is no longer the effi-
ciency of markets, but the command over  
the allocation of surplus and the conditions 
under which it is exercised.

INTRODUCTION

 What is presented as a problem of 
competitiveness is, more fundamentally, 
a question of power.
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In capitalist economies, production does not 
begin with goods, but with money. Firms 
must obtain credit in advance in order to hire 
labour, initiate production and bring commod-
ities to market. The organisation of production 
is therefore inseparable from the organisation  
of credit,  and the conditions under which 
money is advanced shape the entire process 
through which labour is mobilised and surplus 
is extracted and realised.

Within the European monetary union, this 
relationship assumes a specific form. Mone-
tary authority is centralised, while fiscal and 
industrial capacities remain dispersed. Credit 
allocation is mediated through financial mar-
kets and private institutions, whose decisions 
are structured by expectations of profitability.  
Under these conditions, profitability becomes 
the primary mechanism through which in-
vestmnt is disciplined and directed. Yet this 
signal is neither neutral nor stable: it reflects 
institutional arrangements, power relations and 
broader macroeconomic constraints rather 
than any intrinsic measure of social need.

This gap takes a concrete form in a per-
sistent misalignment between the organisa-
tion of production and the requirements of 
long-term transformation. Investment flows 
toward sectors capable of generating ade-
quate returns, while activities characterised by 
long development horizons, high uncertainty 
or territorially embedded structures struggle 
to attract capital. This dynamic is particularly 
visible in areas such as industrial decarbonisa-
tion, infrastructure renewal and technological 

upgrading, where the scale and temporality 
of required investment exceed the thresholds 
typically accepted by financial markets.

Corporate governance has simultaneously 
undergone a process of financialisation that 
reinforces these tendencies. The growing 
centrality of shareholder value — expressed 
through dividends, share buybacks and val-
uation metrics — reorients firms toward the 
continuous validation of financial returns.  
This does not simply affect distributional out-
comes; it reshapes the logic through  
which production itself is organised.

A structural tension emerges. Capital must 
secure sufficient surplus to sustain accumu-
lation, yet the conditions under which labour 
is organized — characterised by fragmenta-
tion, wage restraint and increasing insecurity 
— undermine the stability required for that 
process. What often appears as stagnation or 
investment hesitation is therefore not simply 
inefficiency, but a weakening of capital’s ca-
pacity to organise labour in ways that gener-
ate predictable and sustained returns.

This tension can be understood as a crisis 
of command. Command, in this context, 
does not refer merely to managerial authority 
within the firm, but to the broader capacity to 
coordinate production, discipline labour and 
stabilise accumulation within a given institu-
tional framework. Under current conditions, 
this capacity becomes increasingly fragile, 
manifesting itself in uneven investment, terri-
torial divergence and intensified conflict over 
the organisation of work.

A CRISIS OF COMMAND OVER 
INVESTMENT AND LABOUR

I.

 The organisation of production 
is therefore inseparable from the 
organisation of credit.
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Policy responses within the European de-
bate recognise elements of this crisis, yet 
remain confined within the very framework 
that produces it. Rather than confronting the 
distribution of authority over investment, they 
attempt to restore the conditions under which 
private profitability can once again discipline 
the allocation of investment. 

The current invocation of an “industrial 
emergency” must be understood in this light. 
While real contractions are observable in spe-
cific sectors, this diagnosis obscures the ex-
tent to which large firms have simultaneously 
extracted substantial profits and redirected 
investment geographically. The crisis narrative 
thus operates as a mechanism through which 
pre-existing policy agendas — particularly 
deregulation and financial deepening — are 
rendered politically actionable, often under 
the guise of technical necessity rather than 
political choice.

Deregulation, frequently framed as sim-
plification, shifts the burden of adjustment 
onto labour and social protections, with the 
expectation that reduced costs will stimu-
late investment. While such measures may 
improve margins, they do not address the 
underlying problem of coordination. Lower 
costs cannot substitute for the absence of 
institutions capable of organising investment 
over extended time horizons.

The emphasis on concentration reflects a 
similar logic. The promotion of cross-border 
consolidation and large corporate structures 
is intended to strengthen European firms 

within global competition. In practice, how-
ever, scaling often proceeds through mergers 
and restructuring, consolidating market power 
while rationalising production and weakening 
labour’s bargaining position.

