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ABSTRACT 

Our article engages with discussions about the implications of precarious work and its impact on 
workers’ capacity to organise by analysing the case of Argentina’s Confederation of Popular 
Economy Workers (CTEP, Confederación de Trabajadores de la Economía Popular). The 
organisation was created in 2011 with the aim of representing a broad and heterogeneous group of 
workers in varying conditions of informality, precarious self-employment and workfare 
programmes. We trace the history of the organisation and analyse its development by focusing on 
the role of social assistance as a crucial expression of the changing relations between precarious 
workers and the state. Social assistance has provided some resources for addressing the 
reproduction needs of precarious workers and of the territories in which they live, and also the 
material means through which an organisation like CTEP has sought to consolidate its political 
work among precarious workers. Nonetheless, social assistance has also worked as a means to 
circumscribe broader demands for change into issues to be addressed through social policy. Our 
argument is that central to CTEP’s trajectory as an organisation of precarious workers was its 
attempt to break away from the narrow confines of social assistance, pushing for changes that 
would allow its members to gain some autonomy both materially and institutionally. 
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Introduction 
Precarious labour and the consequences of precarity have become buzzwords in contemporary 
debates about life under capitalism. Because of this, questions about the implications of various 
forms of precarity for worker organising have acquired renewed relevance as the power of the 
working class continues to be challenged by what now seems like capitalism’s endless array of 
resources to accumulate at the expense of wages and social wellbeing.1 Our article engages with 

 
1 We use the notion of precarious labour to refer to the broad range of working realities that includes several 
forms of non-standard employment, namely workers who are not registered and work for a registered or 
unregistered employer, contract workers who are misclassified as independent contractors, self-employed 
workers, and waged and unwaged family workers. We use precarity rather than informality which is often 
used in the literature to refer to various forms of non-standard work because we want to emphasise the 
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discussions about labour precarity and precarious labour organising by analysing the case of 
Argentina’s Confederation of Popular Economy Workers (CTEP, Confederación de Trabajadores 
de la Economía Popular), which was created in 2011 with the aim of representing a broad and 
heterogeneous group of workers in varying conditions of precarity, precarious self-employment 
and workfare programmes.  

As an overall approach to our enquiry, we aim to bring together two sets of discussions that 
for the most part have been developed separately. The first is the reality of various forms of 
precarious work and the challenges it represents for workers, their identities and their forms of 
collective action. The second is the relationship between precarious workers and the state and its 
social assistance policies.  

Beginning with the experience of organisations of the unemployed in the 1990s, works in the 
first group have contributed to a better understanding of the ways in which precarious and 
unemployed workers managed to forge new identities even when confronting an experience that 
has traditionally been associated with isolation and social fragmentation (Svampa and Pereyra, 
2003; Masetti, 2004; Dinerstein, 2014). Some studies have connected such a capacity with longer-
term traditions of working-class organising and collective identities (Lucita, 2001; Benclowicz, 
2015). In studies about CTEP, these preoccupations have advanced a new focus on the capacity of 
precarious workers to re-articulate the notion of work and working-class organising (Abal Medina, 
2016; Bruno, Coelho and Palumbo, 2017), while questioning the strict separation between formality 
and informality (Fernández Álvarez, 2019, 2020) as well as the spheres of production and 
reproduction (Pacifico, 2017; Fernández Álvarez and Perelman, 2020). 

Within the second body of work, a key theme has been the political implications of demands 
for social assistance, both for relations between organisations and the state and for the 
organisations themselves (Svampa, 2008). In some cases, these relationships have been addressed 
as disempowering (Álvarez Leguizamón, 2006; Murillo, 2008) while others have seen them as 
spaces of contention through which social movements representing the unemployed have sought 
to establish their own bases of power (Garay, 2007; Rossi, 2017). While all these contributions 
inform our understanding of the multiple processes at play in the political strategy of CTEP, we 
suggest it is in bringing together its experience both as an organisation mobilising around labour 
rights and engaging in relations of conflict and cooperation with the state around social assistance 
that we truly gain an appreciation of the complexities of organising precarious workers.  

With this objective in mind, our paper focuses on CTEP’s drive to gain the recognition of its 
members as workers and the strategies it followed since its origins with that aim: first, the 
recognition of the social value of the work of its members and the institution of a social salary; and 
second, CTEP’s demand to be formally recognised as a union both by the state and by other unions. 
In our study we pay particular attention to social assistance policy as a crucial expression of the 
changing relations between precarious workers’ organisations and the state. Social assistance has 
provided crucial channels through which the state has not only addressed the demands of 
precarious workers but also circumscribed them as issues of social policy. However, assistance has 
also been a resource for addressing the reproduction needs of precarious workers and of the 
territories in which they live and, at the same time, a vehicle for building the foundations for the 
political action of these workers. CTEP has also fought for its members to be recognised as workers 
with the right to unionise and, as a union, to become part of the General Labour Confederation 

 
involuntary nature of these forms of work, the vulnerability workers are exposed to, and the implications 
for their lives. 
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(CGT, Confederación General del Trabajo), and to gain the right to engage in collective bargaining 
and wage negotiations similar to that of other groups of workers. These themes guide our 
discussion. Our argument is that central to CTEP’s trajectory as an organisation of precarious 
workers was its attempt to break away from the narrow confines of social assistance, pushing for 
changes that would allow its members to gain some material and institutional autonomy. The 
struggles for a social salary and its legal recognition as a union are both cases in point.  

We first present a theoretical reflection on some of the key concepts in our discussion – first, 
the rise of precarious labour and the challenges it has posed for labour organising; second, the crisis 
of social reproduction and the ways in which workers have sought to address it; and third, the 
opportunities and challenges social assistance has created for these workers and their forms of 
organising. The next section provides a characterisation of CTEP and the historical background 
from which it emerged. This discussion provides the context for examining the renewed organising 
efforts of precarious workers with the creation of CTEP. The following section focuses on the 
period of political change and economic crisis that followed the election of a right-wing 
government (2015–2019). Finally, we offer some concluding reflections on the implications of 
precarious workers’ struggles.  

The article is based on our fieldwork findings and the knowledge gained through activism. 
Fieldwork includes twenty unstructured interviews with local leaders and rank-and-file members 
of unemployed workers’ movements, members of CTEP and of existing national labour 
confederations, labour lawyers working to support informal workers’ cooperatives and state 
officials from the Labour and Social Development ministries conducted between 2016 and 2020. 
Interviewees were identified through personal contacts and snowball techniques. We also rely on 
official statistics and documents produced by the state and CTEP. Finally, we draw upon critical 
reflections on the knowledge gained through direct engagement with some of the movements and 
organisations analysed in the paper. This article is thus the product of a dialogue between the 
authors about our perspectives on labour studies, assistance policies and the political dynamics of 
popular economy workers. This exchange has enriched our understandings of labour, labour 
organising and the relation between organised workers and the state, providing us with new ways 
of looking into the realities in labour organising under increasingly heterogeneous conditions.  

