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Introduction  

 

The discreet mobilisations of working-class and subaltern groups 
 

Ivan Sainsaulieu and Julien Talpin 

 

 

Social movements are visible and loud. It is by publicly and visibly disturbing the social and 

political order that they can make social change happen. In recent years movements led (at least 

partially) by subaltern and precarious groups have been highly visible: the Yellow Vests 

movement in France, aimed, by wearing this flashy outfit, at attracting visibility for the sake of 

these excluded suburban residents; women’s movements – by posting collages on the walls of 

French cities, wearing pink hats in women’s marches in the US or singing and dancing in the 

street El violador en tu camino, a Chilean performance – follow the same logic. The existence 

of social media has helped to publicise invisibilised or marginalised causes or groups, as with 

the hashtag ‘Black Lives Matter’ in the US. Occupation movements – which have been 

particularly dynamic in the last decades – also aim at imposing in the public sphere the presence 

and demands of certain groups, such as the victims of the financial and housing crisis at the 

roots of the 15M movement in Spain (Nez, 2016). To raise awareness for their cause in a time 

of retreat of progressive movements, the antiglobalisation or Global Justice Movement also 

used spectacular tactics to raise political and media attention (Della Porta, 2007). Visibility is 

therefore part and parcel of the struggle for social justice (Barozet et al., 2022). More broadly, 

since the Enlightenment publicity has been conceptualised as a necessary condition for 

emancipation, to come out of the shadows and closets of tradition and obscurantism.  

This focus on the struggles for visibility and publicity raises, however, a number of 

problems that we address in this issue. First, focusing on visible movements induces studying 

only the visible face of the iceberg, movements that have become strong or significant enough 

to gain the attention of the media, politics and the social sciences. We know, however, that 

classic intermediary organisations like unions, non-profits or political parties are less and less 

able to grasp, coordinate and organise social unrest, so that they are frequently overtaken by 

more spontaneous and unexpected upsurges of anger (the Yellow Vest Movement in France or 

the anti-Covid 19 movement in Europe offer good illustrations of this phenomenon of de-

institutionalisation of mobilisations). An ocean of hidden or discreet practices risks therefore 

remaining under the radar if research focuses only on the more visible movements or 

organisations.  

                                                 
1 Ivan Sainsaulieu is professor of sociology at Lille University. His main research topics in the Clersé laboratory 

(CNRS UMR 8019) are work, politicisation, health and mobilisation. Julien Talpin is permanent research fellow 

in political science at the CNRS (CERAPS-UMR8026). His research deals with working-class and minority civic 

participation in France and the US.  
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Therefore, and this is the second reason, there is a risk of considering that subaltern 

groups do not mobilise or participate except in these more exceptional moments of outburst that 

are social movements, thereby accrediting the idea of apathy of the working class (Gaventa, 

1980).  

Finally, the focus of the sociology of mobilisations on the most visible movements – 

due to certain methodological choices, like protest event analysis – risks offering partial 

analyses, overdetermined by the relation of protest to politics and the political field, especially 

from the perspective of the ‘political opportunity structures’ (Tarrow, 1990), as if any form of 

resistance could only be positioned in relation to the power in place. However, the mobilisation 

of health care teams in the face of the Covid 19 have recently reminded us that there is a whole 

field of apparently consensual practices, real collective mobilisations whose political impact is 

neither a prerequisite nor an inevitable consequence (Sainsaulieu, 2021). Studying more 

discreet practices is therefore part of an open or enlarged definition of mobilisations and 

collective action (Fillieule, 2009), insofar as they are collective, largely intentional and directed 

towards social change, understood here as a practice of (partial) subversion of a social 

relationship of domination. They relate to social norms and forms of life that are partially 

autonomous from the political field; in any case they do not position themselves hic et nunc in 

relation to politics – they are discreet.  

 

What could be a discreet mobilisation of workers and subaltern groups? 

 

Graffiti, hip hop and civil unrest in the French banlieue; Deliveroo drivers sharing tactics 

to avoid control by platform algorithms; community organisers remaining in the shadow of 

grassroots leaders in the fight for social justice in Chicago; French rural residents trying to live 

despite precarity by relying on self-help or autoconstruction; health-care workers in Senegal; 

young women on job training programmes in Switzerland; French Maghrebi women gathering 

to promote young people’s interests in poor neighbourhoods of Marseille…. What do these 

different practices and groups, gathered in this special issue, have in common? We contend that 

they embody different forms that the discreet mobilisation of people from the working class 

can take.  