Selective protectionism introduces another 
layer of response, reflecting the changing 
geopolitical environment and the industrial 
strategies pursued by other major economies. 
Without coordinated investment, however, 
protection risks becoming an instrument of 
competitive redistribution, enabling firms to 
leverage geopolitical tensions while maintain-
ing flexibility over production location.

The deepening of capital markets is pre-
sented as a means of mobilising Europe’s 
financial resources. Yet this approach leaves 
untouched the criteria governing allocation. 
Financial markets continue to privilege liquid-
ity and short-term returns, rendering long-
term industrial transformation structurally dif-
ficult. The mobilisation of household savings 
through capital market integration further 
extends this logic, shifting risk onto social 
reproduction itself. Proposals to restructure 
pension systems in this direction effectively 
expose long-term social resources to market 
volatility without altering the underlying allo-
cation mechanisms.

Across these responses, a common pattern 
emerges. The authority of capital over invest-
ment decisions is preserved, while the crisis 
itself is reframed as a technical problem of 
competitiveness. The underlying contradiction 
remains unresolved.

THE LIMITS OF THE DOMINANT 
POLICY RESPONSE

II.

 Rather than confronting the distribu-
tion of authority over investment, they 
attempt to restore the conditions under 
which private profitability can once again 
discipline the allocation of investment.
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POLITICAL CONFLICT MAP

KEY LINES OF CONFLICT IN  
EUROPEAN INDUSTRIAL POLICY

Financial markets and large 
corporate actors

Profitability, shareholder value 
and global competition

Market-based allocation  
and financial discipline

Control over investment

Purpose of industrial production

Mode of coordination

1
Democratic, public and worker-oriented 
allocation of investment

Social needs, ecological transformation 
and territorial cohesion

Planned coordination 
across sectors, value 
chains and territories

Corporate management  
and transnational capital

Authority over production decisions

Workers, trade unions  
and democratic institutions

Militarised coordination 
driven by geopolitical  
competition

2

3

4

VS

VS

VS VS

VS
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The absence of coordinated investment does 
not produce equilibrium, but fragmentation. 
Different fractions of capital, embedded in dis-
tinct sectors and territories, pursue divergent 
strategies shaped by their position within the 
structure of accumulation.

This differentiation is reflected in tensions 
between major member states, as well as 
in the broader core–periphery divide. Fiscal 
asymmetries allow some states to support  
industrial transformation, while others are 
compelled to adjust through labour com-
pression and cost competition. Rather than 
converging, the European economy becomes 
increasingly stratified.

At the same time, the temporal logic of 
industrial production comes into conflict with 
that of financial markets. Industrial transforma-
tion requires long-term commitments and sta-
ble expectations, whereas financial allocation 
remains oriented toward flexibility and rapid 
returns. This divergence intensifies the difficulty 
of coordinating investment across sectors.

Labour occupies a central position within 
these dynamics. As profitability becomes 
uncertain, adjustment is displaced onto wages, 

employment conditions and social repro-
duction. Yet labour is not merely a passive 
recipient of these pressures. Trade union 
struggles increasingly challenge restructuring 
processes and raise demands concerning the 
governance of investment itself. In this sense, 
the crisis is not only a conflict between frac-
tions of capital, but also a struggle over the 
social control of accumulated wealth. These 
tensions are not merely horizontal, between 
competing fractions of capital, but increas-
ingly vertical, as the organisation of labour 
itself becomes a terrain of contestation over 
the direction of investment.

What is increasingly at stake, therefore, 
is not only distributional outcomes, but the 
capacity of labour to contest the terms under 
which investment itself is organised. At this 
point, the organisation of production becomes 
inseparable from the struggle over who has 
the authority to decide what is produced, 
where, and under which conditions. What 
emerges is a configuration in which the con-
tradictions of accumulation are increasingly 
expressed through conflicts over the organi-
sation of investment, labour and space.

FRAGMENTATION AND  
CONFLICT WITHIN  
EUROPEAN CAPITALISM

III.