 
 

Precarious Work, Social Reproduction and Working-class Struggles in the 
Twenty-first Century  
Beyond the usual gamut of challenges related to organising workers, there are additional constraints 
to collective action by precarious workers, who are often wageless. As discussed in the Introduction 
to this Special Issue, there is a large body of literature in Latin America and elsewhere in the Global 
South on precarious workers and their particular vulnerabilities vis-à-vis economic and political 
transformations. In the context of the crisis of standard work – that is, continuous employment 
with benefits – in both the Global North and South, and the proliferation of various forms of 
precarious work that have accompanied the restructuring of capitalism since the 1970s, questions 
about the likelihood of precarious workers’ collective action have gained traction. Discussions have 
been ignited by Standing’s (2011) influential definition of the precariat as a “class in the making”, 
whose members tend to be alienated from contemporary politics. These workers constitute a 
decidedly heterogeneous group, most of the time without links to a shared or identifiable workplace 
and employer, often experiencing forms of precarity and economic and extra-economic challenges 
in substantially different ways. Lacking wages and a connection to a site of production, precarious 
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workers’ struggles are framed in ways that depart substantially from the practices of conventional 
labour unions. These characteristics provide some explanation for both the obstacles traditional 
unions have encountered in organising informal workers and, equally important, the fact that these 
workers have often sought alternatives to conventional working-class forms of organising as 
channels for their collective action (Bonner and Spooner, 2011; Agarwala, 2014). Nonetheless, 
there are a number of successful organising experiences among informal workers that show that, 
while difficult, workers do find the ways to express their demands collectively, as has been the case 
with domestic workers, street vendors, home-based workers, recyclers and so on (Bonner and 
Spooner, 2011; Chen, 2012; Argawala, 2014; Rosaldo, 2016). Moreover, emerging informal 
workers’ organisations have managed to provide options to sectors that have remained historically 
marginal to union’s spheres of action (Argarwala, 2014). 

In the absence of common workplaces, key to making organising possible has been the 
creation of a shared social space for resistance that facilitates the encounter with other workers and 
bridges differences (Felder and Patroni, 2018a: 4). CTEP has found a means to address some of 
the most serious challenges it faces to find the terms of unity in the concept of popular economy 
(Fernández Álvarez, 2020). As Forni, Nougués and Zapico (2020) suggest, the popular economy is 
a device that made it possible for various movements and organisations to foster the emergence of 
a common identity. Yet, the popular economy has also been key for CTEP to demarcate a complex 
universe of production and reproduction activities carried out by workers who must make a living 
outside of the formal economy; as such, it is the most vivid manifestation of the fact that under 
the current distribution of power between capital and labour, the economy is no longer able to 
create jobs for all workers. CTEP’s leaders have called attention to the fact that the exclusion of 
precarious workers from wage relations often entails their exclusion from the rights and protections 
other workers enjoy (Pérsico and Grabois, 2014), even when these workers usually perform 
activities that are critical for the capitalist economy, while the value of their work is indirectly 
appropriated by capital (Grabois, 2014).2  

As the possibilities of earning a wage become grimmer, an increasing number of workers need 
to find alternative ways to secure their reproduction. One characteristic in the organisation of 
CTEP is exactly the relevance of struggles around issues pertaining to social reproduction. Indeed, 
its organising is in many ways a response to the crisis in social reproduction created by the structural 
growth of unemployment and precarity. Like the notion of social reproduction itself, these 
struggles around social reproduction are “inevitably crisscrossed by contradiction, within which 
lies room for resistance and rupture and for the creation of alternative forms of social 
reproduction” (Dinerstein and Pitts, 2018: 483). Yet, as Katz (2001: 718) puts it, “[s]ocial 
reproduction is precisely not ‘revolutionary’, and yet so much rests on its accomplishment, 
including – perhaps paradoxically – oppositional politics”.  

As several authors have shown, self-organising is fundamental for the social reproduction of 

 
2 With this, CTEP distanced itself from more conventional views of the social economy which have been 
used to characterise activities that exist beyond formal markets. The social economy is understood as a space 
in which economic activities are guided by the principle of solidarity, and in which cooperation prevails over 
competition (Coraggio, 2020). It also suggests a choice on the part of workers. In other words, the popular 
economy entails relations of exploitation that often transcend formal wage relations, and brings together 
groups of workers affected by different forms of precarity. Equally important, the popular economy is a 
way to emphasise the centrality of work in organising the life of those who have been excluded from formal 
wage relations (Hindi, 2020).  
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precarious workers (Lazar and Sánchez, 2019; Fernández Álvarez, 2020). But usually, reproduction 
also entails some forms of interaction with the state and access to state funding, and this has posed 
a political dilemma for CTEP. While reliance on the state might be inescapable, it creates two 
fundamental problems. One is its contingency. The state might or might not have the resources 
required to provide social assistance, a supplementary wage or a universal income. Social 
movements might have very little leverage in ensuring the availability of these resources, and this 
creates political vulnerabilities the state can manipulate in its favour. The other problem relates to 
the political risks that the subordination to state assistance generates as it brings to the surface 
assumptions about the poor under capitalism, in particular their being unproductive and 
superfluous to society. In struggles around reproduction by popular economy workers, we thus see 
an attempt to vindicate the worth of these workers’ contributions to society in terms of the value 
of their productive and reproductive activities and, therefore, their rightful claim to a share of the 
wealth generated. Indeed, as we argue, the political resignification of social assistance has been at 
the core of CTEP’s strategy.  

Generally speaking, social assistance has often been connected to poverty relief programmes 
and other planned public interventions within areas of social development (Lo Vuolo et al., 1999). 
It entails “mechanisms to transfer good and services to those individuals and groups not absorbed 
into the expanding labour market or absorbed in ways so irregular and tenuous as to be insufficient 
to ensure the satisfaction of basic living conditions in monetised societies” (Soldano and 
Andrenacci, 2006: 15). It is usually guided by notions about the satisfaction of needs rather than 
the recognition of rights (Danani and Hintze, 2020). The emphasis on needs has led to assistance 
being associated with the discretionary power of the state to both define recipients and exercise 
political control over them. The most radical version of this line of thinking draws a direct 
connection between social assistance and political clientelism (Sojo, 2007). In our work, however, 
we understand social assistance as the body of policies connected to secondary income 
redistribution aimed at those not protected through the provisions established under formal 
employment relations.  

