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Shifting Fields of Visibility

On 14 February 2020, four Harvard epidemiologists published a paper on the detection of
COVID-19 cases around the world. Their “gold standard of near-perfect detection” was Singapore,
a country that “has historically had very strong epidemiological surveillance and contact-tracing
capacity and has shown in the COVID-19 epidemic evidence of a high sensitivity of case detection”
(Niehus, De Salazar, Taylor and Lipsitch., 2020: 1, 3). On 21 April 2020, the New York Times
reported that the case incidence in the city-state had doubled within the space of just a few days,
turning it into the country with the highest number of infections in South East Asia (Beech, 2020).

What had gone wrong? Investigation revealed that the virus had spread in the dormitories of
migrant workers. Singapore’s population of over one million low-wage labourers from abroad
works in construction, manufacturing, cleaning and logistics. They live in cramped conditions in
dormitories located on the outskirts of the city where up to twenty people share a room (Beech,
2020; Ratcliffe, 2020a, 2020b). The “hidden abode of production” (Marx, 1976: 279), as well as the
literal abodes in which workers’ lives are reproduced, proved to be a more significant factor than
the “gold standard” epidemiological practices of health officials.

The importance of poor working and living conditions for the spread of the virus can be
identified across the globe. An example is meat processing, a sector known for employing migrant
workers, endangering their health and paying low wages (Birke and Bluhm, 2020). Workers in this
industry usually operate in close proximity to one another; if they are migrants, they often live in
overcrowded housing and share vehicles on their way to work. It is known by now that the meat
industry has contributed to spreading infections in Australia, Brazil, Britain, France, Germany,
Ireland, the Netherlands and the United States (ABC News, 2020; Dutch News, 2020; France24,
2020; Jordan and Dickerson, 2020; Lakhani, 2020; Levitt, 2020; Mano, 2020; McSweeney, 2020;
Staudemeier, 2020). Labour activists and scholars have pointed to similar risks for agricultural
workers (Bonanese, 2020; Haedicke, 2020), many of whom are seasonal workers who have left
their home countries and are faced with highly precarious employment and housing arrangements.

The situation of precarious migrant workers points to the more general question of the class
nature of the pandemic. While many professionals continue to work from the relative safety of
their homes, manual and precarious workers often travel on public transport and work side-by-side
with their colleagues, facing a high risk of infection. Workers not entitled to sick pay usually have
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to continue working even if they are ill, which makes it harder for them to recover and puts their
co-workers at risk (Bergfeld, 2020).

Importantly, the above examples demonstrate that the effects of the pandemic on workers
expand far beyond the question of health risks at work or the workplace more generally. The
question of production is intrinsically linked to the question of reproduction — that is, what kind
of household workers and their dependents inhabit, how they ensure the ability to do waged work
on a day-to-day basis, and what kinds of non-waged work need to be carried out in this process.

All of this renders into sharp relief two key traits of contemporary global capitalism. First,
divisions of labour not only entail steep hierarchies and huge inequalities in access to resources —
they are matters of life and death. This concerns not just divisions of class, but also how they are
articulated with gendered, racial, ethnic and caste divisions of labour, as the observations on
households and migrant labour show. Second, the dependence of the world economy on workers
is also a dependency on labour migration, despite nationalist mobilisations and political leaders’
exhortations to close borders. The importance of migrant labour is not just visible in Singapore.
The healthcare infrastructure and the networks of food production in most Northern countries
would break down without workers from abroad (see below).

It follows that fields of visibility of work-related issues are rapidly shifting in this crisis. Certain
groups of workers are overlooked until the material force of the pandemic briefly drags them into
the limelight — workers in healthcare, grocery stores, delivery, sanitation, transportation,
meatpacking and agriculture — only to be forgotten again as soon as there are novel sites and
dynamics of the crisis. Other groups and issues are largely overlooked — for example: construction
workers, utility workers, child and elder care workers; or issues such as the rapid adoption of digital
technologies and their effects on the labour process; the effects of reduced hours, short-time
working schemes or unemployment on workers who are not deemed “essential”’; the consequences
of overwork (and the modifications of labour law that facilitate it) for those who are “essential”;
and the obstacles currently faced by unions and labour activists when it comes to campaigning,
organising and mobilising for strike action.

