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Series Preface

Workers’ movements are a common and recurring feature in contemporary 
capitalism. The same militancy that inspired the mass labour movements of 
the twentieth century continues to define worker struggles that proliferate 
throughout the world today. 

For more than a century, labour unions have mobilized to represent the 
political-economic interests of workers by uncovering the abuses of capital-
ism, establishing wage standards, improving oppressive working conditions, 
and bargaining with employers and the state. Since the 1970s, organized 
labour has declined in size and influence as the global power and influence of 
capital have expanded dramatically. The world over, existing unions are in a 
condition of fracture and turbulence in response to neoliberalism, financial-
ization, and the reappearance of rapacious forms of imperialism. New and 
modernized unions are adapting to conditions and creating class-conscious 
workers’ movements rooted in militancy and solidarity. Ironically, while the 
power of organized labour contracts, working-class militancy and resistance 
persist and are growing in the global South.

Wildcat publishes ambitious and innovative works on the history 
and political economy of workers’ movements, and is a forum for debate 
on pivotal movements and labour struggles. The series applies a broad 
definition of the labour movement to include workers in and out of unions, 
and seeks works that examine proletarianization and class formation; mass 
production; gender, affective, and reproductive labour; imperialism and 
workers; syndicalism and independent unions, and labour and Leftist social 
and political movements.
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Introduction: Forging a New  
Global Workers’ Movement

This book argues that the contemporary era of imperialism is marked by 
the extension of exploitation of the global South’s workers in core sectors 
of the economy: agriculture, mining, and industry. Indeed, incidences of 
protest are expanding in absolute numbers as industrial production shifts 
to the global South, where 84 per cent of the world’s population of 7.8 
billion people reside. In this Southern region, manufacturing workers are 
subjected to far more onerous and dangerous labour conditions than indus-
trial workers in the developed metropolitan and settler countries. This book 
demonstrates that in recent years, workers have engaged in mass protests 
at a higher rate than ever and seek to obtain political power. In the 2010s, 
mass protests occurred unabated throughout the global South, in a range 
of contexts. The struggles are in large and small factories that have directly 
disrupted global supply chains essential to the production and distribution 
of goods and services in advanced economies. 

Second, this book contends that workers in the rural and urban informal 
sectors of the global South are integrated into global commodity chains, and 
that their labour is essential to the maintenance of profit rates worldwide. 
This work supports the contention that profits are extracted from workers 
in rural regions as well as those who migrate back and forth from rural to 
urban areas for economic sustenance. The chapters will show that informal 
workers surrounding major economic centres in the rural and urban sectors 
are crucial to corporate profit margins and are major sites of economic 
contestation between labour and capital. While arable lands are located 
in regions of the global North and South, the production of key agricul-
tural commodities like coffee, cocoa, and tropical foodstuffs takes place 
in regions where wages are low due to imperialist underdevelopment and 
where, as a consequence, there is an oversupply of labour from rural regions. 
But, on a planetary level, urban migration has not reduced the total pop-
ulation of agrarian workers. In fact, the evidence shows that rural labour 
has expanded in the first two decades of the twenty-first century. Indeed, 
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the agrarian population has continued to grow over the last century, and 
even over the last 50 years, as rural populations continue to rely on agri-
cultural production for sustenance, and worldwide demand for agricultural 
commodities continues to expand. Population growth in rural regions chal-
lenges the dominant narrative generated by Mike Davis and others who 
focus on ineluctable urban growth globally. While urban growth is indeed 
expanding, the rate of rural population growth is also expanding. Concom-
itantly, mass urbanization over the past century has increased populations 
in major urban centres in the global North and South. The vast majority of 
populations in many major cities of the South live in abject poverty without 
basic necessities such as electricity, running water, sanitation, and access to 
basic services. Thus, while the planet is growing in urban areas, it is also 
expanding in rural regions: a dynamic that is too often ignored.