In Argentina, social assistance expanded considerably during the 1990s in response to 
profound transformations in labour markets and the parallel undermining of the body of 
protections that had existed to regulate wage work. During those years, social policy was 
characterised by its rather limited impact and reach, in terms of both the size and characteristics of 
the target populations and the goods and services provided through the programmes. Assistance 
was also conditional on some kind of work by the recipients. To organise this work, social 
assistance programmes relied on government institutions – fundamentally, local governments – 
and, to some extent, organisations of unemployed workers (Grassi, 1997, 2003; Vilas, 1997; 
Andrenacci, 2002). More recently, some programmes replaced work requirements by a new type 
of conditionality that emphasises recipients’ compliance with health controls (vaccinations, check-
ups, etc.) and schooling for dependent children – a change that individualises recipients’ connection 
to the programme and also tends to place considerable pressure on women (Pautassi, Arciadiácono 
and Straschnoy, 2013). There has been a broad consensus that social assistance in general and 
conditionality in particular have been a main instrument in the hands of the state to address social 
conflict (Álvarez Leguizamón, 2006; Murillo, 2008), and have been intended to discipline recipients 
of assistance (Brown, 2017). In our view, social assistance programmes and their conditionalities 
have also provided resources and opportunities critical for both the existence of collective 
initiatives that ensure social reproduction as well as for sustaining mobilisation and organising 
(Natalucci, 2012; Longa, 2019). This has been most clearly evident when social assistance has 
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supported and promoted the creation of cooperatives and other forms of collective initiatives in 
which social organisations played a central role. As we are going to show below, this role has often 
exceeded the one formally assigned by the state. Even though the state has been central in 
influencing precarious workers’ forms of organisation through the allocation of resources and the 
definition of policy orientations, precarious workers’ organisations have sought to advance their 
own political agendas that have involved cooperation and conflict with the state and have evolved 
in line with changing political junctures. Gradually, several of these organisations converged in 
CTEP and in the demand for recognition of their members as workers, rather than assisted poor 
or unemployed.  

The creation of CTEP, its connection to previous organising experiences, and the 
consolidation of its way of understanding the way forward for precarious workers is the subject of 
the next section. 

 
 

The Politicisation of Precarious Labour in Argentina: The Innovations of CTEP 
 
Our most important experience as organisations [at the time of the creation of CTEP] could be traced 
back to the 1990s – for some of us our roots went even deeper, into the 1980s and, of course, even 
the 1970s (Secretary General of CTEP Esteban Castro, cited by Muñoz, 2019). 

 
As we discussed above, the popular economy plays a central role in CTEP’s strategy of political 
organising. It is the space of production and reproduction, and so it has been a key demand of the 
organisation to gain the legal and material means required to ensure that those jobs provide viable 
livelihoods for these workers. The founding of CTEP in 2011 was aimed at bringing political 
representation to these popular economy workers.  

They are street vendors, they recycle garbage, they contribute to community services like 
neighbourhood kitchens and caring for children and the elderly, they produce food in small plots 
of land, and they often find sporadic waged work as informal labourers. Some have undertaken 
these survival activities individually, and many others do so as members of cooperatives that have 
either been autonomously constituted, as is the case with worker-controlled enterprises, or formed 
through the mediation of the state. The range of their work experiences reflects the diversity of 
trajectories leading workers into the popular economy, a concept that, as we suggest above, has 
become instrumental in capturing the potential of unity among this population.  

The heterogeneity in the work trajectories of the CTEP rank and file is mirrored by the 
substantial diversity in the political forces that brought the organisation together. Some of these 
movements had been quite close to the Fernández de Kirchner government, as was the case with 
Evita Movement (Movimiento Evita) and its leader Emilio Pérsico and the National Indigenous 
Peasant Movement (MNCI, Movimiento Nacional Campesino Indígena). Others have tight 
connections with the social work of the Catholic Church, as is the case with the Movement of 
Excluded Workers (MTE, Movimiento Nacional de Trabajadores Excluidos). And yet others trace 
their origins to different radical left traditions or are independent, most notably the Popular 
Movement for Dignity (MPLD, Movimiento Popular La Dignidad), the Land Workers Union 
(UTT, Unión de Trabajadores de la Tierra), The Powerful (La Poderosa) and a number of local 
organisations. Many of these groups share roots in the organisations of unemployed workers of 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, which gradually reformulated their demands and their own nature. 
While we cannot delve in detail into the history and internal politics of the precarious workers’ 
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movement in Argentina, in what follows we address a few notes with the expectation it will 
contribute to a better understanding of CTEP’s goals and actions, and also its strategy vis-à-vis the 
state. 

 
Workers’ organisations and social assistance policy in times of crisis and recovery 

The 1990s was a decade of profound economic change for Argentina, with the most negative 
effects felt by the workers in the country. It was also a moment of significant transformations in 
labour organising, when established unions faced the twin challenges of rising unemployment and 
crumbling labour rights, as neo-liberal reforms and austerity became entrenched in the country. By 
2002, unemployment reached 21.5 per cent and involuntary underemployment 24.3 per cent. In 
2003, almost 44 per cent of workers were unregistered (Felder and Patroni, 2018b).  

It was in this climate of mounting losses for workers that new forms of collective action 
emerged, particularly among those segments of the working class most affected by unemployment, 
underemployment and impoverishment. The collapse of neo-liberalism in the country and the 
nature of the period that succeeded it cannot be understood without considering the role of these 
workers. Perhaps the most emblematic struggle of the time was that of the unemployed workers, 
who came to be known as piqueteros for their use of road blocks (piquetes) as a form of protest (Cross 
and Monte Cató, 2002; Svampa and Pereyra, 2003; Felder and Patroni, 2011). Starting in the mid-
1990s, their demands for state assistance and jobs transformed the political dynamics of the labour 
movement in Argentina.  

Some unions came to see the growing numbers of unemployed and precariously employed as 
a central focus in the struggles against neo-liberalism. In 1992, major unions within the public 
sector split from the mainstream CGT to create the Argentine Workers’ Central (CTA, Central de 
Trabajadores de la Argentina), which attracted organisations of the unemployed and other 
territorial organisations representing a wide range of informal and precarious workers. Other 
unions within the service and transportation sectors, while remaining within CGT, defied its 
leadership in 1994 by creating the Movement of Argentinean Workers (MTA, Movimiento de 
Trabajadores Argentinos). In the second half of the 1990s, the confluence of organisations of the 
unemployed within MTA and CTA, as well as other organisations in the piquetero movement, 
created a powerful opposition movement. The importance of these alliances in cementing the 
power of various organisations of the unemployed cannot be overstated (Patroni, 2018). 

