






WORDS BEYOND THE PANDEMIC: 
A HUNDRED-SIDED CRISIS

Editor
José Reis

Publisher
Centre for Social Studies 
University of Coimbra

Scientific Review
Ana Cordeiro Santos, António Sousa Ribeiro, Carlos Fortuna, João Rodrigues,  
José Castro Caldas, José Reis, Pedro Hespanha, Vítor Neves

Linguistic Revision
João Paulo Moreira

Editorial Assistant
Rita Kacia Oliveira

Design and Pagination
André Queda

December, 2020

This work is funded by ERDF Funds through the Competitiveness Factors Operational 
Programme - COMPETE and by National Funds through the FCT - Foundation for Science and 
Technology within the UIDB/50012/2020 project.

The data and opinions included in this publication are the exclusive responsibility of its 
authors.

ISBN
978-989-8847-28-7



109

WORDS BEYOND THE PANDEMIC:  
A HUNDRED-SIDED CRISIS T

Often considered the “poor relative” of labour 
relations, trade unionism comes under even 
greater pressure in situations of economic 
and employment crisis such as that resulting 
from COVID-19. Some of the empowerment 
resources of trade unions are therefore put 
to the test, as they were during the period of 
“internal devaluation” that accompanied the 
financial rescue and Troika intervention in 
Portugal. It is around these resources (sources 
of power) that the main problems revolve.

From a structural point of view, the negoti-
ating capacity of workers in a work context 
seems to be diminished, first of all, because 
unemployment and the threats of collective 
dismissal in temporary work companies, in 
sectors such as hotels and tourism, etc., take 
on dramatic proportions. In addition to that, 
from an organisational point of view the pro-
pensity to attract new members tends to be 
lower, given that, not infrequently, the climate 
of economic uncertainty and even fear prevail 
over joining collective projects. Thirdly, the 
suspension of the right to strike (during the 
state of emergency) or the suspension of the 
hearing of trade union organisations on the 
drafting of labour laws, have highlighted the 
institutional weaknesses of trade unions.

In the face of these three types of blockades 
(often imposed “from the outside in”) at the 
structural, organisational and institutional 
levels, possibilities arise to respond in the so-
cietal field, i.e., to develop coalitions and net-

works in civil society and to value innovative 
strategies.

On the one hand, the fact that temporary 
workers, i.e., workers in a probation period, 
with fixed-term contracts and issuing self-em-
ployed receipts, are, among others, the most 
vulnerable in this pandemic crisis, makes it 
urgent to risk a new policy of alliances be-
tween the “old” trade unions and the “new” 
precarious workers’ organisations. It is impor-
tant, therefore, to focus on factors that pro-
mote convergence and mutual learning: joint 
pressure to denounce and resist situations of 
unemployment and precariousness; outcry 
against a new era of austerity; a merging of 
the tactical sense of union struggles and the 
virtuousness of digital activism typical of pre-
carious organisations, etc.

On the other hand, trade unions need to make 
the best use of social networks, not only to 
recruit new members, but also to communi-
cate and speak “to the heart” of society. This 
pandemic has implicitly put pressure on trade 
unions to mobilise their members in support 
of “distance” campaigns, based on the use of 
digital communication resources and strate-
gies. While recognising that the focus of trade 
unionism must continue to be on the work-
place and in close proximity to workers, giving 
a larger role to digital communication, albeit 
in a supplementary way, is becoming increas-
ingly necessary.
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