       The crisis is not only a conflict 
between fractions of capital, but also 
a struggle over the social control of 
accumulated wealth. 
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In the absence of coordinated planning, the 
system reorganises itself through concentra-
tion and polarisation. Large firms, equipped 
with access to finance and transnational net-
works, are able to operate across disarticu-
lated institutional environments, transforming 
instability into a source of strategic advan-
tage. They arbitrage between regulatory 
regimes, fiscal systems and labour markets, 
reinforcing their position within the structure 
of accumulation.

Smaller firms, by contrast, remain em-
bedded within local economies and national 
credit systems, limiting their capacity to 
adapt. This asymmetry contributes to the 
consolidation of economic power within a 
smaller number of large corporate actors.

Investment becomes increasingly spa-
tially concentrated. Regions characterised 

At the centre of this configuration lies a 
structural separation between monetary 
authority and democratic control over invest-
ment. The European Central Bank exerts de-
cisive influence over financial conditions, yet 
its mandate remains insulated from broader 
social priorities. Public institutions, despite 
their scale, operate largely through indirect 
instruments, attempting to influence private 
investment without altering the underlying 
distribution of decision-making power.

This produces a structural asymmetry. 
While risks are increasingly socialized — 
through public guarantees, subsidies and 
crisis interventions — control over investment 
remains concentrated in private hands. Public 
authority absorbs instability but does not 
determine direction.

by strong infrastructure, financial depth and 
fiscal capacity attract capital, while others are 
progressively marginalised. Territorial diver-
gence thus becomes an intrinsic feature of 
the system.

Financialisation deepens these tendencies 
by subordinating investment to valuation 
metrics. Long-term transformation projects 
struggle to compete with financial strate-
gies offering more immediate returns. Public 
intervention, while often substantial, tends 
to stabilise these processes without altering 
their underlying logic — socialising risk while 
leaving control over investment intact. These 
dynamics do not merely reflect market out-
comes; they reinforce the underlying crisis of 
coordination by concentrating the capacity  
to organise investment within a limited set  
of actors.

Planning, in this configuration, does 
not disappear. It is displaced into financial 
markets, where investment is coordinated 
according to profitability and risk. What  
appears as decentralised allocation is, in  
fact, a structured form of planning, artic-
ulated through financial hierarchies and 
institutional constraints.

 The issue is therefore not whether plan-
ning exists, but who exercises it, through 
which mechanisms, and in whose interest.  In 
this sense, the crisis of European industry ap-
pears less as a failure of coordination than as 
a contradiction between competing forms of 
command over the organisation of production.

CONCENTRATION,  
FINANCIALISATION AND  
TERRITORIAL POLARISATION

THE CENTRAL QUESTION:  
WHO GOVERNS INVESTMENT?

IV.

V.
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The current reorganisation of European industry 
is not taking place in a vacuum. Forms of coor-
dinated investment are re-emerging, particularly 
through security, defence and geopolitical com-
petition. The growing centrality of defence policy 
must be situated within this broader attempt  
to re-establish coordination under conditions  
of instability.

Recent developments suggest that this co-
ordination increasingly takes a militarised form, 
where geopolitical rivalry substitutes for the 
absence of coherent industrial planning. 
The discourse of an “existential crisis” of Euro-
pean industry — frequently invoked by political 
and corporate elites — captures real processes 
of contraction in sectors such as automotive, 
chemicals and steel. Yet it remains partial. These 
same sectors have generated substantial profits 
over the past decade, a significant share of 
which has been distributed to shareholders or 
redirected toward investment outside Europe.

In this context, the invocation of crisis func-
tions not only as diagnosis but as a political 
instrument. It enables the acceleration of mea-
sures long prepared: deregulation, the mobilisa-
tion of private savings through capital markets, 
the restructuring of pension systems toward 
financial exposure and the promotion of large-
scale corporate concentration. It is not the speed 
of the response that is new, but the opportunity 
to implement it.

Militarisation must be understood within this 
trajectory. Large industrial actors increasingly 
require forms of state intervention capable of se-
curing access to raw materials, protecting trade 
routes and stabilising external markets. This 
implies a transformation in the scale and func-
tion of European state power, oriented toward 
external projection.