The government responded to this upsurge of social mobilisation with a combination of 
repression and some novel forms of state intervention – namely, workfare and anti-poverty 
programmes that targeted poor unemployed workers. From this time on, the state’s forms of 
engagement with social organisations in allocating workfare stipends became a key area of 
contention (Svampa and Pereyra, 2003). In particular, the deployment of social programmes 
became a new stage for the complex interaction between the state and the organisations of 
unemployed workers and their patterns of confrontation and incorporation (Freytes Frey and 
Cross, 2005; Garay, 2007). 3  Thus while it is true that governments might have used work 
programmes as a means to consolidate their patronage networks (Levitsky, 2003), it is also the case 
that organisations of the unemployed were able to use these programmes to strengthen their own 
positions vis-à-vis the communities they hoped to represent (Freytes Frey and Cross, 2005; 

 
3  The involvement of social organisations in the management of social assistance programmes raised 
widespread controversy despite the fact that these organisations were only in charge of a small portion of 
these plans. Most of them were administered by local governments (Longa, 2019). 
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Pacifico, 2020).  
As mentioned above, unemployment and poverty reached unprecedented levels by the late 

1990s and early 2000s, leading to a period of intense economic, political and social instability that 
by late 2001 resulted in the resignation of President Fernando de la Rúa (1999–2001) and the 
appointment of Senator Eduardo Duhalde (2002–2003) as a provisional president. A key initiative 
during Duhalde’s term was the implementation of a massive social assistance programme that 
merged and expanded existing programmes into the Unemployed Heads of Households Plan 
(PJJHD, Plan Jefes y Jefas de Hogar Desocupados). It consisted of a small cash transfer to heads 
of unemployed household with children under the age of eighteen or with disabled children. 
Recipients were expected to perform some type of community work for local municipalities or 
social organisations, and to commit to sending their children to school and following the 
mandatory vaccination schedule. Reaching two million beneficiaries, the programme became the 
most massive social assistance initiative to date. While the PJJHD sought to appease social conflict 
by addressing the urgent needs of a growing number of impoverished families, it did not manage 
to achieve the objective. In a context of acute economic, political and social crisis Néstor Kirchner 
(2003–2007) was elected president of the country in April 2003. The swift economic recovery and 
the major political change of the following years would set the scene for major realignments in 
unemployed workers’ movements and in social assistance policy, which were key to situate the 
emergence of CTEP by the turn of the decade.  

 
Persistent precarious labour, social assistance policies and the transformation of the 
piquetero movement 

Under Kirchner’s lead, economic growth averaged 8.8 per cent per year after 2004 (Felder and 
Patroni, 2018b), and by mid-2007 unemployment had been reduced to 9.2 per cent from its peak 
of 21.5 per cent in 2002. Employment creation combined with the rise of wages and non-wage 
income for workers resulted in a considerable drop in poverty. Nonetheless, by mid-2007, 16.3 per 
cent of individuals and 23.4 per cent of households were still below the poverty line, and extreme 
poverty affected 8.2 per cent of individuals and 5.7 per cent of households (INDEC, n.d.[a], 
n.d.[b]). By 2007, 39.5 per cent of salaried workers were unregistered. Informal workers’ average 
real income was around 50 per cent of that of formal workers and considerably lower than informal 
workers’ income in 1998 (Felder and Patroni, 2018b).  

Between 2003 and 2008, the government gradually introduced changes to the existing social 
assistance programmes, which would ultimately reformulate their very logic. Already in 2003, the 
Get to Work Plan (Plan Manos a la Obra) was created to give unemployed workers opportunities 
to acquire equipment to create their own microbusinesses, either individually or with families or 
communities. In line with the approaches of the 1990s, the programme sought to strengthen the 
microentrepreneurship ethos in communities as a way to guarantee their subsistence beyond formal 
labour markets and within the area of economic activity increasingly acknowledged after 2003 as 
the social economy. The Get to Work Plan was also instrumental in the government’s drive to establish 
connections with piquetero organisations, which promoted these microenterprises to provide some 
subsistence alternatives for their members. While the government expressed its intention to 
promote the participation of these organisations in the implementation of social policy, the 
programme received only 3 per cent of the budget of the Ministry of Social Development in its 
heyday and was further downgraded after 2005 (Logiudice, 2011).  

With the worst of the crisis left behind, by 2004 the government redesigned social assistance 
once again to focus on programmes facilitating workers’ reinsertion into labour markets, including 
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retraining those who lacked basic labour skills. The underlying assumption at this stage was that 
economic growth and a concomitant growth in labour demand were the key to reducing 
unemployment and labour informality (Trujillo and Retamozo, 2019). However, in the following 
years the government, not without vacillation, started to acknowledge that formal employment 
creation would not suffice to address precarity. Accordingly, it gradually scaled down the PJJHD 
and created several programmes to replace it. For example, in 2006 the Training and Employment 
Insurance programme (Seguro de Capacitación y Empleo) was created under the authority of the 
Ministry of Labour to temporarily assist unemployed workers – mostly adult men – with the 
expectation that they would soon join formal labour markets. Other workers who were deemed 
unemployable due to their unstable job trajectories were offered various programmes based in the 
Ministry of Social Development. 4  These first reconfigurations of assistance policies and the 
division of labour between ministries were early indicators of the government’s recognition of the 
existence of an unemployable population who faced insurmountable obstacles to their reabsorption 
into waged labour.  

Two moments seem to converge during this critical transformation between 2003 and 2008. 
On the one hand, changing economic conditions translated into the weakening of the piquetero 
identities that unemployed workers’ movements have been so effective in forging and mobilising. 
Thus, many piquetero organisations redirected their previous demands for jobs to a broader range 
of concerns connected to the conditions which affected the experience of poverty more generally 
(Natalucci, 2016; Retamozo and Trujillo, 2018). Redefining themselves as broader social 
movements, they struggled for access to better public services, urban infrastructure, housing, health 
care and education. Ensuring access to state resources to provide some improvements to their 
material life became a fundamental part of their struggles. An important demand in this respect 
was centred around public support for cooperatives to address the various deficits these 
communities faced while at the same time creating employment for their members.  

On the other hand, the opening of spaces to participate in various spheres of government 
generated a new line of division within the movement. While some organisations and leaders saw 
the opportunity to actively engage with the new administration as a way of expanding the political, 
symbolic and material means to increase their connections to the grassroots, others remain 
extremely critical both of the orientation of the new government and of collaborating with it 
(Logiudice, 2017). At the same time, being part of the political alliance in government did not solve 
all the challenges these organisations confronted in consolidating their own political power on the 
ground (Gómez and Massetti, 2009). Likewise, their increasing participation in government was 
not the necessary condition to gain greater power over the administration of resources (Longa, 
2019). This would become even more challenging after 2005, when the government moved 
decisively to downscale assistance programmes delivered in cooperation with social organisations, 
favouring instead conditional cash transfer policies (Logiudice, 2017). It is in this process of shifting 
identities and alliances that we locate the main dynamic in the emergence of the CTEP a few years 
later. 

