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Welcome to the second issue of Crisis Mirror´s magazine. For this number we’ve 
chosen to focus on ways of organizing through the experience of precarity. 

Precarity is something that all of us in the group have experienced at different levels 
and in different ways. The conversations we’ve shared on the topic prompted us to 
devote this number of our magazine to it. To explore our exposure to precarity has 
meant exploring our experiences of work, class-consciousness, friendships, relation-
ships and identity. 

A metro worker who leaves his country in order to pick up his tools somewhere else, 
an artist hopping from project to project, a part-time lecturer who has to teach at 
several universities to make ends meet, a pensioner struggling to get by... Are they 
all precarious? The acuteness with which they feel the uncertainty of their existence 
may well be very different, but at the same time they all have to manouevre within 
the same structure. 

In rough outline, the restructuring of capital that has been going on since the 70s 
has seen real wages decline, public services privatized or cut, rights to sick pay cut, 
holidays and pensions watered down, and diversification, meaning that workers are 
expected to move flexibly between different unskilled jobs, sometimes having to 
hold down several mini-jobs or work on zero hour contracts. The working class has 
been defeated across the board in the capitalist heartlands after the hard won rights 
of the interwar period and postwar Keynesian compromise (in which workers were 
paid high enough wages to afford new commodities like washing machines and tele-
visions, thus keeping the economy afloat) and building up of a welfare state. Industry 
has been moved to places where labour is cheap - the sweatshops of Southeast Asia 
for example - while millions of people are simply excluded from accumulation in the 
slums of megacities or in Sub-Saharan Africa. Traditional organs of representation 
like trade unions have been greatly weakened as a result of this restructuring, and are 
often unable to represent the most vulnerable. According to the slogans of the last 
few years, youths no longer have a future, the middle classes are proletarianized and 
many of the elderly live in crushing poverty.

At the same time, however, migration has made it possible to connect struggles 
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through workers’ experiences of the fragmentation brought about by globalization. 
Workers from different sectors and the unemployed sometimes join together to sup-
port struggles, even if they are not directly concerned themselves. Different forms of 
self-organization have tried to come to terms with these changed circumstances, in 
which worker identity can no longer be used as an affirmative challenge to capital. 

During our research and conversations with other groups we found no single group 
who focuses on the different facets or general aspect of precarity in Denmark. From 
what we’ve been able to work out, activist groups, co-ops and trade unions offer 
support for the most exposed or struggle against precarity as encountered in par-
ticular sectors, but without a common thread. Lacking a local experience, we have 
focused the magazine in groups from across Europe.  Each of them has, based on 
their experiences, its own definition of precarity, thus offering different perspectives 
on the issue. 

Indeed, precarity is a vague term that has different, sometimes contradictory, sub-
jects. Although recognisable as a structure then, experiences of precarity are by no 
means unified. So, even though identifying as “precarious” may be easy, it might be 
harder to find common ground with other precarious types. An impoverished in-
ternational student, a freelancer, a construction worker often inhabit quite different 
worlds, even though all of them live more or less hand to mouth. Besides differences 
that could be depicted as vertical, the experiences of precarity also differ horizontal-
ly: the hyper-precarity of an illegal immigrant differs drastically of the experience of 
a precarious worker, who has at least some access to welfare services and, as a citizen, 
enjoys the protection of law. The differences in experience of precarity - especially on 
the horizontal axis, but also on the vertical one - set conditions on any possible sol-
idarity between different precarious subjects, and to the potential collective subject 
sometimes named as the precariat as well.

One thing that has interested us then is the ways in which class differences are main-
tained within precarity and whether it is possible to bridge them or not. Can dif-
ferent groups, all subject to the uncertainties of where the next job or apartment 
is going to come from, share struggles or do they have opposite interests? Or put 
differently, is it possible that these experiences may condense into a practical critique 
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of wage labour and the value form through precarious existence? 

The fluidity of the hypermobile job market, where you are expected to be constantly 
on the move (from place to place, from sector to sector), gives different challenges to 
solidarity movements. In this context, unions might become less relevant and other 
forms of organization arise. The recent example of the Spanish telecom strike, where 
workers went on strike for more than two months against “precariousness and slave 
labour”, without the support of any of the main unions suggests just this.1

In ‘Migrant Hyper-precarity and the Potentialities for Mobilisation’ the idea of inter-
national solidarity networks is introduced from the perspective of illegal migrants, 
forced to move from country to country. This is a clear contrast to the romanticized 
idea of the expat life. The young culturepreneur (white, male) will never define him-
self as precarious. Moving from one flavourless latte to another, ‘enjoying’ precarity´s 
standardized pleasures and exhibiting class difference within precarity very plainly. 
The story of the vagabonds and tourists. 

We  are not only precarious workers but we also live precarious lives. For better 
or worse human relations are affected: being fixed in one place is more difficult. 
(Looking through the family album at parents or grandparents stuck to the same 
‘job for life’ in one backwater town or another, the golden years of the fifties and 
sixties don’t seem all milk and honey.) Short-term rents, evictions, living with your 
parents, birthday parties over Skype are now perfectly normal things, plugging users 
into digital networks and apparatus of control. All these experiences and uncertainty 
affect our friendships, relationships and our self-understanding. 

Can we escape from precarity, or better do we want to escape from a life, where on 
one hand there is not so much security, but on the other hand there is much more 
freedom and time for creativity? Can we redefine our identity in this precarious 
framework, away from the capitalist logic of existence, the logic of insane productiv-
ity and massive consumerism? To put it more directly, is precarity only something 
bad or can it be turned against itself?

1 https://www.wsws.org/en/articles/2015/05/30/tele-m30.html 
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Precarious life can be a treatment against capitalism, where “we all suffer”. With 
many people now forced into part time jobs or workfare there’s time for hanging 
around the local area, getting to know people, and starting to organize outside of 
the circuits recognized by the job centre. An alternative way of life can be imagined 
without a job or money. Solidarity networks begin to crystalize from friendships, 
helping out with everyday tasks like looking after the kids, fixing something or cook-
ing dinner. Another way of life can be born, by devaluing the use of and need for 
money and consumerism. By building up networks of people who help each other 
the need for money as a tool not only for surviving, but also living “the sweet life”, 
becomes less and less acute. By breaking the idea that productivity and creativity are 
connected to wage labour, then we can enjoy being creative without feeling forced to 
work half of our lives in jobs that do not say anything to us.  

Precarity can be a harsh condition for individuals, when they - in their isolation- try 
to find another job, another contract, another project, another apartment, another 
circle of “friends” to occupy their time. However, precarity can be turned to into a 
positive affirmation, where people create solidarity networks in order to share their 
experiences, ideas and practices. One condition for that is to break the absolute indi-
vidualism, where “one fights alone for his/her own existence” and organize. Solidar-
ity networks can replace the feeling of security that wage labour can offer to us. The 
feeling of being useless and marginalized due to the inability of finding a job can be 
replaced by the feeling of freedom and creativity. The feeling of being socially isolat-
ed because of the constant mobility can be replaced by the formation of new social 
relations despite geographical distances.
Yes, precarity can turn against itself, or rather we can turn it against itself, through 
our solidarity, friendships and a redefinition our identities, away from the capitalist 
orders of existence.  

Our investigation goes on then. We hope that this issue of our magazine helps to 
bring people together, to tackle the everyday aspects of precarity here in Denmark. 
We believe that common enquiry and the sharing of experiences are the starting 
points of creating a counter community to face the challenges ahead.