However, presenting militarisation as a driver 
of industrial renewal introduces a fundamental 
contradiction. Military expenditure does not 
resolve the structural misalignment between 
financial allocation and long-term productive 
transformation. Without sustained conflict, it fails 
to generate stable demand. If such demand is 
to be maintained, however, it presupposes the 
normalisation of geopolitical confrontation and, 
ultimately, the risk of war. In both cases, the re-
sult is not stabilisation but distortion, particularly 

through the diversion of resources away from 
energy systems, technological capacity and 
infrastructure.

The escalation involving Iran illustrates how 
quickly geopolitical tensions translate into 
material constraints on European industry. 
Disruptions in the Gulf, particularly around the 
Strait of Hormuz — through which a substantial 
share of global energy flows — have contributed 
to increased price volatility and rising costs. For 
economies structurally dependent on imported 
energy, such shocks feed directly into production 
costs, inflation and investment decisions, further 
weakening already fragile industrial sectors.

In this light, the alignment of industrial strat-
egy with militarised geopolitical dynamics does 
not secure the conditions of accumulation; it de-
stabilises them. The more Europe is drawn into 
such conflicts, directly or indirectly, the more it 
exposes itself to the very disruptions that under-
mine its industrial base. This dynamic does not 
reflect a simple policy error, but the attempt of 
capital to restore the conditions of accumulation 
through external projection as a means of sta-
bilising accumulation and geopolitical leverage 
where internal coordination proves insufficient.

This trajectory also risks drawing Europe into 
conflicts whose dynamics it does not control, 
particularly in regions such as the Middle East. 
The alignment of industrial strategy with military 
expansion reduces the space for autonomous 
development and reinforces dependency on 
geopolitical blocs.

What emerges is not the return of coordi-
nation as such, but a specific form of it. Where 
market-based allocation fails to stabilise accu-
mulation, coordination reappears through state 
— capital configurations structured by compe-
tition and external projection. Investment is di-
rected, but according to priorities that reinforce 
hierarchy and conflict.

Militarisation appears, in this light, not as a 
solution to the crisis of European industry, but as 
one of the forms through which that crisis is dis-
placed and intensified. The question that follows 
is therefore not whether coordination will occur, 
but how it can be reoriented. If coordination is 
re-emerging in distorted forms, the question 
becomes how it can be reoriented toward col-
lective priorities.

MILITARISATION AND  
THE RECONFIGURATION  
OF COMMAND

VI.
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SECTORAL EXPRESSIONS OF 
THE CRISIS OF COMMAND 
OVER INVESTMENT

Sector Contradiction in 
the organisation of 
investment

Current trajectory Strategic direction 
(political stake)

Energy Market-based allocation 
and price volatility 

 

Energy as a systemic 
condition requiring stable, 
long-term coordination

Price volatility and external 
dependency undermining 
stable industrial planning

Decommodification of 
energy and coordinated 
public control

Steel Public subsidies without 
control 

Private restructuring  
decisions driven by 
profitability

Overcapacity managed 
through closures, relocation 
and restructuring, inten-
sifying labour conflict and 
territorial inequality

Public control over 
subsidised investment with 
employment and territorial 
conditions

Automotive Electrification driven by 
competitive pressure and 
financial constraints

vs 

Absence of coordinated 
transition for labour and 
value chains

Restructuring, job losses 
and fragmentation of 
European value chains

Planned transition 
across value chains with 
employment guarantees 
and worker involvement

Chemicals Energy-dependent pro-
duction exposed to global 
competition 

vs

Lack of coordinated indus-
trial and energy policy

Relocation pressures and 
cost-driven restructuring 
linked to energy shocks

Coordination of energy and 
industrial policy to stabilise 
production

VS

VS

VS

VS
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If the crisis is one of command, the response 
cannot be limited to expanding public inter-
vention within existing structures. The opposi-
tion between public and private obscures the 
underlying issue, since public resources can 
just as readily reinforce prevailing dynamics. 
What is at stake is the transformation of the 
forms through which investment and produc-
tion are organised.

The central cleavage is thus between dif-
ferent modes of command: one structured by 
profitability and competition, the other oriented 
toward the collective organisation of production 
and social reproduction. Reorienting invest-
ment requires not only new instruments, but 
a reconfiguration of the institutional relations 
through which economic power is exercised. 
The question is not whether Europe can afford 
such a transformation, but whether it can afford 
not to undertake it. 

