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This volume, through its nine well-crafted chapters, explores with much empirical wealth and 
theoretical elaboration the multiple forms of precarious work and the organisation of workers in a 
variety of sectors in both the Global South and the Global North under changing configurations 
of financialisation, deregulation, the technological turn and redistributive practices. In their 
introduction, the editors highlight that the transformations of global labour have been articulated 
with internal and international migration, which have contributed to what Mezzadra and Neilson 
(2013) have called the “multiplication of labour” through processes of intensification, 
diversification and heterogenisation of labour forms and ever more elaborate assemblages of 
political economy. The various chapters of the book address both how these changes have 
produced new patterns of class fragmentation on the one hand and how emerging modes of 
political socialisation, resistance and organising are being carved out by workers at the individual 
and collective levels. All chapters in this volume speak distinctively and inform these processes 
which have shaped new patterns of “vulnerability and empowerment” (Qiu, 2016). 

The book is organised in two parts. The five chapter of Part I (“Life Reproduction in Urban 
Spaces”) focus on a number of sectors which have been key in sustaining urban life, such as 
domestic work, recycling, waste-picking, garment and retail. The four remaining chapters in Part 
II (“Value Production in Industries”) focus on labour and labour relations in more traditional 
industries such as construction, manufacturing, the automotive and electronic industries, and the 
rising field of digital labour. 

The main strength of Global Perspectives on Workers’ and Labour Organizations lies in the 
conceptual coherence of the nine chapters of the book. This coherence is buttressed by the short 
but conceptually insightful introduction by the two editors of the book. Adding their insights to a 
growing body of social science literature on conceptual definitions of precarious labour and 
recognising the fact that precariousness has now become “the norm” in most parts of the globe 
(p. ix), Atzeni and Ness argue that the question of “precarity and precarious work is central to any 
emancipatory discussion within the current capitalist dynamics” (p. x). They ask whether precarious 
labour can be “seen as the new common ground around which different and newly emerging 
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subjectivities mobilize”, and in which respect it is reconfiguring the very nature of workers’ politics, 
of representation, and of the organisation of solidarity and resistance (p. ix). Do the various forms 
of precariousness, exploitation and indignity that characterise the contemporary moment enable us 
to think of a “common language of dispossession and oppression” (p. ix)? In Chapter 1, 
MacDonald points to the fact that, in the face of the generalisation of various forms of precarious 
work, it is the very Fordist paradigm of unionism which needs to be rethought. Such a reversal is 
extended to encompass not only forms of precarious working conditions but also “precarious 
access to the means of life”; this, he argues, requires the reinvention of forms of labour organisation 
but also the investigation of which political (state-led) means reproduce precarity (p. 4). MacDonald 
rightly emphasises the determining role of state policies in fostering greater labour market 
participation through specific policies that push people to accept greater flexibility and that hamper 
their access to social welfare, such as limiting the period of unemployment allowances. (p. 8).  

Atzeni and Ness also call for an investigation of precarious work grounded in political 
economy which pays attention to workers’ grassroots struggles and identity formation in its many 
forms. In doing so, they argue for approaches that move beyond Fordist trade unionism, asking 
that the question of how workers organise themselves while facing increasingly pervasive processes 
of working-class fragmentation be investigated seriously. Highlighting the limitations of the 
traditional union-centred point of view, they argue that this paradigm “does not allow to delve into 
the complexity and richness of the social processes and mediations conducive to collective 
organizations and to identify the contextual structural factors, material circumstances, and concrete 
possibilities affecting precarious workers’ daily reality” (p. x). As a matter of fact, what all 
contributors do theoretically and empirically in their respective chapters is indeed to question the 
very nature of what can be defined as workers’ struggles, workers’ organising, identity formation 
and workers’ representation by delving into the everyday grassroots forms of workers’ politics. In 
her contribution on the constitution of “communities of coping” among domestic workers in 
London (Chapter 2, “Organizing Immigrant Workers Through ‘Communities of Coping’: An 
Analysis of Domestic Workers’ Journey from an Individual Labour of Love to a Collective Labour 
with Rights”), Jiang argues “that the further development of collective mobilization in informal 
and individualized sectors may require creative leaps of sociological imagination in locating and 
nurturing ‘communities of coping’, wherever they may be occurring” (p. 25). In a similar vein, 
O’Hare (Chapter 3, “Waste Pickers in Uruguay) calls for a more “inclusive approach to social 
analysis and labour theory” in efforts to redefine the very nature of labour struggles (p. 59). 
MacDonald identifies the potentialities of “a more urban and politicized form of union 
organization” that articulates traditional claims around workers precariousness with claims centred 
on housing, civil rights and access to public welfare. He also calls for a full reversal of strategies by 
workers’ organisations, inviting them to “begin with the demands of the most precariously 
employed workers and develop within their membership an understanding of precarity as a political 
and class phenomenon” (pp. 4, 18). These and other chapters in this volume raise the fascinating 
issue of how to conceptually articulate everyday forms of grassroots and sometimes low-profile 
political socialisation and identity formation with more visible and larger-scale mobilisations such 
as strikes or collective bargaining.  