《冲突》 
“Conflict”

他们都说 
They all say

我是个话很少的孩子 
I’m a child of few words

对此我并不否认 
This I don’t deny

实际上 
But actually

我说与不说 
Whether I speak or not

都会跟这个社会 
With this society I’ll still

发生冲突 
Conflict

-- 7 June 2013



INTERVIEWS



8           Crisis Mirror #2

PREAMBLE
The texts in this section are based on our correspondence with different groups 
across Europe. They have different formats: interviews, conversations, articles. Some 
of the groups we were already in touch with, and got to know others during the colla-
tion of material. They all fight against precarity, but have different ways of organizing 
themselves and work with different sorts of people. Several of them came into being 
around 2011/12, as part of the social movements that exploded across Southern Eu-
rope mainly due to the economic crisis. 

These movements showed that there was a need for new ways to organize politically. 
Oficina Precaria, which started in Madrid in 2012, grew out of the Indignados move-
ment. In Italy Precarious di∫connections started in 2011, and are based in Bologna. 
Network for the unemployed and precarious workers was conceived at the end of 
2012 in Thessaloniki, Greece, to address the rise in unemployment, youth unem-
ployment in particular. In Finland, Vastavoima started work a bit earlier, in 2010; 
by involving labour activists, trade unionists and militant workers, the organization 
has its main focus on defending workers’ rights. All the groups we talked to, speak 
about the insecurity faced by workers today, the inability of traditional trade unions 
to fight for their rights, and therefore the need for new ways of struggling to improve 
working conditions.
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VASTAVOIMA
“On the most general level, our goal is in simply that the word of the working 
class would have more weight in society than that of the owning class,” outlines 
Matti Mamia, a member of the executive board of Vastavoima, when asked about 
the purposes of the organization he is active in. Involving labour activists, trade 
unionists and militant workers, the organization – whose name means ‘counter-
power’ in Finnish – has its main focus on defending the workers’ rights. 

“Most likely all of our activists would be eager to reform the principles of working 
life, even quite radically, but in order to set such claims credibly, we consider that we 
should also be able to look after the implementation of those rights that already exist. 
Currently the situation in Finland is, that within several branches – and especially 
when it comes to these so-called atypical employment contracts, temp labour and 
such – many of the employers don’t really give a damn about the existing work 
regulations and labour agreements,” Mamia explains.

A central observation behind the founding of Vastavoima in 2010 was indeed the 
fact that there is a significant amount of people within Finnish working life whose 
interests the established trade unions are not able to secure. The observation stemmed 
particularly from a campaign called Bust Your Boss by the Left Youth, which during 
the years 2009 and 2010 encouraged people to report possible violations of labour 
laws by their employers. The successful campaign generated hundreds of responses, 
many pointing towards genuine problems in working conditions, and thereby 
revealed the need for more established measures to tackle the issue. Subsequent 
discussions resulted eventually in the formation of Vastavoima.

The main activities of the group include running information campaigns, organizing 
public events and arranging demonstrations. Occasionally, it has also taken 
more direct measures such as paying uninvited group visits to workplaces with 
problematic conditions or going to supermarkets to mark products that have been 
manufactured under strike. In addition to practical campaigning, Vastavoima also 
has theoretical inclinations. It aims to produce information and arrange study circles 
on relevant issues. Currently the group is preparing a study on temp labour in the 
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spirit of proletarian research. Besides the issues related to working life, the group has 
included also homelessness in its agenda as according to its analysis, it is an issue 
concerning mainly people with working class backgrounds.

Although a partial impulse for setting up the group came from circles around 
the youth organization of the Left Alliance party, Vastavoima posits itself as an 
organization beyond party politics and into the labour movement understood in 
broader terms. Seen from a theoretical perspective, the positioning is eventually 
grounded in a class-based analysis of society, where the interests of the working class 
and capitalists are in collision.  “It’s obvious that ‘class’ is a complex concept and 
we have had our discussions about its content and use. At the same time, however, 
I think we have pretty clear idea who in the end belongs to the working class and 
who doesn’t. There are some definitive factors like the ownership of the means of 
production,” Mamia explains. 

Consequently, Vastavoima emphasizes the importance of reviving and empowering 
the labour movement as a key instance in securing working class interests. The 
group has from the beginning tried to bring their insights down to a practical level. 
While pursuing more immediate goals, the group simultaneously seeks to locate 
and strengthen factors that could help in unifying the labour movement, which for 
Mamia is burdened enough with dispersion and sectarianism. In effect, the effort has 
shaped both the internal and external relations of the group. 

In regard to the group’s internal dynamics, the unifying approach has resulted in 
openness for different political stances. “We have communists and other radical 
leftists as well as members of Left Alliance and the Social Democratic Party in 
the group – and then there are also trade unionists without manifest political 
commitments. In order to leave space for different views, we haven’t been defining 
our principles in very strict terms nor are we taking a stance on every single issue. 
But of course there are certain questions, concerning for example the forms of action, 
we keep on returning to – sometimes heatedly – in our discussions. It surely has been 
a learning process, probably for all of us,” Mamia concludes.

Openness also defines Vastavoima’s relationship with other actors working in the 
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same fields. While activism around precarity is often characterized by suspicious if 
not even hostile relationship towards established trade unions, Vastavoima’s choice 
has been to strive for close cooperation. In practical terms, this has taken form, 
for example, in arranging supportive actions and offering assistance for unions 
especially during strikes. At the same time, Vastavoima has been able to utilize the 
resources the unions have for its own campaigns as well as recruit new activists from 
their ranks. According to Mamia, the cooperation has been proven rather fruitful:

“The trade unions are admittedly stiff and also quite conservative organizations, 
but we nevertheless favor the unifying approach. There are challenges, mainly 
because the unions tend to lack preparedness for more direct forms of action. On 
a few occasions we have even been prejudged as some sort of hooligans – probably 
not so much because of what we have been doing in Vastavoima, but due to the 
backgrounds some of us have in more radical politics. In general, however, the 
reception from the unions has been very positive and it seems that they appreciate 
what we are doing. The actions we have done together with different union chapters 
have usually resulted in further lasting cooperation.”

Vastavoima has achieved recognition from the opposing side too. In 2013, during 
its campaign against a company providing temporary moving personnel, which 
was underpaying salaries, the employer association of private employment agencies 
unexpectedly called Vastavoima into negotiations for stopping the campaign against 
its member company. The negotiations resulted in paying the missing salaries of 
fifteen workers from preceding five years retroactively. “On the individual level we 
are talking significant sums of money, but of course in the bigger picture it is just a 
small detail. For us the outcome was, however, very empowering – especially because 
the trade union was aware of the problem, but they hadn’t been able to do anything,” 
Mamia reveals. 

Another long-term campaign the group has been involved over the past few years 
met success in June 2015, when the Helsinki Court of Appeal overruled the inferior 
court’s decision on a case concerning an effort to set up a so-called yellow union for 
deliverers of advertisement and free newspapers. Up to 20 000 people working on 
the sector are among the lowest paid employees in Finland and have often little if 
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any awareness of their rights. In addition, many of the deliverers – often minors and 
people with immigrant background – are in a take-it-or-leave-it position as their 
access to the job market is generally very limited. 

In 2009, the Post and Logistic Union, PAU, prepared a collective bargaining agreement 
for the deliverers in order to improve their condition, but the employers dodged 
it by setting up their own trade union to serve as a contracting party. The move 
allowed the employers to sign a generally binding agreement on salaries and work 
conditions in the sector – with themselves. Vastavoima started a campaign against 
the employers alongside PAU, which took the employers to the court. Somewhat 
surprisingly, the court ruled in January 2014 that a union founded by employers 
and run by their lackeys genuinely represented the interests of the employees. The 
court also stated that the intended betterment in deliverers’ working conditions was 
threatening the overall employment in the sector. In other words, the exigencies of 
business was stated to have a priority over a decent living wage for the workers. As 
the case could have served as a precedent, the court order could have had severe 
implications for working life in general if it would not have been overruled by the 
superior court a year later.