Discretion can be understood as both limited publicity and distance from the political 

field. Certain mobilisations can be defined as discreet because they are not labelled as such by 

either social scientists, political actors or activists themselves: due to the forms they take, they 

are rooted in people’s everyday lives and raise the question of the maintenance or subversion 

of the social order; they remain, however, under the radar because of their lack of publicity.  

Lack of publicity and distance from the political field find a first meaning in an 

‘ordinary’ or profane relationship to politics: there are modes of politicisation that are not 

necessarily oriented towards the political field (Berger, Céfaï & Gayet-Viaud, 2011; 

Luhtakallio, 2012; Carrel, 2015). In this way, voluntary associations or staff members can 

become discreetly politicised through their daily activities without publicly manifesting 

themselves (Eliasoph 1998; Hamidi, 2010; Sainsaulieu et al., 2016). Discretion should not, 

however, be conceived as a ‘lack’ or a stage in a necessary evolution towards greater publicity. 

It can be, as shown by several articles in this special issue, an end in itself. This raises 

nevertheless the question of the intentionality of these practices, which we address below.  

 

 Discretion is not specific to subaltern groups. Secrecy and discretion are indeed a 

powerful resource in the hands of the powerful – and fantasised as such by conspiracy theories 

(Wu Ming 1, 2021). The mobilisations and forms of influence of powerful social groups do not 

necessarily have an interest in becoming visible (Skocpol, Williamson, 2012), just like political 

parties (Sainsaulieu, Sawicki & Talpin, 2023). Discreet forms of mobilisation could even be 
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seen as the specificity of powerful actors who can invest the salons and corridors of power 

(Ollion, 2015). Clientelist practices must remain discreet in order to operate and, above all, to 

maintain political hegemony (Auyero, 2001). Public policies frequently use nudging to 

convince people without seeming to (Leclerc, 2017). Even repression should remain discreet: 

the repression of protest should not make martyrs, to avoid stimulating counter-mobilisations 

(Kurtz & Smithey, 2018).2  

 The discretion of subordinate groups is largely defined in relation to dominant ones. In 

our understanding, it does not necessarily mean consent, nor acceptance or even justification of 

domination (Scott, 1990), since we associate discretion with mobilisations. In both cases, for 

both powerful and weak actors, discretion is a way to avoid the costs of publicity. But for 

powerful groups it is a strategic choice among a variety of options – discretion making it 

possible to avoid the cost of public justification (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006) – while for 

subaltern groups discretion is not necessarily chosen and strategised. Discretion stems from 

unfavourable circumstances and limited resources. It is also often a way to avoid head-on 

repression. It will be seen, however, in several articles of this special issue that discretion can 

be openly and strategically chosen. It can also appear as an end in itself, as a way to gain 

autonomy and experiment with alternative forms of life.  

What forms then do these mobilisations take? Are certain social spaces (the street, 

occupational settings, cultural, urban or rural environments) more conducive to the expression 

of discreet mobilisations than of public ones? And what are the consequences of discretion, 

both for the realisation of working-class aspirations and for the subjectivities of the individuals 

involved? This special issue addresses these questions by exploring all their ambiguities and by 

considering the constraints experienced by subaltern groups as well as their creativity. These 

different contributions, all based on qualitative and ethnographic methods, shed complementary 

lights on the issue of discreet mobilisations. This collection therefore allows refreshing 

questions to be raised on the sociology of collective action. 

 

Discretion: ‘safety valve’ or stepping stone? 

 

Before exploring the variations of the empirical forms of discreet mobilisations, we need to 

address a central question: is discretion a ‘safety valve’ of the system, an ephemeral parenthesis 

that does not shake the social order, or a stepping stone towards greater social change or even 

the enactment here and now of a new and alternative social order?  

