
Precarious Labor and the Fight for Global
Standards: A Historical Journey from 1919 to
2024
In the labyrinthine tapestry of global labor markets, precarious work has
emerged as a pervasive reality, casting a shadow over the lives of
countless individuals. Defined by unstable employment, inadequate wages,
and limited benefits, precarious labor has become a defining characteristic
of the modern workforce. This article delves into the historical evolution of
precarious labor from its inception in the aftermath of World War I to its
present manifestations, examining the concerted efforts to establish and
enforce global standards to protect workers' rights.

The Genesis of Precarious Labor: Post-World War I Era (1919-1939)

The end of the Great War ushered in a period of economic upheaval and
social transformation. Mass unemployment, labor unrest, and the rise of
authoritarian regimes created fertile ground for the proliferation of
precarious work. In Europe, the dismantling of wartime industries led to job
losses and a surplus of unskilled labor, driving down wages and increasing
the vulnerability of workers.
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In the United States, the post-war economic boom masked a growing
disparity between skilled and unskilled workers. Industrial automation and
the of assembly line production displaced many workers, forcing them into
low-paying, unstable jobs.

The lack of labor protections and the weakening of trade unions allowed
employers to exploit workers, exacerbating the conditions of precarious
labor. Long working hours, unsafe working conditions, and arbitrary
dismissals became commonplace.

Interwar Years: The Struggle for Labor Rights (1919-1939)

Recognition of the plight of precarious workers led to the emergence of
labor movements and the demand for international standards to protect
their rights. In 1919, the International Labour Organization (ILO) was
established as a specialized agency of the League of Nations, tasked with
setting global labor standards and promoting social justice.

The ILO's early conventions focused on fundamental principles such as the
right to freedom of association, the abolition of forced labor, and the
establishment of minimum wages. However, the implementation of these
conventions proved challenging due to resistance from employers and
governments.
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In the interwar years, labor movements gained momentum, organizing
strikes and protests to demand better working conditions and labor
protections. The Great Depression further exposed the vulnerabilities of
precarious workers, leading to widespread unemployment and economic
hardship.

Post-World War II Era: Rebuilding and Reform (1945-1970)

The aftermath of World War II brought a renewed focus on social justice
and the need for comprehensive labor standards. The ILO played a pivotal
role in the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(1948),which affirmed the right to work and the right to fair and favorable
working conditions.

The ILO adopted additional conventions in the postwar era, addressing
issues such as social security, occupational health and safety, and
maternity protection. These conventions provided a framework for national
labor legislation and contributed to the improvement of working conditions
in many countries.

However, the global economy was undergoing rapid changes, with the
emergence of multinational corporations and the beginnings of
globalization. These developments brought new challenges to the
protection of precarious workers.

Globalization and the Rise of Precarious Labor (1970s-2000s)

The neoliberal economic policies of the late 20th century, coupled with
technological advancements and increased global competition, led to a
shift towards more flexible labor markets. This resulted in a proliferation of



temporary, part-time, and contract-based employment, often characterized
by low pay, limited benefits, and job insecurity.

Precarious labor became a global phenomenon, affecting both developed
and developing countries. In developed countries, the decline of
manufacturing industries and the growth of the service sector led to a rise
in低工资, less secure jobs.

In developing countries, the informal economy expanded rapidly, providing
employment for a large segment of the workforce but often under
precarious conditions with no legal protections.

The Fight for Global Standards in the 21st Century (2000-2024)

The growing prevalence of precarious labor in the 21st century has
reignited the call for global standards to protect workers' rights. The ILO
has continued to play a leading role in this effort, adopting new conventions
and recommendations.

The ILO's Decent Work Agenda, adopted in 1999, provides a
comprehensive framework for promoting social justice and improving
working conditions worldwide. It includes four strategic objectives: creating
employment, promoting social protection, respecting worker rights, and
fostering social dialogue.

The ILO has also developed specific conventions and guidelines
addressing the challenges of precarious labor, including:

Convention 175 on Part-Time Work (1994)

Recommendation 198 on Employment Relationship (2006)



Guidelines for Decent Work in Global Supply Chains (2016)

These instruments provide guidance to governments and employers on
how to address precarious work and ensure decent working conditions for
all workers.

Challenges and the Road Ahead

Despite the progress made in establishing global standards, the fight for
decent work is far from over. Precarious labor continues to persist in many
parts of the world and new challenges have emerged, such as the rise of
the gig economy and the increased use of technology to monitor and
control workers.

The effective enforcement of global standards remains a significant
challenge, particularly in developing countries. Weak labor inspection
systems and the lack of collective bargaining rights for precarious workers
hinder the implementation of labor laws and regulations.

Addressing precarious labor requires a multifaceted approach involving
governments, employers, labor unions, and civil society organizations.
Governments need to strengthen labor laws and enforcement mechanisms,
promote collective bargaining, and invest in social protection systems.

Employers have a responsibility to provide decent working conditions for all
workers, regardless of their employment status. Labor unions play a crucial
role in organizing precarious workers and advocating for their rights.

Civil society organizations can raise awareness about the issue, support
precarious workers, and monitor the implementation of global standards.



The fight for global standards to protect precarious workers has been a
long and ongoing struggle. From the aftermath of World War I to the
present day, the need for decent work has remained a pressing issue
across the globe.

The International Labour Organization has played a pivotal role in setting
global standards and promoting social justice. However, effective
implementation and enforcement of these standards require the concerted
efforts of governments, employers, labor unions, and civil society
organizations.

In an increasingly interconnected and globalized world, where precarious
work threatens the livelihoods and dignity of millions, the fight for global
standards is more important than ever. By working together, we can create
a world where all workers have access to decent work and fair treatment.
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