Vastavoima campaigned actively in order to draw public attention to the court case 
and the working conditions of deliverers in general, but as Mamia recalls it was 
relatively hard especially around the times of the first court case. His insight is that 
the lack of interest had to do with the lack of solidarity for workers’ struggles in 
general. There are signs, however, that the atmosphere of generalized apathy might 
be fading away. 

The parliamentary election of 2015 brought forth a right-wing government that 
is openly attacking both the interests of individual workers and the organized 
workers’ movement. The theory of pauperization obviously has its limits, but for 
Mamia the current situation where the government is pressing austerity measures 
and worsening working conditions in the name of a new “social contract” seems to 
offer a chance to awake awareness of people’s class position and gather the ranks of 
the workers’ movement. It seems that people are in lessening amounts buying into 
the “we-are-all-in-the-same-boat” rhetoric of the politicians at the helm in lessening 
amounts, says Mamia, anticipating the coming industrial actions and other activities 
with enthusiasm.  

kansanliikevastavoima.org
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OFICINA PRECARIA
It was not by chance that the ‘Oficina Precaria’ (Precarity Office) was born on the 
1st of May, the international worker’s day, back in 2012. On this day after the big 
demonstrations were over, many felt that they no longer were represented by the 
traditional depiction of the worker. A new kind of individual had become more and 
more common: the precarious worker.
 
An initiative of the organization ‘Juventud sin futuro’ (Youth without a future), Ofi-
cina Precaria aimed to become a platform to unite and organize these new subjects 
of the working class. Its main goals are to encourage the organization of precarious 
workers and to provide legal tools to protect the worker’s rights and help eradicate 
illegal labour conditions, such as unpaid internships that cover full-time positions 
or the number of involuntary freelancers forced to register themselves as self-em-
ployed in order to get a job in a company, among others. Furthermore they aim to 
debunk the official discourse about work, unemployment and precarity and make 
visible, in the media and online, labour struggles and disputes. All this while bring-
ing resources, methods and new points of view to the on-going struggles.

Ever since the explosion of the ‘Indignados’ movement in May 2011, many collec-
tives and movements were founded in Spain, tackling different issues ranging from 
education to healthcare or housing. “Despite initiatives in other fields, we felt that in 
the working environment we were still alone”,  say Oficina Precaria. And so, almost 
a year after people had occupied the squares on the famous May 15th, this new 
collective started to operate.

Their work covers different sectors as they understand that “precarity permeates 
the entire labour market”. Their legal counsel handles cases from the hotel industry 
to computer science, domestic work, journalism or research, among others. They 
act on and develop campaigns based on the needs of the precarious workers that 
contact them.

They get in contact with the precarious workers through social media, mainstream 
media and word of mouth, as well as by different campaigns (like the precarious 1st 
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of May, the international initiative Precarity Everywhere or their campaign against 
unpaid internships). Whenever a person reaches them, they offer legal advice and 
explain their options to them: legal, union-based and, also, direct actions. The main 
idea, such as in other social movements in Spain like the anti-eviction platform, 
is that the person that seeks help in the Oficina Precaria will become active in the 
organization once their case is closed.

In Madrid, they are organized as an assembly movement, although the way they 
work is constantly adapted to the different conditions and characteristics of the pre-
carious workers. As of today they have a weekly assembly in one of the self-managed 
social centres of Madrid and a legal advice counsel. The core of the organization is 
the activists that participate in this assembly (around 15) and the legal team, but 
they also have around 90 people that collaborate in different ways, participating in 
the actions, providing economical support, generating contents, etc.

The main challenge they have faced in these years has been managing to get the pre-
carious workers to organize and actively respond to the abuse they suffer from their 
employers. “Unemployment and precarity are two sides of the same coin: the social 
exclusion generated by unemployment forces us to accept (and even be grateful for) 
jobs that do not allow for a decent life” and thus the fear of being fired and the 
knowledge that the unemployed are desperate (Spain unemployment rate is around 
25% and 50% among the youth) and might be willing to accept worse conditions, 
deactivates people and makes workers less willing to fight for their rights.

Another problem they have found is the profound ignorance when it comes to la-
bour laws. Sometimes, despite all the reforms there is still room for legal actions, but 
the workers are unaware of this. For the people in Oficina Precaria, the crisis “has 
been used as an excuse to carry out measures that had long been demanded by big 
companies and lobbies […] destroying workers’ rights and reducing their ability to 
negotiate.” This is why having a legal counsel is a key part of the organization. 

Up until some years ago, in the collective imaginary of Spanish society, precarity 
was a “transitional and unavoidable stage which young people had to go through in 
order to incorporate to the job market”, meaning that after a few years, some basic 
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rights would be earned for the young worker. However reality distances much from 
this ideal fantasy and, as the people in Oficina Precaria put it “precarity has become 
the norm”.  It has expanded through time and affects other groups than young work-
ers (they give the example of unemployed people over 45, as one of the groups that 
has been hit harder by precarity).

One of the main objectives of the Precarity Office has become to “separate welfare 
from work” this, for them, means to ensure people’s rights, no matter their working 
status. This idea is based on the fact that with Spain’s unemployment rates there is an 
enormous sector of the population that does not have access to any social benefits 
(in Spain they are activated based on your condition as a worker). In addition, these 
benefits are also denied to those that are inside of the increasingly growing “working 
poverty”, that is to say: all the people that despite having a job are still on the verge 
of poverty or exclusion. Furthermore, they state that “We cannot conceive work just 
as a synonym of having a job; we should acknowledge other sources of economical 
wealth, such as house work (‘cuidados’), informal work, social production…”

So in this situation of crisis, precarity and new working subjects, the role of the 
traditional unions is sometimes difficult to assess.  When asked about their rela-
tionship with traditional unions, the people from Oficina Precaria explain that their 
strategy is to “walk separately, hit together”, since they feel that precarious workers 
are not protected in the classic unions, which have not been able or have not wanted 
to adapt to the changes of the labour market in the past 20 years.  “We miss that 
they don’t use other options than just reaching agreements with the employers, that 
they don’t address the problem of precarity or that […] they don’t try to deal with 
other aspects of social life other than what is strictly work-related”. Nonetheless, 
they make a difference between the big unions and the smaller, more sector-related 
unions with whom they share some values and ways of action.

They believe that, despite the fact that they are not present in the workplace or that 
they are smaller than unions (and have fewer material/economical resources and in-
frastructure) they still can offer something to the new working subjects that do not 
feel represented in the traditional unions. “[Their] relation to social movements and 
the use of a new and fresher aesthetics and discourse has played in [their] favour”. 
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This “freshness” can be linked to the fact that they have been part of the social move-
ments in Madrid since their origins (in what is known as the 15M or ‘Indignados’ 
movement), making their actions part of the social fabric of the city and one of 
many faces of a bigger struggle on which many aspects of people’s lives are being de-
termined. And, even though this is a local group, they are in close connection with 
groups that deal with the issue of precarity not only in the Spanish state, but also 
in many countries around Europe since, as one of their main campaigns claimed: 
“Precarity is everywhere”.

oficinaprecaria.org
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NETWORK FOR THE UNEMPLOYED 
AND PRECARIOUS
To begin with, we would like to know a few things about your network/ 
group: in which work places are you most active, in which places in Greece 
(cities, neighbourhoods etc.)? Do you have any contacts with similar 
groups outside the country? Does your network work locally or is it active 
across Greece?

The network for unemployed and precarious workers was created at the end of 2012 
in Thessaloniki with the aim to organize those who are not covered by the existing 
unions (unemployed, part-time employees, freelancers and illegal workers, to put 
it briefly precarious workers). The group is active primarily locally (in the city of 
Thessaloniki), even though  shortly after its creation, other similar groups appeared 
in many Greek cities, such as ”Active-Unemployed” and ”Network for precarious 
workers” in Athens. However, until now, there has not been any set coordination 
among those groups. 