 
Organising popular economy workers: The creation of CTEP 

It was not until after 2009, during the government of Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (2007–2015), 

 
4 An example of this was the Family Plan for Social Inclusion (PFIS, Plan Familias para la Inclusión Social) 
created in 2005, which granted a stipend to women with children on the condition that they commit to 
sending their children to school and comply with standardised health controls.  



  
Global Labour Journal, 2021, 12(3), Page 253  

that renewed attention was paid to the universe of precarious and informal workers and, as we will 
see below, community initiatives in the form of cooperatives re-emerged as key options in social 
assistance policy. At that point, Fernández de Kirchner’s 2007 landslide presidential victory had 
given way to a series of setbacks. Despite the accelerated economic growth of the previous years, 
by 2009 unregistered workers still represented 35.8 per cent of salaried workers (Felder and Patroni, 
2018b). After the economic downturn of 2008–2009, the pace of formal job creation and real wage 
growth slowed down, and the income gap between formal and informal workers widened (Morris, 
2017). By 2011, up to 45 per cent of all workers in Argentina, both salaried and self-employed, still 
worked informally (Bertranou, Casanova and Sarabia, 2013: 20). Moreover, and of direct relevance 
to our argument, unwaged workers – that is, those who continued to make a living by engaging in 
some type of subsistence economic activity – continued to represent a stubbornly high portion of 
the working population.  

The economic slowdown and persistent labour market fragmentation were compounded by 
growing political challenges. The government’s widespread political support of the previous years 
gave way to growing levels of opposition, eventually even from the CGT, traditionally a strong ally 
of Peronist governments. To compensate for the loss of support, in what would constitute a major 
shift in social policy and programme delivery since 2005, the government turned its attention to 
the informal and unemployed sector that had remained marginal to the benefits emerging from 
rising employment. 

Accordingly, in 2009 the government broadened the scope of subsidised employment 
programmes with the creation of the Social Income with Work–Argentina Works Programme 
(PRIST-AR, Programa Ingreso Social con Trabajo–Argentina Trabaja). The innovation of this 
programme was that it implemented assistance through worker cooperatives of up to sixty 
members, granting them a monthly stipend to carry out public works in poor cities, towns and 
neighbourhoods. The programme did prompt the growth of the cooperative sector, but under 
specific conditions. Promoted by the state, cooperatives became the vessel for implementing a 
social programme that brought together beneficiaries who did not have any particular connection 
either to other members of their cooperative or to the principles of cooperativism itself (Logiudice, 
2017; Hopp, 2018). Nonetheless, the programme offered opportunities for organising around 
community needs that in many ways proved to be transformative for social organisations. Workers’ 
stipends as members of a cooperative were considerably higher than those in other assistance 
programmes, and beneficiaries received health insurance and social security benefits as self-
employed workers (Logiudice, 2011). By 2010, 150 000 workers organised in 1 600 cooperatives 
had joined the programme (Guimenez and Hopp, 2011), and by 2015 there were 7 781 
cooperatives organising more than 300 000 beneficiaries (Hopp, 2018: 116). Organisations close to 
the Kirchner administration benefitted most directly from the programme, while more 
autonomous organisations only managed to secure some participation after a long struggle (Longa, 
2019). Division lines also opened between social organisations and the Social Development 
Ministry, as a growing portion of the budget for the cooperatives was assigned through local 
governments. These resources that PRIST-AR made available through social organisations and 
local government officials were instrumental in reshaping the basis of the relative power in the 
areas where most of the beneficiaries lived and their cooperatives functioned. In parallel, in 2010 
the government sanctioned a law enacting the Universal Child Allowance (AUH, Asignación 
Universal por Hijo), which granted family allowances to all low-income informal and unemployed 
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workers.5  
It was in this context of accommodation but also dissonance with the government that, in 

2011, a group of social organisations joined forces to create CTEP as a tool  to mobilise the 
demands emerging from the experience of workers in the PRIST-AR cooperatives (Larsen and 
Hindi, 2013). These objectives became central to CTEP’s founding premise that the process of 
mobilising workers who have built their livelihoods around precarious and informal occupations 
needed to bring attention to their work as socially relevant and themselves not as unemployed 
workers but as workers in the popular economy.  

As we mentioned before, CTEP was an outcome of reformulations in the identities and goals 
of the piquetero movements of the 1990s and early 2000s, which gradually moved from demands 
for job creation to the notion that the activities they performed within the popular economy 
constituted work in its own right. CTEP has emphasised the contribution of these activities to the 
satisfaction of needs and to a whole range of markets in the broader economy, which is why they 
warranted the protection and resources required to make them viable and sustainable forms of 
livelihood. A core component of CTEP’s call for action in this respect was its understanding that 
the reality faced by workers in the popular economy was an outcome of changes in contemporary 
capitalism that have favoured economic concentration and financialisation;  this only added to the 
incessant incorporation of labour-saving technologies that condemn a large segment of workers to 
chronic unemployment. This stance reflects its fundamental scepticism about addressing 
unemployment with strategies focused on economic growth. As Esteban Castro, Secretary General 
of CTEP, explained in 2017: 

 
By the end of 2010 and early 2011, we were a group of organisations fully engaged in political work 
with popular movements… We began to see how the process of economic concentration in 
contemporary capitalism and technological change had become obstacles for work creation. We had 
been aware of this problem before, but at this time we understood we had reached a point of no 
return (cited in Muñoz, 2019: 490). 

 
This characterisation points to a fundamental area of tension that, with differing intensity, has 
shaped CTEP’s relationship with both the government and the organised labour movement insofar 
as both continued to peg the resolution of the problem of informality on accelerating economic 
growth, particularly when combined with the enforcement of norms promoting registered 
employment (Palomino, 2010; Anigstein, 2019). CTEP’s view that demands for job creation were 
bound to be met with limited success also differentiated it from the goals of the movements of 
unemployed workers that had emerged in the 1990s.  

The demand to be recognised as workers bolstered CTEP’s two central strategies: first, the 
institutionalisation of a social salary as a way to transcend the drawbacks of social assistance 
programmes, and second, gaining recognition as a labour union – a demand presented to both the 
state and the organised labour movement. Yet, as the government characterised precarity as a 
critical but mostly transitory problem, its proposed forms of social intervention were geared 
towards the eventual incorporation of precarious workers into formal labour markets. The tension 
between the two appraisals has been central in delineating the relationship between CTEP and the 

 
5 The AUH has been a way to extend to informal workers the right to a family allowance, which formal 
workers have enjoyed since 1957. 
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government, and the areas of negotiation and accommodation in which they engaged. Part of the 
explanation for the government’s refusal to accept CTEP’s key demands was its reluctance to 
openly abandon the premise so central to the developmentalist vision – that precarity would 
eventually recede as economic growth progressed. 