In this situation, global labour studies is tasked with stabilising and expanding the existing
fields of visibility. Crucially, this also involves shifting the focus to who is being pushed to, or has
continuously remained on, the side-lines — making the hidden abodes visible. Building on a long
tradition in materialist and feminist scholarship, a group of German activist scholars remarked that
during the pandemic “some socially necessary types of work become visible”, while “other vitally
important types of work are ... rendered invisible” (Blauer Montag, 2020: 11, own translation). In
our view, this insight is highly relevant for global labour studies.

An Emerging Agenda for Global Labour Studies

Our observations attest to the continued relevance of the academic project in which this Journal is
engaged: the critical study of labour from a global perspective. Yet, we now take up this study in a
very different world. The pandemic has swept through every country, but its full implications are
unclear. We are in the midst of a deep historical rupture, where we are likely to face dramatic
changes, a deepening of existing inequalities and injustices, and new forms of resistance and
struggle all at once. In light of this, it is worth revisiting a topic that we discussed in our January
editorial: what an agenda for global labour studies in the present day and age could look like. How
might we reframe that agenda in light of the current crisis and the historical rupture it is likely to
produce? Below we explore eight possible themes for further analysis.
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1. How is the pandemic reconfiguring the global and the national?

The importance of a global lens is reinforced by the crisis. Of course, the globalised nature of the
world economy is nothing new. But the rapid spread of the virus around the world and the
disruption to trade that has resulted from lockdown measures and closed borders both highlight
in an unusually concrete way the centrality of global flows of people and goods to the basic
functioning of economic activity. And the virus has revealed features of global interconnection
which were not obvious before. For example, standard descriptions of globalisation from the past
few decades would normally highlight the growing importance of global governance institutions.
However, the crisis has shown the weakness and fragility of many global institutions. The situation
of the World Health Organization (WHO) is a telling example. The willingness of nationalist
leaders like Donald Trump to attack it in the midst of a global health crisis speaks to the fragility
of global governance institutions in the current moment. Similarly, the European Union, which has
long seemed to be one of the most robust examples of regional transnational coordination, has
seen member states clearly placing national interests ahead of regional coordination and solidarity.

At the same time, the health crisis has laid bare the degree to which the global economy relies
on global production networks and migrant labour. For example, health authorities around the
world have suddenly started competing for personal protective equipment for healthcare workers.
And once factories were closed in the first epicentre of the pandemic, Hubei province in China,
carmakers across the planet had to interrupt production (EIU, 2020; Frew, 2020). A similar point
can be made about migrant labour. A quarter of all hospital staff and a fifth of people working in
health and social sectors in the United Kingdom were born outside the country, mirroring the
perpetual reliance of the National Health Service (NHS) on recruits from abroad (Kotecha, 2019;
Nuffield Trust, 2019). In Germany, agricultural firms successfully lobbied the government for
authorisation to fly in 80 000 workers from Eastern Europe to help with the asparagus harvest —
despite the fact that the borders were closed at the time (Bogoeski, 2020). The Italian government
recently announced that it will provide hundreds of thousands of unauthorised migrant workers
with temporary work permits to work in agriculture (Reuters, 2020). And in the United States,
immigrant farmworkers were deemed “essential” workers, despite the fact that a large number of
them are undocumented and still subject to deportation by US immigration officials (Jordan, 2020).

The concurrence of weakened global institutions and the continued significance of global
production networks and migrant labour is important for labour scholars and workers’ movements.
Workers around the world have an interest in increased regulation of capital at transnational and
global scales. The weakness of global responses, even in such a crisis moment, shows the scale of
the challenge faced by any attempts to increase such global regulation in normal times.

Where global and national responses have faltered, the responses of sub-national levels of
government have proven important to mitigating the effects of the crisis, both in health and
economic terms. This is true even, or perhaps especially, in countries like the United States and
Brazil, which have had disastrous national pandemic responses. Sub-national governments have
long been important for workers” movements — for example, in campaigns for minimum wage
increases at city and state levels in the United States, or in the inclusion of social and labour clauses
in public procurement laws at the state level in Germany (Sarter, Sack and Fuchs, 2014; NELP,
2017).