When was your group created? Why and what was the cause (i.e. during 
the crisis or before)?

The basic reason was the rapid increase of the number of the unemployed, especially 
among the youth, in the city. For the last three years, Thessaloniki has been “the cap-
ital city of unemployment” in Greece; the percentage of young people without work 
is higher than 61% (about two out of three). Those people do not have any kind of 
political or syndicalist representation. On the other hand, it has been showed during 
the crisis that the traditional syndicalist movement reached its limits. One example 
for this is the ”Indignados” movement in 2011, which has clearly shown – no matter 
whether someone agrees or disagrees with it - that there is a need for new forms for 
organization, which will supplement or even substitute, according to the circum-
stances, the more traditional forms.   
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Do you co-operate with political parties or “traditional” trade unions (eg: 
GSEE, the General Confederation of Greek Workers)? Are there any con-
ditions for a future collaboration or will you work with them whenever it 
is needed?

In our network there are members of political parties, mostly from SYRIZA and AN-
TARSYA. Our group, however, keeps its independence from political parties. Our 
actions do not necessarily mirror the logic of those parties and vice versa. The inabil-
ity of the traditional unions to cover the unemployed and precarious workers was the 
main reason for establishing our group. Most of the unions do not accept precarious 
workers and in some cases they can also be hostile towards them. Our co-operation 
with political groups and unions is more a result of the given circumstances, and we 
work with them whenever it is in accordance with the basic claims of our actions. As 
an example, when our group organized an action for the free use of public transport 
for the unemployed, many other groups participated, such as initiatives of citizens, 
municipal and regional groups, etc. During the support action for the employees 
who were fired from a restaurant, we got some support from the relevant union. 

How do you differ from the old unions? Can the recognized unions repre-
sent the unemployed and the precarious workers?

We believe that they cannot. There are, of course, some exceptions, the Union of the 
Engineers has a department for the unemployed engineers, for example. But this 
is only an exception. Generally speaking, it is not a problem of the political char-
acter of traditional syndicalism (even if there are political responsibilities as well, 
especially when it comes to the syndicalist bureaucracy of the two biggest unions in 
Greece, GSEE and ADEDY) but of its organizational structure: during the last years 
in Greece, reactionary restructurings have been implemented in order to change the 
job market completely. One example can be the ”voucher programs”: the workers 
who participate in those programmes are characterized as ”benefited”, even though 
they have to work without any insurance and any rights in companies as interns. Ob-
viously, those workers cannot be represented by the traditional unions. Their num-
ber is, however, very high - it was announced that 16,600 people will participate in 
the next voucher program and 12,000 have already participated.  
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What are your basic demands?

We can summarize them under the following points: working rights and decent 
working conditions for the precarious workers; resistance actions towards firings; 
demand for a reduction of working hours with an increase of the basic salary, as an 
answer to unemployment; and last of all, measures for the relief of the unemployed 
(health insurance, unemployment benefit, free transport, etc.). In our texts those 
demands are put as follows:

1) Work with rights, life with dignity!
2) No to firings. Work for all, fewer working hours, higher basic salary!
3) No one who is unemployed stands alone: unemployment benefit, health  insur-
ance, free public transport for all!

Which are your main direct and indirect goals in everyday life and in the 
future?

Our goal is twofold: on one hand we struggle in order to ensure some measurements 
for the relief of the unemployed. This can be connected either to our demand for free 
public transport or to the unemployment benefit and health insurance. 

On the other hand we try to organize precarious workers. Our goal is not to make 
them members our network, which has a supportive character, but to create new 
forms of syndicalism for precarious workers or, whenever this is possible, to ensure 
the equal participation of the precarious workers to the existing unions.   

Besides unemployment, what do you have to say about precarious em-
ployment and work in general? How do you conceptualize work today in 
the framework of capitalism and its crisis? 

We consider that the crisis has been an opportunity to try out reforms to the con-
ditions of employment from the side of the capital, a trial which had already begun 
earlier in the EU in the name of enhancing competition. These reforms aim to make 
precarity and unemployment the rule and not the exception. We are talking about 
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policies that are aimed at dissolving all kinds of employment benefit – from the level 
of salaries and insurance to working hours and the Sunday day-off! The image that 
is formed today, especially among young people, is one of labour which is recycling 
between precarious “employment” and unemployment and a minority which is 
working under much worse conditions than those in the years before the crisis. This 
minority is also unable to react because of fear of being fired. 

These conditions do not concern only the youth, but is a total model of employment 
today. The voucher programs are mainly for those who are over thirty years old. 
Therefore what we observe is a regime of “medieval employment” in the name of the 
exit of the crisis. 

According to this view, it is obvious that the conditions cannot be reversed without 
the common, organised struggle of people with work, the unemployed and precar-
ious. 

Which are the basic problems that you are facing? (i.e. matters of organi-
zation, the reaction of the deep state, employers, problems of mobilizing 
the unemployed, etc.)

The basic problem is the difficulties involved in organizing the unemployed and pre-
carious workers on a lasting basis. We approach (and we are approached by)  unem-
ployed and precarious workers, without however always managing to keep constant 
bonds between us. This also has to do with the “temporary” nature of these condi-
tions- one day somebody is unemployed and the next day she finds a “part-time” job. 
At the same time being unemployed or precarious have negative connotations, it is 
difficult to be organized within a condition that one has learnt to be ashamed of! The 
result is that the assemblies of the network are not especially large, they manage to 
gather on average twenty-thirty people. 

The way to overcome this problem is by adopting a “campaign” of actions – for exam-
ple calls for gatherings are published once a month and we try to disseminate them 
broadly. This action has brought better results – gatherings usually have much more 
participation in comparison to the assemblies and many times we meet people for 
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first time there. Nevertheless, the way to organize the unemployed successfully in a 
constant form is one of the main problems of the group. 

What is your effect on the unemployed and on society in general?

The network has reached the point of having some recognition in the city, howev-
er most of those that know us also follow or participate in other organized groups 
too – syndicalist, political, social movements, etc.; other people get to hear of us 
from initiatives that we take (the movement for free transportation for example). It 
is still very early, since the group was created just one and half years ago and we have 
already made some headway in approaching precarious and unemployed people. 
However there are still a lot of more things to do until all the unemployed of the 
city knows that such a community exists and that it is useful and also meaningful 
to seek out. 

How can somebody organize the unemployed, who come from different 
occupations, different ages, different educations, etc.?

This is a vast subject. There is a broad spectrum of ideas and initiatives, none of them 
however has proved successful. Just to give an example, there are some syndicates 
that have committees of unemployed –but they just consist of a minority. There are 
some citizens’ and workers’ groups that are trying to organize people around their 
local area. There are also some committees of unemployed inside the political par-
ties. In addition some ideas for an “syndicate of the unemployed” have been pro-
posed, but they have not borne fruit. 

As I mentioned before, the temporary character of unemployment as well as the 
condition of “social exclusion” that accompanies it, creates some obstacles in the 
organization of people under this identity. An answer that we give is the “campaign 
actions” that I mentioned before, which give the possibility of participation without 
being organized. It is not the only answer, but it looks easier that one participates in 
a movement of unemployed, than in an organization of the unemployed. The exam-
ple of the piqueteros in Argentina supports that; they were unemployed people who 
were organized in small communities, with the neighbourhood or the ex-working 
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place at their core (in the public sector or in companies), which form a common 
movement. 

Please give us some examples of the struggles that you were fighting or 
you fight for. 

I will give two, one for unemployment and one for the precarious.

The first one is the struggle for the free public transport in the city, which began at 
the same time as the foundation of the network. In Thessaloniki there is only one 
means of public transport, the buses of OASTH (Organization of Urban Transporta-
tion of Thessaloniki), which is a private company. From the beginning our demand 
was the free transportation of the unemployed by making the unemployment card a 
free-pass ticket, bearing in mind that it is unacceptable that a huge part of the city’s 
population is not able to use public transport, which is a social good, in the name of 
the profit of one company. 