First, the social salary ran against the government’s understanding that social assistance 
programmes      should not become an obstacle for the creation of genuine employment or a 
disincentive for informal workers to seek employment beyond the options the popular economy 
afforded them. This fundamental tension in perceptions is most easily gauged in the government’s 
hesitation to fully back the work of the cooperatives through which CTEP sought to bring 
economic and political organisation to its members (Natalucci, 2012; Longa, 2019).  

Second, CTEP’s demands that its members be recognised as workers also supported its call 
to gain status as a union with the right to both engage in collective bargaining and to be protected 
by a collective agreement (Abal Medina, 2017). This has been challenging on a number of fronts, 
not least because organising unwaged workers and others who do not have a visible employer is 
substantially different from the experience of conventional trade unions. But it was also seen by 
CTEP as an effective tool for unifying such a heterogeneous body of workers in the context of 
Argentina’s history of strong unionisation and working-class identities. 

Notwithstanding the strong connections of some of CTEP’s leaders and political 
organisations to Fernández de Kirchner’s government, the official response was resounding 
negative. That position that only changed after the electoral defeat of 2015 and just days before 
leaving power, when the Ministry of Labour granted CTEP legal recognition. While not equivalent 
to union certification, its new standing provided the means to gain some collective rights, in 
particular the possibility of offering its own health care plan to its members (obra social).6 The 
assessment of a then high-ranking official in the Ministry of Labour reveals a delay on the part of 
the government to fully grasp the efforts of organisations connected to precarious workers to 
provide some resolution to a large number of unmet basic needs. 

 
They assume, and I have learned to assume, that there exists an economy on the edges [of the 
country’s main economy] that … in many respects is a fundamental component of the value chain. 
The main problem is that, to explain it somehow, it is undervalued. For example, the informal garbage 
collector (cartonero) is fundamentally a key participant … in the value chain of paper production. 
Similarly, we can identify several other examples. I said ‘I have learned’ because I do not think the 
same way today as I did then. My role in government taught me many things. With some of them I 
became quite upset, such as with CTEP. But now I have learned to appreciate others, such as 
cooperatives….  As a labour lawyer, I was suspicious of cooperatives because they are a channel for 
considerable fraud. But the truth is that the labour cooperatives that grew so much during our 
government were aimed at something different. They aimed to become new forms of organising the 
labour process…. We need to provide cooperatives with more formality. They cannot be marginal 
(Ministry of Labour official, personal interview, February 2020).  

 
This back and forth between the government and CTEP reflects the tensions that unfolded 
between CTEP’s reliance on state resources for sustaining the work in the popular economy, the 
political participation of some if its leaders in the governing coalition,7 and the discrepancies in the 

 
6 The Health Plan for Popular Economy Workers (OSTEP, Obra Social de Trabajadores de la Economía 
Popular) was officially sanctioned in December 2016. 
7 The government created new state agencies and appointed CTEP members to lead them. 
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characterisation of the nature of precarious labour and CTEP’s desire to establish some degree of 
autonomy for the sector to pursue its political development (CTEP organiser, Buenos Aires, 
personal interview, August 2020). These tensions would soon be framed in quite different terms 
with the political changes brought about by the election of Mauricio Macri (2015–2019) and his 
right-wing alliance.  
 
 
The “Right Turn”: New Challenges and Opportunities for CTEP 
Mauricio Macri’s electoral campaign brought together a diversity of slogans ranging from zero poverty 
to the need to create a more hospitable environment for business, recover the culture of work and 
leave behind decades of populism and its alleged profligacy and supposedly ill-conceived policies. 
These ambitious goals were at odds with the succession of misguided policies that followed and 
resulted in yet another major economic crisis in the country. Except for 2017, there was a sharp 
decline in economic growth, inflation became an even bigger problem than it had been before 
2015, the country was faced once again a major foreign debt crisis, and social and labour market 
indicators suffered a considerable decline in 2018 and 2019. In this context, Macri lost his bid for 
re-election in October 2019.  

Predictably, amid a long economic slowdown and several periods of acute macroeconomic 
instability, social and labour market indicators gradually deteriorated. Between the second trimester 
of 2015 and the second trimester of 2019, unemployment rose from 6.6 per cent to 10.6 per cent 
of the economically active population. Unregistered employment grew from 33.1 per cent of the 
active population in the second trimester of 2015 to 35.9 per cent during the third trimester of 
2019, and 369 000 formal jobs were eliminated in the four years between September 2015 and 
September 2019 (CETyD, 2019). Equally unsurprising, the purchasing power of salaries and social 
transfers also deteriorated. Overall, by mid-2019, wages in the private sector had lost approximately 
12 per cent of their purchasing power compared to 2015, and wages in the public sector lost more 
than 30 per cent (Basualdo et al., 2019). Losses were unevenly distributed, affecting lower-income 
workers the most (Fernández and González, 2019). Social assistance benefits also declined. Thus, 
between 2015 and September 2019, the purchasing power of the income of cooperative members 
declined by 16 per cent, and benefits for AUH recipients dropped by 18 per cent (Logiudice,      
2020).  

As economic, labour market and social indicators were becoming worse, the government 
gradually gave up on its campaign promises to lead a through transformation of the economy and 
politics of the country and focused instead on managing economic instability and social conflict, 
often with meagre results. During the first two years, the government seemed to show some 
openness towards negotiations with organisations like CTEP. Towards the end of 2017 and after 
its electoral victory in the mid-term election, the government attempted to intensify its austerity 
agenda and make progress in the structural reforms associated with it. Its proposals to reform the 
pension system and deregulate labour markets were expressions of this shift. In December 2017, 
the government succeeded in obtaining congressional approval to reform pension laws to 
effectively reduce benefits. Yet this resulted in a major political setback as the reform was passed 
amid massive protests and ultimately galvanised social dissatisfaction with the government. Under 
these circumstances, the attempt to pass a law to eliminate labour regulations was postponed. As 
we will discuss in the next section, in the following two years, mounting social conflict amid the 
government’s virtual loss of control over the economy made it impossible to undermine the power 
of social organisations in the way it had expected. 
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Between the restriction of rights and rising social conflict 

As mentioned above, in his electoral campaign, Macri pledged to reach zero poverty and recover 
the culture of work instead of subsidising unemployed and precarious workers – the approach 
followed by the Kirchner administration that had elicited so much anger from many of Macri’s 
voters. The tensions between these stated objectives and the political realities of the moment soon 
became evident. The potentially explosive situations of extreme poverty and the demonstrated 
capacity of CTEP and other organisations to mobilise around the impact of the government’s 
policies on precarious workers made the cost of reducing social programme spending blatantly 
clear. Thus, during its first two years, the government kept some channels of communication with 
CTEP open. Nonetheless, the relationship became increasingly marked by tension, and the 
organisation ultimately became a major force of opposition against the government. Proposed 
changes to PRIST-AR provide a good illustration of this. In the government’s first months in 
office, it moved to eliminate the programme, but the initiative met with resistance amid worsening 
labour and social indicators in the second half of 2016. The government was forced to back down 
from its original plan, instead introducing only minor changes while the number of cooperatives 
and individuals receiving assistance grew (Arcidiácono and Bermúdez, 2018). Significantly, CTEP 
took on key powers as an implementing agency for the programme as the government was willing 
to disengage itself from the complexity of the everyday management of the programme. This in 
turn gave CTEP more power and visibility in specific territories.  