These issues raise a number of questions for labour scholars. How will rising nationalism and
an increasingly fragmented global governance affect the structure of the real economy? Are we
entering a period of increased autarky, or will we see a continued expansion of economic
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globalisation alongside growing political nationalism? How is labour migration affected by the rise
of nationalism and the disruption of transnational economic networks? What are the implications
for transnational and global organisation and action by workers?

2. How is the pandemic further destabilising distinctions between formal and informal
sectors?

The global pandemic has also made clear that precarity is not only a characteristic of certain types
of “informal” work, but is a condition which is experienced by even the most “formal” wage-
dependent workers all over the world. For those who remain lucky enough to be exploited, as the
old saying goes, the necessity of continued wage work increases their exposure to health risks.
Beyond the health crisis, the economic consequences of the lockdowns are staggering to
comprehend, and certain to produce lasting impacts. Already there is a deep economic crisis with
millions of workers around the world plunged into unemployment. The International Labour
Organization (ILO) expects the pandemic to destroy more than 300 million full-time jobs
wortldwide. In countries with fragmentary welfare systems, lockdowns do not just deprive workers
of their jobs; in losing their income, workers also face dire poverty and hunger. The ILO (2020)
warns that 1.6 billion informal workers are at risk of losing their livelithoods, nearly half of the
global workforce.

It is not a stretch to assume that the proportion of the labour force engaged in informal work
will expand, not only in those countries that have historically seen a large informal workforce but
also in those where formal employment has been the norm. In Latin America, for instance, 54 per
cent of the labour force worked in the informal economy prior to the onset of the pandemic. The
economic crisis is expected to generate a significant increase in unemployment (from 8 to 11.5 per
cent) as well as an expansion of poverty and extreme poverty in a region that had begun to make
strides in reducing poverty and inequality in the 2000s (CEPAL/OIT, 2020). Women and youth,
who are disproportionately represented in informal work, will be among those most affected by
these trends. In the formal sector, we could see the exacerbation of features present before the
pandemic, especially with regard to the incorporation of informal labour into larger companies’
supply chains.

All of these developments should focus the attention of labour scholars on the increasingly
blurred distinction between the categories of “informal” and “formal” or “precarious” and
“secure”. It seems more urgent than ever to examine labour regulations and forms of social policy
that can offer protection to all types of workers. To realise such political goals, it will be necessary
to understand points of both common interest and potential conflict between “formal” and
“informal” workers.

3. We’re NOT “in it together”: How has the pandemic exacerbated inequalities and
sharpened the class divide?

A few catchphrases that have become part of the daily lexicon during the time of COVID-19 are
“We’re in this together”, “social distancing” and “flattening the curve”. The assumption here being
that we live in a society that is equal — socially, politically, economically — and therefore we must act,
respond and experience the pandemic equally. This assumption depoliticises the historic and
contemporary processes and relations of production/reproduction that are deeply fractured and
hierarchical. As images and reports from across the world pour in, we see millions of such existing

fractures resurfacing across and within nations.
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While the past few months have seen both superficial and substantive expressions of
solidarity, the pandemic has blown away the fagade of civility across nations from the Global North
to the Global South. Deep-seated prejudices, biases and societal fractures have come to the surface.
Ham-fisted lockdowns, xenophobic mob-inciting statements of national leaders, brutal
enforcement of “social distancing”, populist immigration policies, and the closing of national and
state borders have been legitimised in the name of the pandemic. According to Human Rights
Watch, the incidence of verbal and physical attacks targeting specific racial and religious groups
and immigrants has increased across the globe. For instance, in Britain and the United States, across
Europe, and in Kenya, Ethiopia and South Africa, there have been reports of harassment and
attacks on Asians and people of Asian descent, most of whom are workers or owners of small
businesses (Grierson, 2020; Human Rights Watch, 2020).