There is a long tradition, inspired by Marxist scholarship, that sees discreet forms of 

resistance as ‘rituals of rebellion’ (Gluckman, 1960)3 or the expression of a form of alienation 

or false consciousness. American historian Barrington Moore argued for instance that ‘fantasies 

of liberation and revenge can help preserve domination through dissipating collective energies 

in relatively harmless rhetoric and ritual’ (Moore 1978: 459). In France, more recent work in 

the tradition of Pierre Bourdieu goes in the same direction, as when Eric Darras stresses that 

‘considering (with good intentions) graffiti, hip hop, the rock movement, or youth municipal 

councils as “direct” “political” practices should not lead one to overestimate the possibilities of 

a consciousness, a discourse, still less of the political efficacy of such practices from dominated 

groups, thereby denying the monopoly of the members of the political field on the instruments 

of definition of the legitimate problems and opinions’ (Darras 1998: 9). Studying discreet 

mobilisations runs the risk, indeed, of magnifying these forms of ordinary resistance and 

                                                 
2 These authors qualify this as ‘smart’ repression, avoiding the traditional curvilinear effect of repression, which, 

when too coercive or violent, can spur mobilisation in reaction. 
3 In Gluckman’s view, symbolic revolts against authorities are based on the ‘acceptance of the established order 

as just and well-founded, or even sacred’, and therefore contribute to the reproduction of the ruling political and 

social order.  
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therefore adopting a ‘populist’ perspective lacking sociological rigour (Grignon & Passeron 

1989).  

 Conversely, James C. Scott has highlighted how infrapolitical practices could shake the 

political order. Sabotage, dissimulation, critical chants, etc. testify to the defiance of subaltern 

groups towards power. Based in particular on the works of E. P. Thompson and Maurice 

Agulhon on wood theft, Scott shows that despite public deference towards authorities, the 

subaltern can express political critiques of the powers in place. This testifies to the political 

capacities of subaltern groups. Often, infrapolitics embodies the cultural grounds of more 

structured mobilisations:4 ‘It would be more accurate, in short, to think of the hidden transcript 

as a condition of practical resistance rather than a substitute for it. (…) Under the appropriate 

conditions, the accumulation of petty acts can, rather like snowflakes on a steep mountainside, 

set off an avalanche’ (Scott 1990: 191-2). For instance, the civil rights movement in the US 

cannot be accounted for unless it is associated with the informal discourses and practices of 

resistance by slaves, students or congregants that took place backstage for decades before it 

emerged (see Kelley 1993). Subaltern mobilisations, even if discreet, have been able to 

participate in changing society. Revolutions go through paradoxical moments of silent collapse 

of the old world and the emergence, without any confrontation, of a new one. Hannah Arendt 

(1963) described how, before the Russian intervention, Hungarian soviets were able to replace 

previous institutions without noise, due to a collapse of power. In a dialectic of discretion and 

public uproar, one could highlight the moments of politicisation that take place on the margins 

of protest – and contribute to its dynamics. Without aiming at central power or political change, 

these mobilisations can also be part of a logic of countervailing power within the crevices of 

the system (Holloway, 2002; Fung & Wright, 2003).  

 

Why and how do movements emerge from discretion? 

 

The work of James Scott has inspired much research questioning the relationship between 

infrapolitical resistance and mobilisations. For instance, according to Richard Fox and Orin 

Starn, the hidden dimension of infrapolitical resistance protects it from repression and could 

therefore fuel contention: ‘By challenging the view of the political as understandable only from 

speeches, marches, and elections, studies of everyday resistance encouraged and expanded 

understanding of the dialectic of compliance and opposition that takes into account the 

concealed as well as the visible, the scattered as well as the organised, the small as well as the 

massive’ (Fox & Starn 1997). Olivier Fillieule Mounia and Bennani Chraïbi emphasise the 

continuum between individual resistance and contentious collective action. They invite us to 

study the conversion of the ordinary time of critique, backstage and in close-knit circles, into 

public expression on the streets (Fillieule & Bennani-Chraïbi, 2003). This recalls what Asaf 

Bayat qualifies as ‘arts of presence’, the investment of the public sphere, capable, even when 

spontaneous or loosely coordinated, of shaking power relationships. Individual resistance 

practices, by questioning hegemonic cultural standards, can constitute a reservoir of 

politicisation that can potentially be grasped by social movement organisations, if they organise 

for it and if the context allows it, and if repression is not too strong.  