The issue is not the absence of resources, 
but their allocation. European economies con-
tinue to generate substantial wealth, yet this 
is not mobilised for industrial renewal. Estab-
lishing a European public investment capacity 
capable of directing accumulated capital 
toward long-term transformation becomes a 
central condition.

Public credit, in this perspective, must 
cease to function primarily as a support for 
private accumulation and instead become a 
means of directing production according to 
long-term social and ecological priorities. This 
requires a transformation in the criteria gov-
erning investment, extending time horizons 
and redefining risk.

The fragmentation of fiscal capacity must 
likewise be overcome through forms of col-
lective investment capable of coordinating 
transformation across sectors and territories. 
Without such mechanisms, coordination will 
continue to emerge through competitive and 
hierarchical channels.

Ownership structures become decisive 
in this context. As long as strategic sectors 

remain governed by shareholder value or 
subordinated to competitive state — capital 
configurations, the direction of investment will 
remain external to collective control. Expand-
ing forms of collective ownership and par-
ticipation opens the possibility of reshaping 
production itself.

Energy occupies a foundational position. 
As a basic condition of all production, it 
cannot be treated as an ordinary commodity 
subject to short-term profitability. Its organ-
isation must be progressively removed from 
market imperatives and placed under forms of 
collective control capable of ensuring stability, 
accessibility and long-term planning at the 
European scale. Without abundant and stable 
energy, no industrial transformation — eco-
logical or technological — can be sustained.

Regulation, similarly, must be understood 
not as a constraint but as a productive force. 
Standards concerning labour, safety and the 
environment — often the result of prolonged 
social struggles — constitute conditions for 
sustainable development. Far from hinder-
ing industrial transformation, they can drive 
technological change and productivity when 
investment is aligned accordingly.

The reorganisation of European industry 
cannot proceed through isolation or bloc 
confrontation. The transformations required 
are global in scope. A multipolar framework 
based on cooperation, knowledge exchange 
and coordinated development offers a more 
viable horizon than competitive militarisation.

Taken together, these transformations  
do not constitute a blueprint, but they delin-
eate a direction: one in which the organisa-
tion of investment is progressively detached 
from the imperatives of capital accumulation 
and reoriented toward social needs, the re-
production of labour and ecological sustain-
ability. What is at stake is not the quantity 
of investment, but the social relations that 
govern its allocation and the interests it ulti-
mately serves.

REORIENTING INVESTMENT: 
TOWARDS DEMOCRATIC  
INDUSTRIAL STRATEGY

VII.
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STRATEGIC PRINCIPLES FOR A  
DEMOCRATIC INDUSTRIAL POLICY

Democratic control over 
investment allocation

Reorient investment decisions 
away from financial profitability 

toward collective priorities.
Public and collective ow

nership 

in strategic sectors

Establish form
s of ow

nership 

capable of shaping long-term
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Coordination across sectors,  
value chains and borders

Develop planning capacities 
at European level to overcome 
fragmentation and competition 

between states.
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The crisis of European industry does not 
originate in a simple loss of competitiveness. 
It reflects a deeper contradiction in the organ-
isation of capitalist production, in which the 
allocation of investment is governed by finan-
cial imperatives while the requirements of long-
term transformation remain unmet.

Under these conditions, the system tends to-
ward fragmentation, concentration and increas-
ing pressure on labour. At the same time, new 
forms of coordination are emerging, particularly 
through geopolitical and security dynamics, 
demonstrating that the issue is not the absence 
of planning, but its form.

The decisive question is therefore whether 
the reorganisation of European industry will 
proceed through intensified competition, mili-
tarisation and imperial projection, or whether it 
can be reoriented toward collective priorities, 
ecological transformation and forms of cooper-
ation compatible with a multipolar world. This 
implies not only new instruments, but a trans-
formation in the social relations that govern 
investment itself.

The future of European industry will not be 
decided by markets alone, but by the social 
forces capable of reshaping the command over 
investment itself. 

CONCLUSION

 The future of European industry will 
not be decided by markets alone, but by 
the social forces capable of reshaping the 
command over investment itself.