Third, this book affirms the significance of strong organization for the 
working class to advance its interests: political and economic representa-
tion of the working class is crucial to improving the quality of life in the 
global South and building the power of labour. The case studies in this book 
show that worker unrest and popular social movements in the global South 
are ubiquitous in contemporary neoliberal capitalism. Indeed, research 
demonstrates that the size and intensity of protests are expanding in the 
contemporary era as industrial labour has expanded dramatically from the 
1990s to the present. The research will also show that even as workers in 
urban and rural areas engage in mass mobilization, the disconnected nature 
of protests does not ensure that successful strikes are consolidated to become 
the basis for the development of socialism, solidarity, and equality. 

waiting for the global working-class upsurge

Most current popular and academic interpretations of the state of the 
world’s working class brood over the absence of resistance and protest 
against labour exploitation and low wages. This book contends that workers 
indeed do engage in protest against employers in a range of contexts in 
urban and rural regions. Researchers (e.g. Munck and Silver, among others) 
are awaiting the moment when an upsurge of worker protest will occur.1 In 
sharp contrast, this book argues that, over the past 50 years, labour protest is 
ever expanding as the world’s working class has grown dramatically.

This book argues that a paucity of social and political working-class orga-
nization is a defining feature of protests in rural and urban areas alike. The 
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argument is not new, but is often missing in the literature on contempo-
rary labour movements. As existing trade unions and political parties have 
declined, much scholarship has overwhelmingly focused on new forma-
tions. In part, this is a result of the aversion to past and present socialist 
and communist working-class organizations that have disillusioned many 
on the Left. In this way, scholarship has sought to identify these new forms 
of amorphous and nebulous working-class organization that are said to 
have emerged from a new form of transcendent autonomous popular 
activity as somehow embodying popular power through an ‘assembly’ of the 
‘multitude’ (to link two Hardt and Negri titles seeking to describe this new 
kind of workers’ control).

If workers are protesting against conditions, then why is there no tangible 
improvement in the conditions of workers? This book argues that socialist 
organizations have eroded dramatically due in part to a fear of seizing 
power, which requires a strong and assertive working-class movement that 
actively challenges the paradigm of capitalist rule. In promoting political 
power for workers, it is necessary to take into consideration a wide range of 
literature by theorists and protagonists of popular struggles in the twentieth 
century. Yet a vocabulary of anti-socialism is the leading form of accepted 
knowledge with respect to socialist states of the past, so that analyses of 
actually existing socialism or communism typically focus on failures rather 
than major achievements. The resulting ideological disillusion militates 
against the attainment of power by the working class.

As we enter the 2020s, the nature of labour and work has transformed 
irrevocably as more and more people are forced into the labour market. 
On a global scale, wages, conditions, and working-class organization have 
declined dramatically. In rich countries of the global North, the outsourc-
ing of capital and the closure of manufacturing have pushed more workers 
into services and commerce. In the global South, foreign investment and 
outsourcing have increased the share of workers employed in manufactur-
ing industries which primarily supply commodities and natural resources to 
the global North.

importance of political and economic  
working-class organization

Neoliberal capitalism has taken hold throughout the world over the five 
decades since 1970. Political and economic interpretations of the state of 
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the global working class have reflected the diminishing resilience of social 
democratic programmes and the flagging influence that labour unions have 
over business and the state. As Left parties have adopted market-based 
policies, financialization and privatization have produced a general transfer 
of wealth to the upper classes, and opportunities to achieve public solutions 
to growing poverty and inequality have decreased dramatically. 

Even if driven by electoral support for social programmes to reverse the 
distribution of social resources to the wealthy, liberal and social democratic 
political parties are unwilling and unable to shift course due to the over-
whelming power of finance capital. In the global North, neoliberal policies 
have created greater inequality, but have not significantly reduced the 
standard of living for most workers, as consumption rates of workers have 
increased. In the global South, where abject poverty is systemic, political 
parties and governments are incapable of challenging the dominance of 
capital and finance in the global North. United Nations (UN) and World 
Bank data show that from 2000 to the present, the absolute number of people 
living in abject poverty has grown significantly. Without hesitation, Western 
capital can withdraw, sanction, and isolate countries seeking to redistrib-
ute wealth to the poor through nationalizing industry or the regulation of 
national markets and investments.

