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1  Introduction

Learning outcomes
This chapter will enable readers to:

•	 understand the scope of labour law as a subject

•	 explain and justify the existence of a special body of law to govern work in English law

•	 explain why employment law is extensively regulated at EU level

•	 understand the role of collective bargaining in the historical development and 
contemporary practice of labour law

•	 identify some current themes in labour law policy and scholarship

1.1  INTRODUCTION

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the subject of employment or labour law and 
to develop some ideas or themes that will be of relevance throughout the book. We 
will begin by considering the justifications for having a separate body of legal doctrine 
to cover employment issues (section 1.2) before considering why employment law 
is extensively regulated at EU level (section 1.3). In section 1.4, we will examine 
the special role of collective bargaining as a regulatory technique in labour law. 
Section 1.5 identifies and explores a selection of current themes and debates in labour 
law scholarship which will recur in later chapters.

Before we begin, it may be helpful to consider the terminology we are using. Is the 
subject called labour law or employment law? In the US, for example, the choice of 
label is significant. Employment law denotes the law relating to individual employees’ 
terms and conditions of employment, whereas labour law denotes the law relating 
to trade unions and their relationships with employers. In English law, the choice 
is less significant – the labels are used more or less interchangeably – though the 
decision to call a course ‘labour law’ rather than ‘employment law’ often indicates 
a greater emphasis on trade union topics than one might expect to find in a course 
called ‘employment law’. Employment law is probably the more modern-sounding 
label, so it is used for the title of this book, but we will use both terms in the text.

The subject-matter of labour or employment law is fairly obvious: it is the law 
governing situations in which one person works for another person. Working 
relationships come in many different guises, so drawing a precise boundary line 
around labour law is fraught with difficulty. We will consider the exact location of the 
boundary in Chapter 4. We can then divide the subject into collective (‘labour’ law) and 
individual (‘employment’ law) topics (always remembering that there are important 
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