Struggles around the attempt to dismantle PRIST-AR and the government’s need to manage 
social unrest also provided the right context for CTEP’s successful mobilisation to obtain approval 
for a Social Emergency Law in December 2016 with the support of other sectors of the organised 
labour movement (Silva Mariños, 2020). The law included the institution of a social salary, created 
a mechanism for collective negotiations and registration of popular economy workers, and 
recognised the right of these workers to access basic services and to enjoy the protection of some 
labour rights. The sanction of the law was a victory for CTEP because it incorporated, albeit with 
limitations, some of its key demands, advancing the recognition of popular economy workers as 
workers.  

The social salary would allow popular economy workers to receive an income established as a 
proportion of the legal minimum wage in exchange for the economic activities they were already 
performing. For CTEP the abandoning of the idea of an assistance plan in favour of a law 
regulating a salary that compensated workers for their work within the popular economy was 
perceived as a fundamental step in securing not only greater stability but also more autonomy for 
their members. The Council for the Popular Economy and the Supplementary Social Salary 
(Consejo de la Economía Popular y del Salario Social Complementario) was created to make 
decisions about the allocation of public funding to popular economy workers with the participation 
of the Ministry of Social Development, the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of the Economy 
as well as representatives of the popular economy organisations. The law also established the 
creation of a Registry of Popular Economy Workers (RENATEP, Registro de Trabajadores de la 
Economía Popular) to collect information about the recipients of social assistance cash transfer 
programmes, which were all to be gradually replaced by the Supplementary Social Salary.8  

CTEP continued mobilising to demand the effective implementation of the Social Emergency 

 
8 The RENATEP was not implemented during the Macri government, and was only put into practice in 
July 2020 by the Alberto Fernández (2019–2023) government amid the crisis produced by the COVID-19 
pandemic. In its first month of existence, almost 500 000 popular economy workers registered (Vales, 2020). 
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Law and, with other labour organisations, to confront the impacts of the critical economic situation 
on workers. Because of the government’s attempt to resume its austerity agenda, social mobilisation 
at this stage could only fuel further confrontation. In this context, in 2018 the government sought 
to repurpose social assistance as a means of curtailing the power of precarious workers’ 
organisations, particularly that of CTEP. On the argument that cooperatives had failed to become 
sustainable and competitive, the PRIST-AR and other smaller programmes were replaced by the 
We Make the Future (Hacemos Futuro) programme (Hudson, 2020). The new programme 
eliminated work conditionality, requiring recipients to attend training activities instead. This shift 
towards training (Arcidiácono and Bermúdez, 2018) did not only seek to put an end to cooperative 
work but also to weaken the links between individual recipients of assistance and popular economy 
organisations, which were now displaced from their role in programme implementation. In 
response, social organisations tried to retain their connections with their communities by fostering 
a number of alternative programmes, especially training and popular education centres, and by 
continuing to work collectively to solve local problems (Pacifico, 2020).  

Social policy under Macri did not fully follow the pattern delineated in his electoral campaign. 
Of special interest here is the fact that the government did not eliminate social assistance 
programmes, as hoped by many of its supporters. The ideological premises about the culture of 
work that informed the attempt to eliminate assistance was mediated by other considerations, and 
to some extent left aside, as the priorities associated with the economic crisis and changing balance 
of forces were setting new limits to the actions of the government.9 The alliances through which 
this balance of forces evolved are discussed in the following pages. 

 
Seeking recognition from other workers: CTEP’s relation to CGT  

Despite its caveats, the passing of the Social Emergency Law was a major political achievement for 
CTEP and demonstrated its ability not only to mobilise its grassroots, but also to develop alliances 
with other key labour and political forces, among them CGT, CTA, the Catholic Church and 
several political parties. In many respects, CTEP’s ability to bring these disparate forces together 
secured its legitimatisation as an actor within the organised labour movement. 

The efforts to find common ground among working-class organisations prompted significant 
changes within them. CTEP actively participated in other unions’ actions around dismissals and 
working conditions (teaching unions, government workers, etc.). It also took part in CGT and CTA 
strikes and demonstrations as a part of its strategy to build alliances and incorporate its own 
demands into organised workers’ agendas (Hindi, 2020).10 In a similar fashion, in 2016 CGT created 
new Secretariats for the Popular Economy in several of its regional offices, placing them under the 
administrative control of the Brickmakers’ Union (UOLRA, Unión Obrera Ladrillera de la 
República Argentina), an organisation politically linked to CTEP and to Movimiento Evita.  

At the same time, CTEP asserted in no ambiguous terms its desire to become part of CGT. 
This is a decision in need of accounting given CGT’s less than exemplary history in terms of 
addressing the changes in labour markets, especially rising precarity, and the existence of an 

 
9 Indeed, between 2015 and 2019 funding for social assistance programmes increased, and the number of 
recipients of social assistance continued to grow. By 2019, there were 298 620 recipients of the 
Supplementary Social Salary and 236 620 beneficiaries of the We Make the Future programme, the latter 
only slightly lower than the 245 536 beneficiaries of the Argentina Works programme in 2015 (Ministerio 
de Economía, n.d.). 
10 For a detailed account of these actions during the period 2016–2019 see Silva Mariños (2020). 
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alternative confederation – CTA – with some concrete experience in organising informal workers. 
Three factors seem to us of particular relevance. The first is the particular moment of union renewal 
as rising formal employment in the first decade of the new century had allowed CGT to accumulate 
important power (Marticorena, 2015). At the same time, CTA was an organisation facing growing 
internal divisions, and questioning its own decision to split the labour movement in Argentina in 
the 1990s (CTA member, personal interview, 2016). Second, there were strong political affinities 
between CTEP and CGT, particularly their connection to Peronism and the imaginary of working-
class unity so central in the historical configuration of working-class identity in Argentina. In other 
words, CGT embodied a tradition of union representation that was recognised as legitimate. 
Finally, there was probably no more certain path for informal workers to gaining recognition as 
workers than being able to join CGT (Natalucci and Morris, 2019). Nonetheless, the alliance 
cemented around the struggles for the Social Emergency Law was a source of considerable tension 
within CGT. This tension reflected the trepidations of CGT’s leadership about the incorporations 
of CTEP, a quite large umbrella organisation bringing a substantial membership with divergent 
priorities, whose incorporation into CGT had the potential to alter the internal balance of forces 
(Patroni, 2018).  