As global inequality and poverty have reached the highest levels today, this 
book presents a comparative study of labour in the global South, providing 
a highly accessible contribution to understanding the history, theory, 
and political economy of labour across continents and regions. The book 
includes three case studies of the global South. In the global North, neo-
liberal policies have afforded increased consumption of low-wage imports 
from the global South, while underpaid migrant workers provide essential 
food, transport, and care services, thus sustaining relatively high, though 
unevenly distributed, living standards. Resentment is very often directed 
against ‘foreigners’, particularly as they come to reside in the imperial-
ist countries. As working-class shares of ‘national’ income have decreased 
in the metropolitan and settler-colonial countries since the 1980s relative 
to those of capital, international value transfer has ensured that this has 
not resulted in significant proletarianization. Building on the analysis set 
forth in my previous book, Southern Insurgency: The Coming of the Global 
Working Class, which examined internal migration and class struggles, this 
work examines the expansion and proliferation of temporary labour in the 
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capitalist world system and its effects on the dynamics of the global class 
structure. It describes and explains the significance of: (1) the international 
division of labour, (2) national and regional labour supply and employment 
and unemployment (the ‘reserve army of labour’), and (3) the importance 
and magnitude of migrant labour in the global system. 

organization of the book

This book is divided into two parts.
Part I, ‘Theories and Concepts of Labour in the Global South’, comprises 

an exposition and theorization of the impoverished state of labour in 
the global South, an examination of the status of labour following four 
decades of neoliberal capitalism, and a critique of the dominant develop-
ment narrative. While some countries and regions within countries have 
achieved economic gains, the majority of workers in the global South 
remain in positions of poverty. Part I also examines the enduring signifi-
cance of rural workers, whose population is larger today than at any time in 
history. In urban areas, workers are employed under highly unstable con-
ditions and constitute what Jan Breman calls ‘footloose labour’ with strong 
ties to the rural regions and living in underdeveloped and highly exploit-
ative urban locations. Part I concludes with a defence of the necessity for 
strong political and economic organization to advance the material con-
ditions of most of the world’s population. This book rejects the dominant 
labour literature that views local autonomous configurations and lack of 
strong organization as a virtue.

Part II, ‘Case Studies: Rural and Informal Labour Struggles’, examines 
three case studies drawn from the global South which demonstrate the major 
arguments of this book. In each case, under neoliberal practices forged from 
the 1980s to the present, workers are employed in unstable contract and 
informal work, and multinational corporations (MNCs) and employers seek 
to further disrupt the status quo and make ever more onerous demands on 
workers while weakening their institutional and organizational attachments. 
The case studies are based on direct research in India, the Philippines, and 
South Africa from 2016 to 2019. The chapters show that workers are eager 
to mobilize and strike to improve their conditions if they have sustenance 
from a political organization.
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chapter outline

Introduction

This introduction briefly presents the major arguments of the book, focusing 
on how neoliberal capitalism has impoverished workers in the Third World, 
as well as theoretical and conceptual perspectives on improving and trans-
forming the condition of labour and the working class.

Part I: Theories and Concepts of Labour in the Global South

Chapter 1: The Labour Atlas: The Southern Working Class Holding Up the 
World. In Greek mythology, Atlas, the defeated Titan, is doomed to carry 
the whole weight of the world on his shoulders. This chapter claims that the 
Atlas metaphor applies to the global economy today, as workers in the Third 
World are doomed through economic imperialism to carry the burden of 
the entire world. The chapter examines the global state of the working class 
through focusing on the most exploited workers in the countries of the 
global South. While inequality is growing worldwide, a new consensus is 
emerging among political economists that the surplus labour of the working 
class in the ‘periphery’ is sustaining the world economy.

The chapter also examines the weakening of labour movements in the 
South under neoliberal capitalism, which demonstrates that strong labour 
organization, reaching a peak in the second half of the twentieth century, is 
more of a historical exception than a rule. In response to the ossification and 
decline of trade unions, labour scholars have espoused autonomous labour 
organization as a democratic alternative. By contrast, this chapter views 
rank-and-file labour organization as constant in nearly every historic epoch 
and geographic space. In view of the universal presence of autonomous 
labour activity, the chapter analyses the need for strong and committed 
organizations capable of sustaining incremental gains and holding out the 
hope of genuine social transformation. 