The pandemic has amplified existing inequalities along lines of class, race, gender and
immigration status. In many countries, access to health insurance is restricted for many workers
due to weak public infrastructures and the absence of public health insurance. For example,
approximately 28 million people in the United States did not have health insurance in 2018, most
of whom were members of low-income households (Tolbert, Orgera and Damico, 2019). In the
United States, higher numbers of infections and deaths among African Americans,
Latinx/Hispanics and indigenous Native Americans expose the continuing racial discrimination in
housing, neighbourhoods, employment, education and health care, which makes certain groups of
people more vulnerable than others. Crowded housing, chronic health conditions (leading to
comorbidity), violence, institutional racism, evictions, income inequalities leading to stress and
compromised immunity, employment in essential-service jobs (sanitation workers, janitors, food
services, transportation and delivery services) — these factors put people of colour in the United
States at a higher risk of poor health outcomes generally, and more so in times like this (Golden,
2020).

This inequality is reflected not only in differential access to health protection, but also in the
ability to comply with stay-at-home orders and the likelihood of being subjected to employer
directives to continue working or to return to work. The limited space that working families have
at home has also made coping with lockdowns particularly hard. People affected by domestic
violence, mostly women and children, are stuck in environments that have become even more
dangerous, close to perpetrators of abuse and far from resources and allies. Home schooling creates
an extra burden, particularly for women, and is an insurmountable challenge for people living in
cramped surroundings with limited access to IT infrastructures and educational resources (Lewis,
2020; Scheiber, Schwartz and Hsu, 2020). The impacts of unemployment and access to social safety
nets and emergency support measures are also felt unequally.

In India, the class divide has never been as stark and visible as it has been in these last few
weeks since the lockdown was imposed. The lockdown forced millions of migrant labourers into
unemployment. Many were stranded in the towns and cities where they work with little food or
water. As public transport was no longer operational, people had to walk long distances over several
days to reach their home villages. Hundreds died on these journeys (Pandey, 2020; Rao, 2020). The
central government also planned to increase working hours from eight to twelve hours a day, the
logic being that since the full workforce could not be allowed in the workplace in order to maintain
“social distancing” and industries needed to start production, a reduced workforce and longer
working hours could enable production to restart. Given the high rate of job loss among the adult
population, there are also fears of children increasingly joining the informal workforce; their
number already stands at a staggering 10 million, according to the 2011 census (Kundu, 2020).

These inequalities are visible not only within countries but across the globe as well,
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exacerbating the North—South divide. For instance, as Mexican workers fell sick and died due to
COVID-19, the United States pressured Mexico into reopening the industrial plants that supply
the US market (Linthicum, Fry and Minjares, 2020). Although the Mexican government decreed
the closure of all non-essential enterprises, most of those firms kept producing non-essential goods
like auto parts (Bacon, 2020). More than 400 workers in these plants have died of COVID-19, and
068 per cent of maquiladoras — factories in Mexico, usually near the border, that assemble products
for the US market — in Baja California have carried on working during the crisis (London, 2020).
Countries in a vulnerable position in the world economy may find it difficult to prioritise health
concerns when faced with economic (and political) pressures from major trade partners and
corporations.

Against this backdrop, it is important for labour scholars to map how relations of social
domination such as class, race and race relations are being reconfigured in the crisis, and how this
affects the everyday life of workers, both in the workplace and at home. If inequalities are indeed
exacerbated, it is important to show how both the health crisis and the attempt to manage it have
distinct effects on workers, both globally and within specific national settings.

4. To what extent has the pandemic and responses to it engendered new or revived
forms of resistance and organisation among workers?

The crisis is also revealing novel forms of resistance by newly visible sectors of workers, most
importantly the demand for better protection from infection risks and for the temporary closure
of workplaces where the virus has been spreading. As early as the beginning of February this year,
2 500 healthcare workers in Hong Kong walked out to demand the closure of the border with
China as a protective measure (Barron, 2020; Ramzy and May, 2020). In March, there was a cross-
sectoral strike wave in Italy that affected a number of big manufacturers (Pontarelli, 2020; Tamma,
2020). Roughly around the same time, there were numerous localised strikes and protests in the
United States in different sectors, including construction, retail and delivery workers (Fung, 2020;
Gurley, 2020a, 2020b; Haag, 2020). In the assembly plants along Mexico’s northern border with
the United States, which had experienced an enormous strike wave in early 2019, workers are now
engaged in strikes to protest the lack of health and safety measures (London and Lobo, 2020).