 

The conversion of resistance into collective action is never sure and automatic and 

requires intermediation and political work. François Ploux and Laurent Le Gall argue, however, 

in a rich historical synthesis, against a form of teleologism relating informal discreet 

mobilisations to formal ones. On the contrary, informal mobilisations could appear as rivals or 

substitutes for formal ones. They stress in particular the crucial role of ‘politicisation operators’ 

                                                 
4 ‘I mean to suggest that… infrapolitics… provides much of the cultural and structural underpinning of the more 

visible political action on which our attention has generally been focused’ (Scott, 1990: 184). 
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playing this role of translation and conversion between formal and informal’ (Ploux & Le Gall 

2012: 395). How can the role of such actors be conceptualised while avoiding seeing them as 

deus ex machina? For a long time, in the Leninist tradition in particular, the answer was in the 

role of avant-garde of the militants and of the political party. In a different fashion, the tradition 

of the mobilisation of resources has stressed the role of organisation leaders in the advent of 

social change (McCarthy & Zald, 1977). Classic studies have shown, however, that 

organisations could slow down or pacify mobilisations (Piven & Cloward, 1977; McAdam, 

2005: 60). Already in the 1970s, communist activists were the target of harsh criticisms from 

workers, such as this woman, in Le torchon brûle, journal of the French Women’s Liberation 

Movement (MLF) in 1971: ‘I shout to the “established” that, if they want to stop registering 

failures in women’s factories where they work, they shouldn’t repress as they do the spontaneity 

of women workers to speak about their problems as women above all’ (cited by Vigna & 

Zancarini-Fournel, 2009: 22).  

Fed by this distrust of organisations and forms of oligarchy, social movements have 

been experimenting with horizontal modes of decision in the last two decades (Snow and Moss, 

2014), trying thereby to attract newcomers and more spontaneous leaders (Sainsaulieu, 2020). 

In the French context, the Yellow Vest movement was structured ‘in the making’ despite a 

certain ‘heterogeneity’, due to the absence of previous ‘material and symbolic work’ (Fillieule, 

2022, p. 28). Such tensions between organisation and democracy, spontaneity and organising, 

structure mobilisations between voluntarism and intuition, knowledge and action, experience 

and improvisation, infrapolitics and politics, visible and discreet forms of resistance. The 

conceptualisation of discreet mobilisations allows one to shed a fresh light at these classic 

questions. To avoid a form of binarism we have tried to typify different forms of discreet 

mobilisations. 

 

Four shades of discreet mobilisations 

 

Given the developments and critiques of the work of James Scott, we contend that the category 

of discretion and discreet mobilisations can be heuristic to understand these forms of informal 

and everyday resistance practices in ways that avoid certain limits of his approach. The different 

cases investigated here illustrate different forms and configurations of discreet mobilisations. 

While subaltern groups have agency, the question of the intentionality, strategy and autonomy 

of these practices is complex and appears at the heart of all the contributions in this issue.  

The seven articles gathered in this special issue are neither exhaustive of the forms 

discreet mobilisations can take, nor mutually exclusive, and they sometimes even overlap. Of 

course, these different nuances also result from a review of the existing literature. They help to 

understand fine nuances in the underground processes of ordinary people’s mobilisation, 

between tactics of adaptation and alternative ways of living. The choice of a clear typology has 

been discarded by colleagues, as social movements and forms of resistance are often mixed 

(Chraïbi & Fillieule, 2003). Furthermore, the theme of discretion does not facilitate the work 

of distinction.  

If the papers gathered in this special issue do not allow a strong conceptualisation of the 

different forms of discreet mobilisations, they suggest an inductive depiction rather than ideal 

types. We can distinguish four shades of discreet mobilisation: fermentation, bypassing, 

autonomy, and daily improvisation.  

 

Fermentation 
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Like a mole (‘Well dug, old mole!’ said Marx about the underground process of the revolution), 

mobilisation is underground, preparing its return to the surface (Blumer, 1969; Della Porta 

Diani, 2006).  

 Fermentation can appear as a consciously designed strategy. It is a way of preparing 

more visible movements, as incubators for larger public mobilisations, such as digital networks 

and other ad hoc committees gathering forces before the crucial battle (Tufecki 2017; Casilli 

2017), whether spontaneous or strategically orchestrated (Sainsaulieu, 2020). Historically, 

many movements and organisations have remained clandestine or discreet to avoid repression 

or gather their strength before more open battles.  

