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f the recent global economic crisis has debilitated labour in many parts
of the world, many segments of the trade union movement have been
fighting back, combining traditional and innovative strategies and
articulating alternatives to the dominant political and economic models.

Trade unions and the global crisis offers a composite overview of the responses of
trade unions and other workers’ organizations to neoliberal globalization in general
and to the recent financial crisis in particular. The essays here, by trade unionists
and academics from around the world, explore the state of labour in Brazil, China,
Nepal, South Africa, Turkey, Europe and North America. The authors offer a range of
short-term strategies and actions, medium- and long-term policies, and alternative
visions that challenge the current development paradigm. This book makes a stimu-
lating contribution to the continuing debate on labour’s role as an economic, political
and social force in building a more democratic and just society.
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Global Labour University

In a context of sustained economic crisis ... there are no clear roadmaps for the alternative, 
a sustainable society that can only be forged through innovative mobilization. We are fortunate,
therefore, for the rich offerings in this book. This fine collection of writings points toward the
innovative strategies labor unions and their allies need in the battles ahead.
Lowell Turner, Cornell University

This book discusses the impact of the crisis on working people and their organizations as well
as labour strategies to overcome this deep crisis of a failed globalization model. It provides
thought-provoking ideas about what ought to be and what can be changed in trade union
organizations and in our societies.
Sharan Burrow, General Secretary, ITUC

Nationally and internationally, labour movements – and other progressive forces – today face
their most severe challenge since the 1930s. This book indicates that experience differs cross-
nationally, and provides a range of valuable suggestions for a fight-back which can strengthen
democratic rights at work and in society more broadly.
Richard Hyman, London School of Economics
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The International Labour Organization

The International Labour Organization was founded in 1919 to promote social justice and,
thereby, to contribute to universal and lasting peace. Its tripartite structure is unique among
agencies affiliated to the United Nations; the ILO’s Governing Body includes representatives
of government, and of employers’ and workers’ organizations. These three constituencies are
active participants in regional and other meetings sponsored by the ILO, as well as in the
International Labour Conference – a world forum which meets annually to discuss social and
labour questions.

Over the years the ILO has issued for adoption by member States a widely respected code of
international labour Conventions and Recommendations on freedom of association, employ-
ment, social policy, conditions of work, social security, industrial relations and labour admin-
istration, among others.

The ILO provides expert advice and technical assistance to member States through a net-
work of offices and multidisciplinary teams in over 40 countries. This assistance takes the
form of labour rights and industrial relations counselling, employment promotion, training
in small business development, project management, advice on social security, workplace
safety and working conditions, the compiling and dissemination of labour statistics, and
workers’ education.

ILO Publications

The International Labour Office is the Organization’s secretariat, research body and publishing
house. ILO Publications produces and distributes material on major social and economic trends.
It publishes policy studies on issues affecting labour around the world, reference works, tech-
nical guides, research-based books and monographs, codes of practice on safety and health 
prepared by experts, and training and workers’ education manuals. The magazine World of Work
is published four times a year in printed form by the Department of Communication and Public
Information and is also available online at http://www.ilo.org.

You may purchase ILO publications and other resources securely online at http://www.ilo.org/
publns; or request a free catalogue by writing to ILO Publications, International Labour Office,
CH-1211 Geneva 22, Switzerland; fax +41 (0) 22 799 6938; email: pubvente@ilo.org

INTERNATIONAL POSTGRADUATE PROGRAMMES
FOR TRADE UNIONISTS

Global Labour University (GLU), a collaboration between 

global and national trade unions, universities and the

Bureau for Workers’ Activities of the ILO, offers postgrad-

uate programmes on labour, economics, globalization and

development to trade unionists around the world. Through

its annual conferences, its online Global Labour Column

(http://column.global-labour-university.org) and its research

networks on selected topics, GLU provides a unique plat-

form for research and debate on global labour issues. 

For more information on the various GLU postgraduate

programmes in Brazil, Germany, India and South Africa

as well as other GLU activities, please visit the GLU 

website (www.global-labour-university.org).
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FOREWORD

Four years after the Great Recession, a catastrophe has been avoided, but few real
lessons have been drawn and nothing has been fixed. Indeed, in many cases the
crisis is being used as another opportunity to subordinate individual workers,
governments and entire societies to the sway of unaccountable global capital
markets. After a short revival of corporatist social dialogue in some countries,
more workers are being pushed into precarious employment, and austerity
packages are making working people, their families and pensioners pay for 
the crisis. Trade unions are at a crossroads, and the status quo is no longer 
an option. 

Turning the tide is as much a battle of ideas as it is a question of mobilizing
public protest. Trade unions and the global crisis looks at both: alternative ideas
as well as strategies of mobilization and resistance against employer
unilateralism and market-driven fundamentalism. While the volume does not
claim to provide all the answers, it rejects self-defeating pessimism and
nostalgic reminiscences of a golden age of post-war capitalism. It looks at a
wide range of trade union initiatives, debates and struggles that give priority to
human dignity, workers’ rights, productive work and solidarity as opposed to
abstract notions such as market efficiency, perfect competition and general
equilibrium. 

Researching, studying and debating the challenges for labour policies in the
age of globalization is the motivation for the Global Labour University, a
partnership of universities, trade unions and the ILO. This book is the product
of this worldwide network committed to an open debate on the future of labour.

We are grateful to the Berlin School of Economics and Law, in particular
Hansjörg Herr, Trevor Evans, Birgit Mahnkopf, Eckhard Hein, Miriam Klessen
and Harald Kröck, for hosting and organizing last year’s Global Labour
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University conference, at which drafts of the contributions here were
presented and discussed. Special thanks go to the contributors, as well as to
Melisa Serrano, Edlira Xhafa and Michael Fichter for their superb editorial
work. Thanks are also due to the anonymous peer reviewers for their invaluable
feedback, and to Chris Edgar at the ILO for his professionalism in overseeing
the production of this volume. 

Dan Cunniah
Director, Bureau for Workers’ Activities, ILO

Trade unions and the global crisis
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