Chapter 2: Workers’ Movements in the South: Inequality, Poverty, and 
Enduring Relevance of Rural Proletariat and Informal Sector Workers. The 
importance of agrarian and informal workers is stressed in this chapter. 
Industrial workers have never comprised a majority of all workers under 
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capitalism, and the Fordist system of production is an exception within 
manufacturing, especially today as global commodity supply chains rely 
on the dispersal of labour in plants across countries. This chapter examines 
the informal and rural sectors as major sites of class conflict that have been 
mostly neglected within labour research. In absolute terms, as the global 
population approaches 8 billion, the rural population is not declining in 
Asia and Africa, where demographic growth is higher today than in any era 
in history. In parallel, impoverished undeveloped settlements, which form 
part of major urban agglomerations, are growing at the most dramatic rate in 
history and constitute the largest component of urban centres in the global 
South. Conditions bear a resemblance to those of rural regions, in many 
cases lacking access to water, sanitation, electricity, and other basic services. 
Indeed, conditions in urban settlements are typically more dangerous than 
in rural zones. Drawing on the scholarship of Jan Breman, Jeffrey Paige, 
and other scholars of the agrarian and urban semi-proletariat, this chapter 
examines the significance of these workers to national economies and to the 
global economy. 

Part II: Case Studies: Rural and Informal Labour Struggles

Chapter 3: Primitive Steel Manufacturing for the Global Consumer Market: 
Capital, Super-exploitation, and Surplus Value in Wazirpur, India. This 
chapter examines the crucial importance of informal workers in India. The 
Indian working class does not exemplify the confident image of Indian 
economists as comprising a skilled labour force trained in modern produc-
tion techniques; often depicted by Thomas Friedman, among other Western 
political observers, as having higher skills in medicine, programming, and 
engineering and key fields; workers whose wages will eventually outpace 
Western workers, who do not have equivalent professional training. On 
the contrary, while India has high-technology centres, India’s workforce is 
predominantly semi-proletarian and agrarian and is not leapfrogging over 
labourers in the US, Western, and even emerging economies of East and 
Southeast Asia. The vast majority of industrial activity in India is character-
ized by primitive forms of productive activity under extreme conditions of 
poverty, both in the rural countryside and in the major urban centres. The 
daily conditions of workers in Delhi’s Wazirpur Industrial Area are resonant 
of Dickensian nineteenth-century England, rather than the cutting-edge 
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high-technology image that promoters of India’s economy seek to depict. 
Yet, as the industrial zone relies on highly exploited labour working for low 
wages under dangerous conditions, the stainless steel kitchen utensils and 
tableware goods produced are decisively integrated into global commodity 
supply chains for high-quality products in restaurants and households.

The chapter chronicles the development of Wazirpur as a major cog in 
the kitchen utensil and tableware global commodity supply chain through 
supplying the products to the international market for these goods. It 
examines the unbroken struggles of steelworkers over a two-decade period, 
which continue to the present. While informal sector workers engage in 
persistent job actions and combativeness against employers, their capacity 
to convert everyday resistance into concrete gains in wages and working 
conditions has only come about with the support of powerful and militant 
political organization with a strong commitment to mobilizing workers. 
In two instances, this chapter on Wazirpur’s labouring poor demonstrates 
that the unification of an amorphous semi-proletariat labour force is only 
possible through strong organization applying political and economic mobi-
lizing tactics to a common struggle against employers and state authorities.