The first actions were weak, but soon they gained in size, and they were supported by 
other groups (citizens’ initiatives, political groups, etc.) The first gain was that after 
half a year the management of OASTH agreed to a compromise and to clear the fines 
of the unemployed who had used transportation without a ticket. We considered 
that as our de facto first victory and we established a monthly gathering where we 
call all the unemployed with fines to come and demand the erasure their fees in com-
mon. At the moment more than 100 fees have been wiped off the slate. 

Obviously the case has not finished yet as it is presented by OASTH as a compro-
mise under exceptional conditions. Officially the right to free transportation for the 
unemployed is not recognized. Our aim is that through the large participation in 
the monthly gatherings, the management of OASTH will be forced to recognize the 
unemployment card as a card for free transportation.  

A second example comes from the food sector, the utmost example of a precarious 
working environment in the city: The struggle in ”the bakery of Labros” where nine 
workers were working in medieval conditions, and most of them without even being 
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registered as employed (without taxes, public insurance and pensions and getting 
paid in cash). When some of them were fired without compensation they contact-
ed us and the union for this sector. The union just sent a declaration of solidarity 
supporting their demands. Our group co-organized with them a series of actions 
outside the bakery and at the same time we contacted other groups in the city so they 
could get informed and their have their say on this matter. During actions we met 
reactions from the employers and the forces of state oppression, who acted like the 
security men of a private company. The matter became well known in the city - it is 
characteristic that in the following demonstrations, which were held for example by 
unemployed teachers or on the first of May demos, the demonstrators made a stop 
outside the bakery in order to show their solidarity. 

The struggle continues both in the movement’s perspective or in court/legal frame-
work. Our target is the better organization of the employed/unemployed in that 
company and their better incorporation into the union of the food sector – its role is 
supportive, providing basic syndicalist coverage and as much support to the actions 
as possible. 

diktioanergwnthess.blogspot.com



《我就那样站着入睡》 
“I Fall Asleep, Just Standing Like That”

眼前的纸张微微发黄 
The paper before my eyes fades yellow

我用钢笔在上面凿下深浅不一的黑 
With a steel pen I chisel on it uneven black

里面盛满打工的词汇 
Full of working words

车间，流水线，机台，上岗证，加班，薪水…… 
Workshop, assembly line, machine, work card, overtime, wages...

我被它们治得服服贴贴 
They’ve trained me to become docile

我不会呐喊，不会反抗 
Don’t know how to shout or rebel

不会控诉，不会埋怨 
How to complain or denounce

只默默地承受着疲惫 
Only how to silently suffer exhaustion

‘



驻足时光之初 
When I first set foot in this place

我只盼望每月十号那张灰色的薪资单 
I hoped only for that grey pay slip on the tenth of each month

赐我以迟到的安慰 
To grant me some belated solace

为此我必须磨去棱角，磨去语言 
For this I had to grind away my corners, grind away my words

拒绝旷工，拒绝病假，拒绝事假 
Refuse to skip work, refuse sick leave, refuse leave for private reasons

拒绝迟到，拒绝早退 
Refuse to be late, refuse to leave early

流水线旁我站立如铁，双手如飞 
By the assembly line I stood straight like iron, hands like flight,

多少白天，多少黑夜 
How many days, how many nights

我就那样，站着入睡 
Did I - just like that - standing fall asleep?

-- 20 August 2011
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PRECARIOUS DI∫CONNECTIONS 
Precarious di∫connections – or ∫connessioni precarie in Italian – was founded in 
2011 to face the issue of precarity understood as the major political problem stem-
ming from the contemporary organization of work. Based in Bologna, but having 
connections in several other Italian cities as well as abroad, it consists of precarious 
workers, migrant and Italian, men and women, mirroring the diversity of subjec-
tivities that compose the split world of precarity. Accordingly, the main goal of the 
Precarious di∫connections is to create connections and communication between 
isolated segments of workers in order to produce a path of organization within and 
outside the working places. Rather than a tightly-knitted group it forms a loose 
collective or an area made of different initiatives such as Lavoro Insubordinato – a 
collective of precarious workers focusing on understanding of the transformations 
of labor – or Coordinamento Migranti – an autonomous organization of migrant 
and Italian workers that is targeting the Italian and European immigration laws and 
policies conceived as tools to govern migrant labor force. Through “Global di∫con-
nections”, an internationally targeted project of political communication, Precari-
ous di∫connections has also been drawing together fragments of the struggle against 
global exploitation from Pakistan to the US and from Latin America to China. 

The theoretical underpinnings of Precarious di∫connections are found partly in 
Marxism, which instead of a mere political tradition is understood as a theoreti-
cal toolbox that is yet useful for practical purposes. Consequently, the collective is 
engaged in rethinking Marxism in the context of present global society. This has re-
sulted in an on-going collective research project on Marx as a thinker of the Global 
as well as critical reflections on Marxism as a political tradition. Beside Marxism, 
equally important for the collective has been the confrontation with the history 
and theory of feminism. It is at the crossroad of these two lines of thought and ac-
tion that the political intention of Precarious di∫connections is eventually situated. 
The collective emphasizes, however, its undogmatic character by stating that it has 
no ready-made answers to give –  just contradictions to show and try to set off.

In the analysis of Precarious di∫connections precarity does not refer to so-called 
atypical employment nor it is an issue of specific sectors of labor markets. Instead of 
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the lack of stability of an individual worker on a particular job, precarity is conceived 
as a general condition of the contemporary living labor. This makes it an expression 
of the relationship between labor and capital and thus a question of class. While 
precarity is concretizing the transformations within the organization of the work, it 
also indicates certain political developments, namely the weakening of the working 
class and the disappearance of frameworks of class realignment. Paradoxically, pre-
carity tends to result in growing isolation and segmentation the more generalized 
condition it gets. Here lies the point of intervention for Precarious di∫connections. 

Given the current scale of the workers’ segmentation and isolation, Precarious di∫-
connections does not aim to remove the differences between precarious workers 
employed in the public or the private sector, migrants, blue-collar workers, domes-
tic and care workers, students and other precarious subjects. Instead it has chosen 
to take difference as the basis of the organization as well as the struggle. According 
to the collective’s view, the best way to empower precarious subjects is to emphasize 
their peculiar and specific conditions. At the same time it maintains that additional 
effort is required to search formulas to cope with the differences caused by pre-
carization and subsume them into broader analysis. This, in turn, poses the need 
for production of up-to-date political discourse – always dependent on the cur-
rent scenario and not separated from the practical activity – that could capture the 
changing organization of the same capitalistic logic and simultaneously provide a 
political direction and ideas for new forms of action to fight the daily exploitation. 

Since the foundation, Precarious di∫connections has participated in various polit-
ical projects not only in Italy, but also abroad. Accordingly, the collective’s web-
site targets not just the Italian movement, but also audience abroad by providing 
English translations for many of the editorials. A quick peek into it is enough to 
reveal the importance of the transnational dimension for the collective: Europe 
especially designates an important framework. The Europe in question is not, 
however, the one of the institutional arrangements dominated by financial pow-
ers, the geopolitical space singled out by the war zones at its borders, or the eco-
nomic entity unified by single currency, but rather the first global space the Eu-
ropean social movements have to face and there by their common battlefield 
in struggle against the global chains of exploitation that structure capitalism. 
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In this regard, Precarious di∫connections has been focusing on the question of how 
to organize transnational labor struggles. The collective has been especially interest-
ed in the possibilities of social strike, which it sees as a crucial weapon for breaking 
the cycle of capitalistic command. Reaching beyond the mediation of trade-unions, 
a social strike makes striking available to all the employable people – organizes the 
unorganizable. In Italy, the social strike on the 14th of November, 2014, gave some 
promising signals, but showed also that there is a lot of work to do, especially re-
garding the developing of the strike towards the transnational direction. But efforts 
are still underway: several transnational meetings concerning the strike have taken 
place since then, the latest being the Transnational Social Strike Meeting1 held in 
Poznan at the beginning of October 2015. Also on this level the central contribution 
of Precarious di∫connections has been the effort to produce a relevant political dis-
course as a necessary step in order to give resonance and connect the local struggles 
and produce new political initiatives, across the established borders of activism and 
syndicalism. As an example of its efforts, the collective names three analytical cate-
gories that it has coined for capturing the current situation and to locate it in a Euro-
pean framework: the regime of wage, employability, and the government of mobility. 