An interactive map hosted by Payday Report shows over 200 wildcat strikes across the United
States since the beginning of March 2020 (Cheadle, 2020). These range from calling in sick en
masse, to refusing to show up for work, to stoppages lasting a few hours until management
responds to workers” demands. The striking workers are from diverse workplaces such as meat and
fruit packing, delivery, sanitation, retail, fast-food restaurants, prisons, manufacturing and naval
shipyards. They include truckers, graduate students, detainees in the custody of Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE), children of meat packers, dining-room workers at universities,
hospital courier services, nursing homes ... the list goes on. Reasons for the strikes range from
work intensification, low pay, no compensation for extra work, no paid breaks, and lack of
workplace safety and necessary resources to protect oneself and family members from COVID-
19. While some of the strikers belong to unions, many do not. According to Mike Elk, the founder
of Payday Report, workers can be afraid to strike, fearing the loss of their jobs, but during the
pandemic the reason to strike is more fundamental: workers are afraid that they might lose their
lives. By showing the spread of these strikes across the United States, Elk believes that it might be
possible to “open the door to more widespread organizing campaigns and other union activity....
Once workers realize they have power, they don’t forget it” (Cheadle, 2020).

All of this raises a range of questions for labour scholars: Are we likely to see new organising
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efforts emerge from the current strike wave, or will massive unemployment further weaken unions
or organising activities? Could fragmented local wildcat strikes scale up towards larger
transformative trans-local solidarities and labour actions? What should be the methodology to
examine these disparate strikes and forms of labour unrest? Can we deploy the conceptualisation
of forms of “contagion”, developed by Beverly Silver (2003) and the World Labour Research
Group, to map the uneven topography of labour actions to develop an analytical and political
understanding? Or do we need an interdisciplinary approach that foregrounds agency, contexts,
life stories and oral histories to understand the processes that engender labour mobilisation and
resistance and the possibilities of transformative politics?

5. To what extent are we likely to see significant political shifts and realignments as a
result of the pandemic, and what are the consequences likely to be for workers?

One important theme we are likely to see this crisis will be the struggle to control and redefine
dominant institutions in economics, politics and society. On the one hand, there is the tendency to
bail out the big corporations and industries, to strengthen authoritarian and nationalist tendencies,
to divide the population and to exacerbate existing inequalities. On the other hand, we are also
beginning to observe new possibilities for addressing climate change, new bases of support for
restructuring health and education systems, new civil society initiatives, and new political
leadership. In the United States, for example, which is politically divided and confronting the
pandemic in an election year, the depth of the economic and health crisis might make possible the
consideration of more radical political positions than before, with regard to such issues as health
insurance, worker rights and protections, education, immigration, social welfare and climate.

National responses to the pandemic reveal both the strengths and shortcomings of existing
policies, institutions and governments. In countries where economic growth was weak and
democracies were absent or already under threat, the pandemic is likely to exacerbate those
conditions, further destabilising economies and politics. The pandemic has provided some
governments with the pretext to rule by decree, to further restrict civil liberties and to suspend
elections. Even in established democracies, the destabilising effects of the pandemic may expand
the political space for right-wing political formations.

Some governments with strong centralised responses to the pandemic have received broad
public support, while in others weak central responses have highlighted political divisions and the
fractured nature of the polity. The different approaches cut across political regimes that are
democratic and authoritarian, on the left and on the right. For instance, in Australia and New
Zealand public support appeared for centralised responses by political leaders of very different
ideological leanings (Cave, 2020). In Vietnam and the Indian State of Kerala, the epidemic was
brought under control relatively quickly; both are long-time Communist strongholds (Jones, 2020;
Kurian, 2020). Public support also emerged for the pandemic response of more divisive nationalist
leaders like Narendra Modi in India (Gettleman and Yasir, 2020).

Are cases like these more likely to see continuity with the status quo ante rather than dramatic
political realignments? Or will it depend on governments” handling of the economic impacts of the
pandemic, including whether social policies exist to mitigate those impacts? Each of the multiple
phases of the pandemic — lockdown, reopening, recurring restrictions — as well as long-term
economic and labour market impacts, are likely to pose new challenges for governments and
societies and new points of struggle.