 A typical form of discreet fermentation is the ‘safe spaces’ implemented by subordinate 

movements, in particular feminist (Mansbridge, 1994, Podmore, 2006) or antiracist 

(Carmichael & Hamilton, 1967; Taylor 2016) mobilisations. More broadly, ‘free spaces’ 

(Poletta, 1999) where activists or subaltern groups can remain among themselves appear 

strategic in protecting stigmatised identities but also in preparing for more visible and public 

battles. Discretion is therefore seen and conceptualised as a strategy of social change. It has 

been shown that women-only or black-only spaces produce empowerment. The Yellow Vests 

movement in France in 2018-2019 also included sequences of politicisation in rather separated 

spaces, such as traffic roundabouts or dedicated websites. The question is more open concerning 

the policy, political or cultural consequences of such tactics. The women-only spaces studied 

by Marion Lang in her article appear, however, less as fermentation than bypass practices, as 

they do not embody a consciously chosen strategy but rather an ad hoc situation imposed by 

external and internal constraints.  

In contrast, the Alinsky-style community organising practices studied by Clément 

Petitjean embody discreet fermenting strategies of mobilisation. While they unfold through 

public and visible contention (demonstrations, occupations, etc.), the non-profits studied by 

Petitjean display a dialectic of private/non-visible and visible/public. Discretion is enacted 

through an internal division of labour: community organisers voluntarily remain in the shadows 

to carry out the work of legitimising public leaders and set them in motion. In this case, the 

discretion of community organisers is strategised and clearly conceived: it is a condition for 

empowerment and social change. 

 

Bypass 

 

Here we leave the natural mole to choose the cultural and mythic figure of Bartleby. Bartleby 

is a well-known short-story character created by Melville. He is a minor bureaucrat who can 

neither say no to his hierarchy, nor disappear, and whose choice is to say: ‘I prefer not to’. As 

such, he has been perceived as a great figure of modern resistance, where it seems possible to 

bypass the obstacle rather than fight against it. In a more sociological perspective, not 

confronting, avoiding and circumventing often seem to be the prerogative of weak actors (Scott, 

1990). If they are not constrained to hide themselves, or if they cannot, they can try to bypass. 

Thus, no drums or trumpets, but rather the dry tap of a wooden bell is used to escape the grip 

of housing owners – unlike squatting, which is loudly advocated by radical activists (Péchu, 

2009). The case of young Swiss women undergoing integration (Eve Nada) illustrates such 

dynamics, since they oscillate between constraint and tactics of resistance.   

Labour has generated many discreet resistance tactics, hidden challenges such as 

sabotage or slowdown, withdrawal attitudes or resilience strategies that are more individual 

than collective (Roscigno & Hodson, 2004). Thus, Aldo Rubert shows how delivery workers in 

the Paris region bypass the logic of the algorithm of the platform that employs them, sometimes 

managing to use a scooter instead of a bicycle, sometimes taking more orders or covering more 

distance than expected, with the active complicity of colleagues and sheltered from 
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management. Sometimes, in this case, bypass is close to a ‘daily improvisation’, delivery 

workers trying also to survive or at least maximise their autonomy, the number of rides they 

make and in the end their income, rather than aiming at challenging their employers. The two 

feelings – self-interest and defiance towards authority – are nevertheless often mixed, as Rubert 

shows with great subtlety.  

The article by Purenne and her colleagues shows that discretion might result from a 

double form of bypass. On the one hand, antiracist collectives have to remain discreet to avoid 

repression in an unfavourable contest (Guiraudon & Escafré-Dublet, Talpin, 2023). They 

therefore opt for rather consensual or non-confrontational strategies – organisation of debates 

and conferences, action-research, making documentaries, etc. – to raise awareness rather than 

pinpoint culprits. On the other hand, discretion and non-confrontational tactics are also a way 

to bypass the mistrust of poor neighbourhood residents towards non-profits and collective 

actions. Discretion, therefore, is not only a matter of reacting to an unfavourable political 

environment, it might also be more actively and consciously (if not freely) chosen for strategic 

reasons related for instance to the targeted public that one aims to mobilise. This article reminds 

us how much the conversion of discreet forms of mobilisation into coordinated collective action 

is neither automatic nor even easily translated by intermediaries on the ground.  