Another important element adding to the coherence of the volume pertains to the great 
attention paid by the authors to a wide spectrum of employment forms, with workers in various 
sectors situated on a continuum of degrees of precariousness from the most formal to fully 
informal workers, from permanent workers to unfree labourers; in this process, they always 
problematise the various positions of workers within this continuum as fundamentally connected 
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and impacting each other. As MacDonald argues, various kinds of temporary workers can be 
thought of as playing a “regulatory function on the urban labour market” as they somehow assist 
firms’ relentless efforts at restructuring their workforce and as they add pressure to the permanent 
workforce (pp. 6–7). In this volume, the centrality of this co-existence of various forms of more 
or less (un)free labour conceived of along this continuum provides a key lens to understanding 
global capitalism’s redeployment and extraordinary capacity to reshape new forms of politico-
institutional configurations.1 This argument is made most convincingly by Bressán in Chapter 4 
(“Local Sweatshops in the Global Economy: Accumulation Dynamics and the Manufacturing of a 
Reserve Army”). Bressán delves into the role of “unfree labour” through the widely practised 
recourse to subcontracting and the return of local sweatshops in large cities in both the Global 
North and South, examining the garment industry from the late 1970s on. He argues that “forced 
labor is not only compatible with capitalist accumulation, but … can also be critical for the survival 
of capitalism” (p. 65). For Bressán, as permanent formal workers are increasingly becoming an 
exception, “the manufacturing of a reserve army of precarious workers and vulnerable migrants in 
specific economic sectors could be the point of entry of new – worse – legal working conditions 
in the whole economy” (p. 73). As Woodcock points out in Chapter 9 (“Digital Labor and Workers’ 
Organizations”), the current trend towards the platformisation of the economy and of society in 
the garment sector further increases the dependence of employment forms and modes of 
production on highly volatile consumer demand, as has recently been documented in China.2 In 
Chapter 6 (“The Collective Resistance of China’s Industrial Workers”), in a context of rarefaction 
of young and highly flexible workers in the Chinese labour market, Jenny Chan provides an 
illustration of the great capacity of redeployment of global capitalism in producing novel politico-
institutional configurations that enable the shaping of cheaper and more precarious pools of 
workers – that is, student interns within the automotive and electronic industry. 

The strong conceptual coherence all through this edited volume and the fine-grained case 
studies it brings together will doubtless be of great interest to scholars and students in sociology of 
labour and migration studies. It sheds light on and discusses some of the most pressing questions 
shaping workers’ lives and struggles in the contemporary moment and for the decades to come.  

 
 

References 
Cohen, Robin (1987) The New Helots: Migrants in the International Division of Labour. Aldershot, UK: Gower. 

De Genova, Nicholas (2002) Migrant “Illegality” and Deportability in Everyday Life. Annual Review of 
Anthropology, 31: 431–447. 

Fan, Lulu (2021) The Forming of E-platform-driven Flexible Specialisation: How E-commerce Platforms 
Have Changed China’s Garment Industry Supply Chains and Labour Relations. China Perspectives, 
124(2021/1): 29–37. 

Fassin, Didier (2011) Policing Borders, Producing Boundaries: The Governmentality of Immigration in 
Dark Times. Annual Review of Anthropology, 40: 213–226.  

1 For useful discussions on this argument see for instance Cohen (1987), De Genova (2002), Fassin (2011) 
and Stanziani (2020). 
2 Fan (2021) shows how platform-mediated consumer demand has pushed production modes of the initially 
chiefly vertically integrated garment industry towards a greater reliance on a variety of small production 
forms such as highly casual daily-wage workers or family-based workshops, all characterised by extremely 
informal employment forms. 



  
Global Labour Journal, 2022, 13(1), Page 138  

Mezzadra, Sandro and Breitt Neilson (2013) Border as Method, or the Multiplication of Labour. Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press. 

Qiu, Jack Linchuan (2016) Goodbye Islave: A Manifesto for Digital Abolition. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 
Press. 

Stanziani, Alessandro (2020) Les métamorphoses du travail contraint. Une histoire globale XVIIIe-XIXe siècles. Paris: 
Presses de SciencesPo. 

 
 
 
BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 

Eric Florence is Associate Professor at the Centre for Ethnic and Migration Studies and 
PRAGMAPOLIS, University of Liège. His research focuses on the cultural politics of labour, the 
transformation of labour regimes, and the cultural and political mediation of workers’ experiences 
in contemporary China. For the last twenty years, he has carried out research on the cultural politics 
of labour in South China and has coordinated research projects on international migration at the 
Centre for Ethnic and Migration Studies. His publications can be found at https://miniuri.be/r-
2t26. [Email: Eric.Florence@uliege.be]  
 
 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