In 2018 the sectors within CGT that had been quite receptive to incorporating CTEP – 
particularly those responding to the leadership of Juan Carlos Schmidt, one of three co-presidents 
of the organisation at that time – were displaced from power. Schmidt’s advocacy to recognise 
CTEP as part of the labour movement remains a moment of contention within the CGT worth 
reflecting upon. In his own words, during a demonstration demanding the passing of a social 
emergency law in 2016: 

 
We are facing a momentous transformation, the forging of a common tool between unions and social 
and popular movements in the country. Here, to my right, we find national unions representing men 
and women protected under collective agreements and enjoying all the protection of labour laws. To 
my left are millions of Argentines who get up every day without knowing how they will feed their 
families. It is a very heterogeneous universe composed of … those who must try to secure a living 
and a place in a system that denies them any kind of assistance (cited by Muñoz, 2019: 501). 

 
By the time of Schmidt’s departure, CGT was going through intense internal debate between a 
leadership favourable to engaging in dialogue with the government and sectors more willing to 
converge with other popular and labour organisations in a more open confrontation with it (Silva 
Mariños, 2020). Amid these tensions, the incorporation of CTEP represented a source of potential 
instability the leadership was not willing to take.  

Beyond the alliance between CTEP and the other two major labour confederations in 
Argentina, the struggle around the Social Emergency Law helped a number of social movements 
find a way to overcome their divisions and demobilisation. Importantly, CTEP was able to bring 
some of these organisations under its umbrella, as was the case with Neighbourhoods Standing Up 
(BdP, Barrios de Pie) and Classist and Combative Current (CCC, Corriente Clasista y Combativa). 
Finally, while CTEP might still lack recognition as a union by CGT, the latter nonetheless accepted 
its incorporation into the country’s Salary Council (Consejo del Salario), in which representatives 
of the federal state, provincial governments, employers and unions meet periodically to deliberate 
and agree on criteria about various labour relations issues, among them decisions about the legal 
minimum wage. 

By 2019, mobilisations became increasingly influenced by the context of the incoming 
presidential election in which a broad number of sectoral demands became combined with calls by 
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several union leaders to defeat Macri’s bid for re-election (Silva Mariños, 2020). The change of 
government in December 2019 created widespread expectations of recovery from the losses 
suffered during the previous four years among the various sections of the labour movement. Soon 
after, the COVID-19 pandemic made the relevance of the work of popular economy workers, 
especially of their care and reproductive work, evident, while at the same time it greatly restricted 
their livelihoods. Very much as it has happened elsewhere, there appears to be a more propitious 
moment to invite reflection about the value of the essential work of those who for many appeared 
marginal in their contribution to the economy and society. Whether this moment can be sustained 
to support further change remains to be seen.  

 
 

Conclusions 
For many precarious workers around the world, the most fundamental demand is that of being 
recognised as workers and their productive activities seen not only as legitimate but also as relevant 
to the economy as a whole (Budlender, 2013; Agarwala, 2014). The case of CTEP calls attention 
to the challenges of gaining such recognition, and to the many spheres in which recognition as 
workers has been fought for. With its own tensions and dilemmas, the overarching goal has been 
to broaden options related to the reproduction needs of individuals and communities beyond the 
narrow and unpredictable boundaries of social policy. 

As our work shows, assistance policy has been a key arena of negotiation and contention 
between precarious workers and the state. The way in which such assistance is distributed can have 
impacts that transcend the individual, affecting communities more broadly and, centrally to our 
argument, the organisations that strive to represent those workers, their goals and their forms of 
collective action. The nature of assistance programmes, their scope and the manner of their 
implementation have been important factors in the struggles of workers in the popular economy, 
not least because these workers have tried to frame their demands in ways that seek to transcend 
the realm of social policy. Instead, they have demanded recognition as workers who deserve rights 
under the law.  

In placing these demands, CTEP’s actions have often been disruptive. As its workers lack a 
site of employment, they have sought, as Murray Li (2017: 125) puts it, to “exert some leverage 
simply through their presence” in the public space. Understanding this presence has been the 
purpose of our work: how it is manifested and conditioned by the structural conditions of precarity 
and the relations with the state and other actors, and the balances of forces between them. CTEP 
has been able to make sense of challenging structural transformations in the world of work in novel 
ways that have given political meaning and sustainability to the travails of precarious workers. The 
specific ways in which CTEP has connected the multiple dimensions and spheres through which 
precarious workers strive to gain recognition as workers, including their connections with the state 
through social assistance and with the organised labour movement, have been markedly innovative 
in the country and the region. Fundamentally, what is still to be seen is whether the innovations 
CTEP pursues will suffice to guarantee the social reproduction of informal workers in conditions 
of dignity and fairness, especially in the context of economic and political uncertainty brought 
about by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Our work has touched upon a number of issues that open avenues for future research. One 
of them is whether organisations like CTEP can play a role in reinvigorating working-class struggles 
and unions more broadly. As we have shown, while CTEP has made important gains in forging 
alliances within the labour movement, struggles around definitions and redefinitions of work will 



  
Global Labour Journal, 2021, 12(3), Page 261  

expectedly demand considerably more efforts on the part of the different segments of a highly 
heterogeneous labour movement. Studies of labour movements have much to contribute in 
elucidating the nature and expression of the tensions between these sectors, including the 
conventional labour movement’s neglect of the predicament of precarious workers combined with 
their concerns about opening the door for legitimising labour precarity and informality. While the 
heterogeneity of the labour movement is closely connected with the structural fragmentation of 
labour markets, this fragmentation has been increasingly mediated by the state through social 
assistance policy. State intervention in this sphere raises important questions about its implications 
for the constitution of working-class identities and the likelihood of alliances between formal 
workers and a growing group of precarious assisted workers.  

While we have focused our discussion on the relationship between a particular organisation 
representing precarious workers and the state, we are aware of the diverse intra- and inter-
organisational processes pivotal in understanding the definition of precarious workers’ strategies 
and struggles. This points to the need for further research into the connections, alliances and 
conflicts among the organisations and groups representing what is by definition an extremely 
diverse segment of the working class.  

Finally, another crucial question emerging from our discussion above is the extent to which 
forms of income guaranteed by the state – as is the case of the social salary discussed here – are 
effective tools to address the structural conditions underlying poverty and inequality. This resonates 
with the contentious historical trajectories of wage subsidies and the wellbeing of working people 
and to the very basic problem of taxation and the contested ability of the state to count on fiscal 
resources for redistribution. The possibilities ahead, as we hope our discussion indicates, must be 
understood as open-ended processes, in which the relations between actors and policy outcomes 
are not pre-determined and thus may evolve in different directions, including that of greater 
fairness. 
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