The regime of wage refers to a specific condition of every precarious worker who 
does several kinds of job to earn a wage that is often unacceptable. The regime of 
wage requires the full-availability of the labor-force, which has had dramatically 
increasing effect for the rate of exploitation, because anyone subsumed to it ends up 
being totally subjected to times, methods, and needs of capital in all its social expres-
sions. In the tactical level, this has brought out the limits of the old motto of “refusal 
of work” as a tactical notion for striking the production and reproduction of capital. 
As employment and unemployment are no more fixed categories, employability has 
become the central defining condition for individuals, who are literally forced to re-
peatedly conquer their own jobs, being constantly at the mercy of the labor market. 

The needs of the labor market are also the driving force behind the government of 
mobility that refers to fostering of the movement of work force in favor of profit and 
in line with regional organization of production. Many times this opposes the desires 
of the internal and external migrants to effectively choose where to go and where to 
live – and not just end up being disposable labor force. It is often in the case of migrant 
1 http://www.transnational-strike.info



34           Crisis Mirror #2

labor where the tentacular and manifold capitalistic command on labor as a whole 
comes most clearly visible. As such it also testifies to the importance of acknowl-
edging the transnational dimension of the struggle against the daily exploitation.

Similarly, the regime of wage, employability and the government of mo-
bility are not just conceptual devices for capturing the current scenar-
io, but they also provide political direction for Precarious di∫connections. 

Considering Europe as the minimum space of confrontation, the collective has pos-
ited the claims for a European minimum wage, a new European welfare and basic 
income for all European citizens and migrants, and a European minimum visa for all 
migrants During the gatherings of the Italian Strike Meeting as well as at the Trans-
national Social Strike Meeting in Poznan, these claims were recognized as tools to be 
further discussed and used to foster organization and political communication on the 
transnational scale. In opposition lies normalized austerity, dismantling of national 
welfare systems, reduction of the freedom of movement and cuts to already meager 
wages. Instead of just saying that something new is needed in the current situation, 
Precarious di∫connections stresses the importance to overcome the established be-
haviors and recognize that something new – and big! – could actually really happen or 
is even already happening; to say, that what we have seen so far is just the beginning. 

www.connessioniprecarie.org



《我咽下一枚铁做的月亮》 
“I Swallowed a Moon Made of Iron”

我咽下一枚铁做的月亮 
I swallowed a moon made of iron

他们把它叫做螺丝 
They refer to it as a nail

我咽下这工业的废水，失业的订单 
I swallowed this industrial sewage, these unemployment doc-

uments

那些低于机台的青春早早夭亡 
Youth stooped at machines die before their time

我咽下奔波，咽下流离失所 
I swallowed the hustle and the destitution

咽下人行天桥，咽下长满水锈的生活 
Swallowed pedestrian bridges, life covered in rust

我再咽不下了 
I can’t swallow any more

所有我曾经咽下的现在都从喉咙汹涌而出 
All that I’ve swallowed is now gushing out of my throat

在祖国的领土上铺成一首 
Unfurling on the land of my ancestors

耻辱的诗 
Into a disgraceful poem.

-- 19 December 2013



MIGRANT 
HYPER-PRECARITY 
AND THE 
POTENTIALITIES FOR 
MOBILISATION
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There has been much discussion on the issue of the changing labour relations in 
Europe during the on-going capitalist crisis, intensifying the restructuring that be-
gan in the 1970s. In order to maintain their profits and to minimise losses from 
exposure to so-called “toxic” investments, economic actors are outsourcing damag-
es to European citizens either by putting pressure directly on the state, or through 
mediating committees (such as the “Troika” in Greece composed by the IMF, ECB 
and EC) that in their turn direct state policy. As we have seen, these policies have 
included increased taxation to pay creditors, nationalization of bankrupt financial 
institutions, privatization or cuts to services that are fundamental to social welfare 
(e.g. health services, education, water and electricity companies, ports, highways, 
postal services etc.) and the flexibilization of labour relations. The effect of these neo-
liberal measures is the formation of subjectivities and modes of existence character-
ized by vulnerability, temporality, risk and uncertainty and which have been framed 
by academics and social movements around Europe as “precarious”. Even though 
these changes affect almost everyone’s life worlds to a greater or lesser extent, in this 
article I will focus on the experiences of one of society’s most vulnerable groups. 
Working class migrants are subjected to a regime of double-precarity often cited as 
“hyper-precarity”. On the one hand the brutal changes of labour relations is pinching 
migrants at the bottom end of labour markets in the Global North, which in some 
cases means that migrants are coerced into unfree or forced labour. On the oth-
er hand they face highly restrictive migration regimes which push more and more 
migrants into illegality without any formal rights. Although the picture is grim, the 
term precarity might afford a way out. By using precarity as a point of connection, a 
rhizomatic1 network of grassroots organizations working on different issues (labour 
rights, feminism, environmentalism etc.) can arise throughout Europe and form the 
political tool for organizing the “precariat”, the political subject of post-Fordist cap-
italism, which include migrants irrespective of their legal status. Finally, I will use 
some ethnographic data collected during my research among asylum seekers and 
irregular migrants in Copenhagen during 2010-2011 in order to highlight the ev-
ery-day experiences of migrant precarity. 

Precarity has become an increasingly interesting issue of enquiry among academics 
and activist. Generally there have been three different conceptions of what precarity 

1 Deleuze and Guattari, 1987.
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is. Firstly, it has been argued that precarity is a generalized condition of society; 
regardless of global events or macrostructures life is always uncertain and unsta-
ble2. Another argument has been that precarity is internal to capitalism and that 
the relatively labour-friendly Fordist modus operandi that dominated in post-WW2 
Europe and North America was the exception, therefore there is nothing new to 
it3 - were not the 19th century British factory workers precarious? Finally, there are 
those who argue that precarity is historically specific and describes current labour 
relations within the context of capitalist crisis and the neoliberal restructuring of the 
advanced capitalist economies4. In my opinion, for the sake of a more politicized 
critical argument that allows for the use of the term precarity as a point of departure 
for political mobilization I am more inclined towards a combination of the two lat-
ter definitions. Even though precarity is becoming more apparent to wider parts of 
the society through the adjustments that are taking place during the contemporary 
crisis, there have been vulnerable groups that were living “in crisis before the crisis”5. 