Clearly, any political shifts will have significant impacts on workers. Any restriction of
democracy, any move to the right, is likely to prove harmful to workers, who rely on democratic
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systems and civil liberties to defend and advance their interests — in the workplace, on the streets
and in parliaments. To the extent that the political space opens for new ideas that diminish
inequality and expand democracy, workers are likely to benefit. In this scenario, could the public
revalorisation of “essential workers” lead to broader protections and better pay for low-wage
workers? Might the value of immigrant workers be recognised? Could unions play a bigger role in
the redesign of policies and institutions? Will there be a greater focus on extending forms of social
protection to previously excluded sectors of workers? Or will we instead see governments and
employers use the economic crisis and mass unemployment to suppress workers” demands, strikes,
organising efforts and basic rights? Will the economic challenges be so great that it will be years
before countries are able to address the increases in poverty, inequality, joblessness and precarious
work?

6. How does the use of digital infrastructures implemented in this crisis alter the
labour process? What is their impact on workers?

We can expect a technological leap facilitated by the coronavirus crisis. The current tendency
towards digitalisation and automation will accelerate. Some of these ideas are prefigured in political
strategies — for example, the recent French—German initiative by Emmanuel Macron and Angela
Merkel in May 2020 (Bundesregierung, 2020). German multinational Siemens has just announced
that it is splitting off its significant energy business from the main company in order to focus on
digital industries, remaining only as a minority shareholder in the energy section (Hegmann, 2020).
The current mass dismissals of core workforces — such as the announcement by Boeing in late
April 2020 to cut 10 per cent of its workforce, or of Uber on 26 May 2020 to cut 25 per cent of its
workforce in India — are paving the way for this acceleration (Financial Times, 2020a, 2020Db).
Arguably, this would have happened anyway sooner or later, but the current crash in demand is
allowing large companies to fast-track the introduction of new technologies. This might be
accompanied by a rapid concentration of capital given the bankruptcy of many small and medium
enterprises; the amount of capital necessary for digitalisation is much higher than in earlier waves
of technological restructuring. Thus, this crisis could also hit the remaining core workforces with
stable salaries and secure contracts very hard.

For labour scholars, this calls for a re-examination of how recently implemented digital
infrastructures change the organisation of work — for example, by shifting it into homes — and what
this means for workers. What kind of mechanisms of surveillance and control are workers exposed
to? What does working from home imply for the reproduction of labour power? How can workers
organise and engage in resistance to employer control if they are disciplined with the help of digital
technologies or work in isolation?

7. How does the pandemic, and its political and economic effects, affect attempts to
address the global ecological crisis, and what does this mean for workers?

According to some commentators, the global pandemic is connected to the global ecological crisis
(Gills, 2020; Satgar, 2020). They argue that the continued encroachment of human settlements into
natural habitats and the exploitation of nature through the poaching of wild animals have exposed
humankind to dangerous pathogens. In this sense, the health crisis has exposed the fragility of
“society—nature relationships” (Brand and Wissen, 2013) under capitalist conditions, and the
material force of the pandemic has demonstrated, once more, the urgent need to address the
ecological crisis. The lockdowns may have led to a drastic reduction in carbon emissions, and even
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Trump ordered General Motors to produce ventilators. But with a deep economic crisis looming,
there is a danger that governments will choose to protect polluting industries rather than facilitate
industrial conversion. The Merkel government has decided to bail out the German national carrier
Lufthansa to the tune of 9 billion euros, and Macron has announced that his government will spend
roughly the same amount of money to support the ailing French car industry (Mallet, 2020;
Sweeney, 2020).

For labour, this heightens already existing tensions and dilemmas. On the one hand, many
workers, especially in manufacturing, depend for their livelihood on industries that deplete natural
resources and contribute significantly to carbon emissions. On the other hand, workers have a
considerably smaller carbon footprint than people on higher incomes both in the Global North
and South (Boucher, 2016; Wiederhofer et al., 2017), and they have fewer material resources with
which they can protect themselves from its fallout.