Chapter 4: The Enduring System of Global Agricultural Commodity Pro-
duction and First World Commodity Extraction: The Case of Mindanao, the 
Philippines. The Philippines represents an archetypal economy in the global 
South, exemplary rather than an anomaly in Southeast Asia and the world as 
a dependent capitalist country reliant on the extraction of natural resources, 
agricultural commodities, and on migrant labour for national economic 
development and growth. Unlike other countries in Southeast Asia and 
population centres in the global South, the Philippines is not developing a 
large manufacturing sector, but depends highly on exports of agricultural 
products, natural resources, and foreign remittances from skilled, semi-
skilled, and unskilled migrants who work primarily outside the region. The 
Philippines’ agricultural and mineral products are crucial for the develop-
ment of global commodity chains. Resting at the bottom of the chain, the 
Philippines is the primary source and producer of commodities. However, 
due to the Philippines’ subordinate position in global commodity chains, 
the value of the products is transferred to destination regions in the rich 
countries of Europe, North America, Japan, and beyond. The vast majority 
of the Philippines’ population reside in agrarian regions where surplus is 
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extracted from the land and people by comprador oligarchs and multina-
tional corporations for the benefit of residents in the global North. The 
extraction of the land and labour of the Philippines by a privileged oligarchy 
with the support of foreign MNCs has endured from the era of Spanish 
and US colonization, through independence, and continued even after the 
1986 popular protests which dislodged the dictator Ferdinand Marcos from 
power.

This chapter examines the organization of exploited rural agrarian 
workers in the southernmost island of the Philippines: Mindanao. The 
chapter documents the persistence of poverty and destitution through 
control of the land and natural resources by MNCs and oligarchs, with the 
unwavering support of the Philippines’ state legal and security apparatus. 
The chapter documents how, even after the land reforms of the 1980s and 
1990s, the rural proletariat has remained highly marginalized by a fraudu-
lent land reform policy which has pushed landless workers into precarious 
working conditions through the institutionalization of a system of labour 
contracting. Through a case study of the Sumifru banana packing workers’ 
strike of 2018–19, the chapter demonstrates that banana workers on plan-
tations and in packing houses have lost their status as regular workers, and 
have been shifted into labour contracting through a duplicitous worker 
cooperative system. Worker cooperatives in Mindanao exploit labour for 
MNCs through avoiding labour laws, safe working conditions, and pensions 
while also obliging workers to pay for the right to join their organizations. 
Rural worker cooperatives in Mindanao are even more exploitative than the 
corporate farms they replaced in the early 2000s, while remaining subser-
vient to the demands of MNCs. On fertile land that could potentially be 
cultivated to provide food and sustenance for the Philippines’ population of 
110 million, workers labour to produce bananas, pineapples, mangos, and 
other exotic tropical fruits to conform to the latest culinary tastes of First 
World populations. The global commodity supply chain for bananas and 
other tropical fruit reinforces exploitation in rural regions where workers 
are farthest removed from the point of consumption and exchange. Profits 
are realized in the bustling markets of Japan, Korea, Oceania, and the Gulf 
States where consumers buy tropical fruit exports from Mindanao. The case 
study examines the resilience of Kilusang Mayo Uno (KMU), a militant 
union aligned with popular struggles throughout the Philippines. In view of 
the Philippines’ semi-colony status as a source of natural resources, agricul-
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tural commodities, and migrant labourers to the global capitalist economy, 
KMU recognizes the significance of rural labour in enriching economic 
imperialism. The chapter also examines the worker cooperative system in 
the Philippines, which has been co-opted by multinational corporations like 
Del Monte, Dole, Fyffes, and Sumitomo. In effect, the cooperatives operate 
as labour subcontractors.

The chapter examines the organizational power of the KMU as a political 
and economic counter-hegemonic force which mobilizes the most marginal 
workers, achieving gains vis-à-vis employers, and demanding the transfor-
mation of an unjust system where wealth is monopolized by local comprador 
classes and multinationals in the advanced economies of the world.