Migrant labour relations and crisis in the North
The burden of paying for the financial collapse has been distributed unevenly, with 
the middle and working classes being asked to take the cheque, through neoliberal 
policies that diminish public services necessary for maintaining a decent everyday 
life, as well as through the depression of salaries and the increase in working hours. 
Working class migrants are usually at the bottom of the hierarchically structured 
labour markets and are forced to sell their labour as the weakest links of a long 
sub-contracting chain6. Lack of stable long-term employment without insurance 
against sickness or accidents, lack of access to formal labour markets, long hours 
at below average pay are some of the characteristics of migrant labour, and this is 
especially so for irregular and undocumented migrants who are the most exposed to 
abusive employers. In the most extreme instances of exploitation, cases of unfree or 
slave labour connected with debt-bondage have been recorded. Due to the high costs 
of irregular migration, migrants might borrow money from smuggling networks or 
future employers, who take the labour of the migrants as compensation. Isolation in 

2 Ettlinger, 2007.
3 Casas-Cortés, 2014.
4 Dorre et al., 2006.
5 Dalakoglou, 2013.
6 Woolfson & Likic-Brboric, 2010.
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apartments which function as work camps, low pay or even no wage at all, subjected 
to illegitimate deductions, absence of holidays or sick days and withholding of pass-
ports paint a picture that brings to mind more the conditions of African-American 
slavery than the 21st century Global North.

Tanveer is a twenty-seven year old man. Although he is the younger of two brothers, he 
was the first to migrate from his country. After estimating the unlikelihood of getting ref-
ugee status in Denmark, he decided to go underground and tried to realize his migratory 
imaginary as an undocumented migrant. After our first meeting we spent many hours 
walking around the city, going for coffee and talking about the reasons and the ways of 
his migration as well as the conditions that allowed those choices. Without any resources 
he started networking in order to find any job that would provide for him the means to 
survive. He was working in two jobs, in total twelve hours a day; it took about an hour to 
get from one workplace to the other, and about the same time to return back to his home 
after the working day was finished. During an interview I asked him:

 “Me: How did you get your jobs when you came here? 
Tanveer: I get job because they want somebody who can work in small money. So… 
when I was there “ok you can work with me I will give you like that”, I said ok.”
The conditions that he and other irregular migrants work under are revealed in the 
next excerpt:
“Me: How much money are you getting per hour? 
Tanveer: Here from the dry clean shop I get, first when I start I get 607 but now I get 
75 and in kiosk I think 40. 
[…]
Me: So for you your boss is good? 
Tanveer: Yeah, for me he is good. Because I know many people like in Denmark, 
not too much, but I knew they were working like me in kiosk, big kiosk. They would 
work 4-5-6 hours and they get nothing to eat and they work too much and they get 
25dkk. So I’m happy. Because I can do what I want. If I have pain here he putting 
chips on the place. How can he? I am his worker he can say “you have to do, other-
wise I’ll find another one” but he never said.”

7 Tanveer means Danish Krone. At the time the average lowest salary was approximately 110 DKK per 
hour.
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Migrant precarity seems paradigmatic of the new labour market regimes of extreme 
flexibility that are being applied across Europe and especially in the European South. 
It is as if irregular migrants were experiencing the crisis before the crisis, making 
irregular migration illustrative of the social order under neoliberalism at its worst8. 
However, what makes the case of migrant precarity special is its double nature; that 
they witness precarity through work but also through their uncertain and temporal 
social existence in the host country.

Exclusionary migration regimes
Migrants’ dual precarity derives from restrictive migration regimes which place mo-
bile bodies along a spectrum9. At one end it is those migrants who are legitimate/ 
welcome whilst at the other those who are illegitimate and unwelcome. This article 
is concerned with those belonging in the latter end of the spectrum, since it is those 
who experience extreme social exclusion due to their irregular status. In Denmark, 
the UK and other countries, a points system has been put in place in order to divide 
those who are welcome from those who are not. Because of their requirements, the 
points systems effectively exclude the working classes of the developing world from 
pathways of regular/ legal migration to the Global North. This makes irregular mi-
gration the only possible way for migration and defers the problem of getting legal 
status for the future. In this way asylum seeking in some cases becomes a strategy 
for regularization, whereas other migrants consider the possibilities of getting resi-
dence permits through marriage with locals. Another strategy that can help evading 
authorities and prolong irregular stay is the acquisition of forged documents. The 
research participant introduced in the previous section after being involved in a car 
accident in Copenhagen talked to me about the CPR card10 that he got from his boss:

“Tanveer: I think if police come here maybe I get problem, so I want to go, but when 
I come out of car I can’t walk… you know I feel my leg broken, how can I walk? So 
that time I think no, I have to stay, I can’t do nothing, where I’m going? If I go home 
from here how can I… so… I said ok, I was there and police come, everybody come, 
I have… I told you I have CPR-card from another person. I show the police, police 

8 Mezzadra in Ahmad, 2008.
9 Mezzadra & Neilson, 2008 in Lewis et al., 2014.
10 Social insurance number card which is necessary for all interactions with public or private services in 
Denmark.
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said ok. But after few days, I think after one week police call to my boss, I have CPR-
card from him, and we have to talk to you because you have broken your leg, police 
want to talk to him. He said no, I have nothing to do because my CPR-card is stolen. 
Somebody stole it.
 Me: Did you buy it from him?
 Tanveer: Yeah I bought from him. But he if he did say so he get problem.”

However, unless there is a mass regularization program11 the vast majority of new 
migrants coming from the developing world will remain without any formal right 
and without access to state services trapped between exploitation and unfree labour. 
Moreover, the necessity of evading authorities (e.g. the Police) due to fear of depor-
tation creates disciplined subjects that live uncertain temporal lives where every day 
might be their last in the host country. Additionally, deportability creates anxiety 
and questions about tomorrow, with irregular migrants suffering from a perverse 
imbalance by which their sacrifices are far greater than those endured by the rest of 
society, and their rewards less obvious.
 
Consequently, lack of formal rights contributes to vulnerability and abusive work-re-
lations12. This, in combination with the position of working-class migrants at the 
bottom of the pyramid of labour relations, creates this particular situation of double 
precarity or hyper-precarity. Another research participant who became irregular af-
ter receiving a negative answer to his asylum application described (original conver-
sation in Greek):

“Chandni: Yesterday the police came to the restaurant.
Me: And what happened?
Chandni: The boss made some noise and I understood something wrong is happen-
ing and I ran from the back door. But my colleague was arrested. […] I am afraid to 
go back to work”.

Can precarity show us a way out?
The neoliberal restructuring of the labour markets and the introduction of flexible or 

11 Such as the one which Obama tried to pass in the US (http://thespeaker.co/headlines/obama-in-
tends-regularize-status-millions-illegal-immigrants-america/).
12 Anderson and Rogaly, 2005.
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precarious labour and the abandonment of the post-Fordist labour regime has worsened 
the living conditions not only of migrants - who are in addition suffering from exclusion-
ary migration regimes - but of all labourers across society. Academics, service industry 
workers, manual and factory labourers are all affected by increased hours, lowering of 
wages and unavailability of long-term contracts. In this sense precarity presents the nem-
esis of workers in the Global North but also an opportunity for organization.

The social contract of late capitalism that materialized as the welfare state and more 
rights for workers appears only to have been a façade. The working conditions of 
migrants are not anymore the exception but have become a paradigm, an example to 
be applied across society. The illusion of a ‘good’ capitalism that rewards hard work 
becomes apparent while middle classes are squeezed under the pressure of the eco-
nomic crisis and life becomes more miserable for the majority. 

This situation has the potential to unite different groups which work on such various 
issues such as labour rights, migration, refugees, rights of women, environmental 
issues in a rhizomatic relationship which will connect the different collectives with 
what they all share: the necessity of changing their living conditions through the 
struggle against precarity. This can bring to the forefront a new political subject, that 
of the ‘precariat’ that will unite all those affected against the neoliberal changes that 
have further uncovered the face of capitalism.