Against this backdrop, labour scholars might ask how the global pandemic affects the jobs of
workers in polluting industries, whether digitalisation and automation create opportunities for a
“greening” of work, whether new opportunities are emerging for industrial conversion, and what
the prospects are for red—green alliances to facilitate a social-ecological transformation of society.

8. What might be the implications of the crisis for labour scholars around the world?
How are universities and research centres being transformed, and with what
effects?

Labour scholars are workers, who are usually employed by universities or academic research bodies.
Many are also active trade unionists or labour activists. It follows that their work falls under the
remit of global labour studies, all the more since it raises politically and academically relevant
questions around the relationship between scholarship and activism. The proliferation of
precarious labour in academia and the forms in which academics have organised and mobilised to
fight casualisation have been discussed on the pages of this Journal before (see the January 2018
issue). In light of the current changes to universities, it is worth revisiting this topic.

In countries with fully marketised university systems, the financial impact of the crisis is
already drastic. As there are fewer students — and particularly fewer “lucrative” out-of-state or
international students paying higher fees — the revenue created by these universities is dwindling.
Universities in Australia, Britain, Canada and the United States have already announced layoffs
(Blunt, 2020; McKie, 2020). But even universities that are mostly state-funded, which still can be
found in many continental European countries, may suffer severely from budget cuts once
governments try to reduce the public debt incurred through bailouts and fiscal expansion during
the first phase of the crisis. Consequently, commentators see the crisis as an existential threat to
the existing university system and a prelude to a deep transformation of academia. There are fears
that the shift to online teaching, combined with a funding crisis, will lead to drastic job cuts because
it will allow fewer professors to reach more students with their lectures, that large tech companies
will capture and swallow higher education, and that the already significant inequalities in access to
higher education will widen even more (Galloway, 2020; Ivancheva and Swartz, 2020; O’Hara,
2020).

In light of this, it is worth conducting empirical research on the reality on the ground. How
does the shift to online teaching change the academic labour process? What does this mean for
decision-making concerning academic work and hierarchies in academia? What are the implications
for jobs and employment relations, and is the trend towards casualisation being reinforced? What
are the reactions of unions and labour activists, and how do they mobilise resistance? What are the
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effects on students, and is there a prospect of alliances between students and university staff? What
are the class effects of the transformation of the university and the implications for the divide
between mental and manual labour?

Contemporary Perspectives on Labour

This editorial reflects our initial responses to what is very likely the early stage of a long and drawn-
out health and economic crisis. As our thoughts here indicate, this moment, like all crises, is
potentially productive for labour scholars and workers’ movements in terms of political
possibilities, theoretical insights and strategic innovations. We welcome submissions in the coming
months that continue to engage with the issues we have raised here, as well as other approaches to
the intersection of labour and the current crisis.

This issue of the Global Labour Jonrnal contains a special section of topical Global Issues pieces,
which we are publishing as part of our ongoing commemoration of the tenth anniversary of the
Journal. We will publish another round of these pieces in the Global Issues section of the
September issue. These sections were planned before the pandemic. Our initial idea was to invite
labour scholars to reflect on topics which are important for understanding the contemporary world
of work, but which have received relatively little attention in the Global Labour Journal and in global
labour studies in general. This was inspired by the fact that recent years have seen a proliferation
of rich debates in a range of topics — such as race and class, nationalism, social reproduction and
the climate crisis — which are directly relevant to issues of labour. Yet, these debates and topics
have largely remained distinct from the labour studies literature. In communicating with our
authors, we mentioned topics we were interested in, but we also gave them a great deal of freedom
to decide the focus and format of their interventions.

The published pieces reflect this freedom. Some of them are brief and broadly pitched
theoretical interventions, such as Phoebe Moore’s analysis of the intersection between artificial
intelligence and workers, while others are more empirically focused analyses of particular issues,
such as Archana Prasad’s piece on communal violence and informal labour in Delhi. Some authors
have chosen to engage with the coronavirus crisis through the lens of their topic, such as Alessandra
Mezzadti’s piece on social reproduction, but others have not done so. We hope that you find these
pieces as interesting and provocative as we have, and we look forward to publishing another set of
these as we conclude our tenth anniversary commemoration in the September issue this year.
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