Chapter 5: Global Capitalism: Corporate Restructuring, Labour Brokering, and 
Working-class Mobilization in South Africa. More than 25 years after the end 
of apartheid, black South Africans, constituting more than 90 per cent of the 
nation’s 60 million residents, remain mired in poverty and destitution. The 
post-apartheid period granted political equality devoid of economic rights. 
In this context, South Africa has become the most unequal major country in 
the world, with a small minority holding on to control over agricultural lands 
and natural resources. The failings of the post-apartheid era became visible 
in the 2010s as workers in the mining industry engaged in major struggles 
against the corrupt National Union of Mineworkers and the ruling African 
National Congress (ANC) and Tripartite Alliance which imposed and rein-
forced inequality. The April 2012 Marikana Massacre demonstrated that the 
Tripartite Alliance Government was representing the economic interests of 
the white minority, black comprador elites, and multinational corporations 
at the expense of the black South African majority. The polarized economy 
soon led to deep fissures within the Tripartite Alliance and within the ANC, 
South African Communist Party, and Confederation of South African Trade 
Unions ruling alliance. In particular, this chapter focuses on the growing 
acrimony which punctuated the era as the National Union of Metalworkers 
of South Africa (NUMSA) broke with the ANC and then was expelled from 
the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU). These internecine 
political conflicts reflected growing resentment and a sense of futility among 
black South African workers seeking to challenge the dominant neoliberal 
order. Government bureaucrats with networks in government personally 
benefited financially. 
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NUMSA, representing urban manufacturing workers, was the major force 
in the development of an opposition to the Tripartite Alliance, helping form 
the United Front of community organizations, the South African Federation 
of Trade Unions, and the fledgling South African Revolutionary Workers 
Party to galvanize the black working class throughout the economy. In 
2020, this new apparatus remains inchoate and requires broader participa-
tion among the dispersed working class which is now engaged in struggles 
throughout South Africa. As NUMSA seeks to galvanize a strong opposi-
tion party and movement, South African workers have formed independent 
organizations to challenge the state’s shift to neoliberalism, which supports 
subcontracting of work to informal workers in the settlements surround-
ing Johannesburg, Durban, Cape Town, and South Africa’s major economic 
centres. While NUMSA stands in political opposition, committed to social 
transformation, nationalization of strategic industries, redistribution and 
collectivization of lands, and the end of economic imperialism by foreign 
multinationals, workers are often engaged in autonomous struggles against 
avaricious employers who have subordinated workers into the subcontract-
ing system in the informal economy.

This chapter on South Africa examines the struggles of informal workers 
to gain status as regular workers through examining organization of the 
autonomous Casual Workers Advice Office (CWAO) and NUMSA. CWAO 
was formed in 2011 as an independent labour organization in Germiston, 
on the East Rand, an old manufacturing centre in Gauteng Province under-
going industrial restructuring and the recomposition of its labour force from 
formal to informal sector workers. A decade earlier, large factories and mills 
employing hundreds of workers began to be replaced by smaller facilities 
that employed non-union and temporary workers. The primary campaigns 
have focused on mobilizing the growing number of impoverished workers 
seeking equity with full-time workers at major private businesses, including 
subsidiaries of major MNCs. CWAO is filling a major gap which established 
unions have neglected in the period from 1995 to 2010, especially the vastly 
growing number of workers employed for labour contractors, brokers, and 
in small and dispersed factories. While COSATU had been critical of the rise 
of labour brokers from 2000 to 2010, following Marikana and the expulsion 
of NUMSA, COSATU’s defence of non-union workers employed for labour 
brokers has vanished. The labour brokering practice is supported by leading 
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South African state and business interests seeking to lower the cost of labour 
in manufacturing, services, and logistics.

The chapter chronicles key organizing and legal campaigns of NUMSA 
and CWAO against the state and multinationals to defend the most impov-
erished workers mired in the labour broking system without legal status as 
regular workers. The chapter surveys the competing organizing campaigns: 
NUMSA seeking to directly organize workers into the union, and CWAO 
mobilizing workers as an autonomous force through the Simunye Workers’ 
Forum, which holds regular meetings and presses demands for labour 
actions against specific employers. The former seeks to consolidate the 
struggles of workers into a strong union, the latter opposes all organization 
in favour of worker rank-and-file activity in one enterprise at a time.

Chapter 6: Conclusion: Labour Struggles and Political Organization. This 
chapter recapitulates the major findings of the book on the growing signifi-
cance of informal sector workers in urban settlements and agrarian regions 
to global supply chains, and assesses the significance of labour mobilization 
and political struggles in these crucial geographic zones of the world. The 
chapter reiterates the significance of robust political organization in con-
solidating the gains of grassroots struggles and the practical potential in 
advancing effective struggles that conceivably may contribute to egalitarian 
social transformation.