FREE ESSAY ON 
PRECARITY
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Copenhagen, 5th October 2014

Sunday at a flea market in the autumn sunshine somewhere in Vesterbro. The dis-
cussion of the last few days has been precarity. Many analyses, suggestions, theories 
and questions. Suddenly a hesitating middle-aged man approached us near a stall... 
and it was then that all the theories, ideas and everything unified and simplified in 
the figure of this man. 
 “Ohh, Greeks” he said 
 “Where are you working?”. 
 “At the metro”. 
 “Are you an engineer? Because many engineers from Southern Europe  
 have come for the construction” 
 “No, I’m a worker... Just a worker”
After the necessary formalities and the usual small talk, a question arose. “What 
about the unions? Should I become a member coz I need the unemployment benefit 
after the two-year contract...” We encouraged him, of course. His reply came in a 
slightly hesitating tone: “Well I’m very happy for my boss and what he provides me. 
And I don’t want to create any trouble.” The man just described what the company 
provides them: a simple room for accommodation in a massive estate of containers 
for workers to live in, food and... a job. A long working day under the surface of the 
earth and only one day off per week. But everybody is happy because they have one 
week free per month, so they can just return to their countries. The same guy has 
been working under the same conditions for several years in different cities or coun-
tries across Europe. After our encouragement about membership of the union, the 
guy told us that many colleagues became members of different unions, but he him-
self was afraid to, he was sure that his boss would never create any kind of problem 
in the future anyway. “Unions cannot provide me anything besides that somehow the 
system here requires a membership in order to gain the social benefits”.

“Alienation” and “false consciousness”, to put it in the proper Marxist terms: A work-
er that identifies himself with his job and the interests of his boss. Maybe in these 
times of uncertainty, people try to find security wherever they can. From a boss that 
provides the basics (hurra!) to a company that secures everyday survival. The model 
of the company-family, where employees and employers are equal and care for each 
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other in a framework of harmonic co- existence has been promoted recently. The 
boss (manager, CEO) is not a person that exploits you but a kind of a father figure. 
And workers must love their jobs like they love their families, so everybody should 
work for a common goal (to increase profit - of course). And where else can one 
search for security and protection if not the father figure? “What about the trade 
unions?” It might well be asked. Do they fulfill their promise nowadays?

The Trade Unions
After our first surprise we really began to wonder about the role of the unions and 
how they tried to advise non-Danish workers about their possibilities for becoming 
members. He told us that “representatives from many unions met them”. OK, so at 
least there was some representation. We doubt though, whether the (traditional) 
unions, in their current form, can meet the real needs of workers who come from 
different cultures, citizenship; they do not have permanent contracts and they have 
problems with the language. The overall impression we have is that the reality has far 
surpassed the unions. 

This problematic relation of the unions and the workers is not something out of 
the blue. Decades of social democracy have encapsulated, digested and deactivated 
the potentially revolutionary and powerful unions. From the question of changing 
society and work in favor of workers, the unions have diminished into a role of mere 
management and balancing the conflicts of the employers and the employees. More-
over, their structure became completely bureaucratic, less democratic and decision 
making was less and less influenced by the members. So even if the political par-
adigm has changed to neoliberalism (with the remainder of the welfare state), the 
unions are still cast in the role of the “good guy”, loyal, moral; they do not push the 
political status quo. Not even when neoliberalism attacks fundamental democratic 
rights, working rights and the public sector. Of course, they still (try to) guarantee a 
minimum level of wage and working conditions. But it fails to meet the needs of peo-
ple who are the most vulnerable: “illegal” or “legal” immigrants and young people. 
Capital has already found a thousand ways to overcome fundamental protections 
and exploit labor power more and more. Besides the classic illegal “black” work, 
more forms of underpaid jobs with no full rights, part-time jobs, and work renamed 
as “education”, “acquisition of skills”, “flexibility” and “mobility” have expanded tre-
mendously. What’s the answer of the unions to this threat to workers’ rights? 
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A precarious life
Besides all the apparent (but not less important) issues about working conditions of 
the precariat, there is another aspect, which has already been discussed thoroughly 
(of course): The issue of life itself, or life in the state of suspended animation. A mid-
dle-aged man who works in order to live - but in reality he lives in order to work, far 
away from his family, without any connections to the place that he lives (or better 
works or merely exists?). In a hesitating manner he tries to build up a bond, to have 
a normal life, so he was asking questions about the nightlife and the music scene. But 
how do you establish such a life when you are working under the given conditions, 
without any security, without understanding the language and with the permanent 
fear of losing your job? When even membership of a union can be a cause of anxiety 
and a simple bare room a source of satisfaction. 

It is hard to dismiss that precarity as an ontological experience can be related to 
feelings of anxiety and vulnerability, as J. Butler has suggested. And especially if pre-
carious life is a result of a top to bottom process. But is the return to previous more 
stable and secure working conditions the solution? Or is it even possible? Will we 
live happily (ever after) if the Fordist economy is re- established? We believe that this 
is something virtually impossible for many reasons. For example, bearing in mind 
the close nexus between the state and capital, it is hard to believe that the state is  
going to heroically defend its role in a welfare system in a post-Fordist economy and 
put some limits on capital.

But even if we could, would we (or should we) go back to the “standard employment 
relationship”, where we can work eight hours every day- except the weekends and 
the holidays- until the retirement age? Some people would agree, others not. The 
demand for more creativity, freedom, “less work- more money”, the “refusal to work” 
during the 60s were neither ephemeral nor accidental. The capitalist response col-
onized those demands with precarious working conditions and expanded forms of 
labor. “Creative production” possesses a hegemonic figure in neoliberalism and the 
promise for the “exodus from Fordist labor” was transformed into precarity. Howev-
er those demands (for creativity, free time, flexibility) remain very present for many 
(and we hope more in the future). And since a return to the Fordist paradigm cannot 
(or should not?) be the direction, then precarity can be seen as a possibility for a 
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further and more general change of the relations of production and society (in the 
line with those suggested by Hardt and Negri). 

These are, of course, far from simple matters and we probably cannot expect any 
readymade solutions. However, we believe that these issues should be included in a 
more general discussion of precarious working conditions (and obviously when we 
shape our demands). We share the belief that precarity is a given cause for contem-
porary social struggles and precarious workers (though not a homogeneous entity) 
can be a political subject, who can cause economic and social changes.

We would like to make a small detour and mention that in these times of “liquidity” 
it is important to support various forms of resistance, when working conditions are 
deteriorating, with the result of financial, social (existential?) insecurity. The point 
is not to give up the rights that we have demanded and successfully acquired but to 
fight for more, and this time not only for better working condition or more money 
or more products, but for better life. 

This text does not (necessarily) have a confessional character, and the tone is not 
meant to be judgmental of people and their choices, for the simple reason that apart 
from the (apparent?) differences, we have many experiences in common with that 
man we accidentally met in a happy (and extremely creative) flea market. We live 
under this new normal; we are forced to face the instability of the new working con-
ditions and the fragmentation of our lives. We can organize ourselves differently, we 
can express ourselves differently, but- we believe- we should find the common lines 
in order to satisfy our demands. And this text does not serve any other purpose than 
to offer another opportunity for further discussion on this situation and (hopefully) 
on the possible directions. 

As a conclusion or a last note, we hope that discussions on precarity will not be limit-
ed to its economic aspect but that they will take into consideration all aspects of life. 
At the end of the day, this is what it matters the most, our lives - not only as workers, 
producers, consumers etc.- but as humans, friends, lovers.



《一颗螺丝掉在地上》 
“A Screw Fell to the Ground”

一颗螺丝掉在地上 
A screw fell to the ground

在这个加班的夜晚 
In this dark night of overtime

垂直降落，轻轻一响 
Plunging vertically, lightly clinking

不会引起任何人的注意 
It won’t attract anyone’s attention

就像在此之前 
Just like last time

某个相同的夜晚 
On a night like this

有个人掉在地上 
When someone plunged to the ground

-- 9 January 2014

Xu Lizhi (1990 - 2014) worked at the Foxconn factory in Shenzen. He committed suicide on the 
30 of September of 2014. These translations of his poems are by friends of the Nao project: 
https://libcom.org/blog/xulizhi-foxconn-suicide-poetry