Marion Lang’s research questions the effectiveness of local practices of ‘non-mixing’ 

by groups of women and people of colour in Marseille. Such practices must remain discreet due 

to their illegitimacy in the French public sphere. An emancipation might result from these 

hidden spaces that would not have happened in more favourable or public conditions. Women-

only spaces in the non-profits she studies, while not actively chosen, result in a form of 

empowerment and development of new skills and capacities for stigmatised Maghrebi women. 

One condition, however, of such emancipatory processes is that they remain discreet, not 

necessarily declared.  

As such, this contribution, like those of Eve Nada, Abdoulaye Diallo and Fanny Hugues, 

questions how discreet mobilisations can subvert gender relations. In Rubert’s and Purenne’s 

papers, it is masculinity that is potentially subverted by these discreet mobilisations. Eve Nada 

shows in her article how, in Switzerland, struggles for visibility can be studied through a detour 

by job training programmes: young women in social integration programmes can use gendered 

training, seen as ‘feminine’, to empower themselves and thus subvert or question the gendered 

division of labour. Diallo’s contribution also shows a partial emancipation of African women, 

for the time of acquired financial autonomy and of the social space conquered as health 

volunteers, and likely to leave traces later once they are married and unemployed. 

Bypassing often means making alliances to get around the obstacle. The case of the 

home helpers was examined in depth (Avril, 2019) to show how, because of the neighbourhood 

links that develop as a result of their repeated visits and their knowledge of the neighbourhood, 

an atypical trans-class front can form around them and give them an unexpected hegemony over 

a given demand. In the articles of this issue, alliances are often built with social workers (Nada, 

Diallo, Lang, Purenne and to some extent Petitjean); community organisers could be seen as 

allies of working-class residents), which often means class alliances with the middle classes.  
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Autonomy 

 

The strongest understanding of the logic of autonomy can be summarised by the idea of counter-

society. The working class has been able to put forward alternative spaces in a discreet form, a 

‘moral economy’ (Thompson, 1963) highlighting another, more collective relationship to the 

economy. Houses of the people, pubs and taverns, churches, slave dormitories or community 

kitchens offer spaces of autonomy for subaltern groups where they can discreetly develop 

alternative practices seen as prefiguring another form of life. Autonomy can take the form of 

an alternative project, an ‘interstitial strategy’ (Wright, 2010), which aims at experimenting 

here and now with another world, or even the construction of a counter-society on the sidelines, 

as in Chiapas (Baschet, 2014) autonomous zones (Bey, 2010) or like the ZAD in Notre-Dame-

des-Landes in France (Bulle, 2021). 

At some point, the line between secession and revolution or subversion becomes thin. 

In the labour environment, these alternative forms of life have manifested themselves in 

attempts at self-management, following the occupation of a factory (Wright, 2010), or in the 

more ordinary construction of another type of collective collaboration, of more democratic 

grassroots unions open to the neighbourhood (Duhalde et al., 2017), or in a more egalitarian 

organisation of work (Fantasia, 1989; Sainsaulieu, 2012).  

 Autonomy can also take the form of counterculture (Hebdige, 1979; Fine, 1996), where 

one can grasp a deviant, original or minority form which does not openly ‘contest’ (Bouilly, 

2018). The political and historical analysis of social movements and the socio-economic or 

socio-anthropological approach can be based on an understanding of emotions, the role of 

memory, forms of sociability and mutual aid networks (Collectif Rosa Bonheur, 2019). For 

example, Fanny Hugues reports on a range of food self-subsistence practices and modes of 

transportation set up in some rural areas to establish an alternative solidarity to the market 

economy. These constrained forms of self-help can sometimes be given political significance 

by actors, seen as a means of resisting a consumer society in which they have no place and 

against which alternative lifestyles are being tried out. In another genre, Parisian delivery 

workers studied by Rubert consume psychotropic drugs at work with a ‘political and escapist 

function’ (Chauvin, 2010) in ordinary masculine interrelations. 

 

Ambivalence in everyday life 

 

The literature has questioned forms of popular self-affirmation, with its ambivalent meaning 

between resistance and passivity. Thus the play of workers at work, which accompanies 

productive effort, has been understood both as an escape from oppression by Donald Roy and 

as an objective reinforcement of relations of domination by Michael Burawoy. This contrast 

illustrates the gap between the two anthropological dimensions of the emic and the etic, between 

the subjective perception of the actors and their objective integration into a relationship of 

domination. The dilemma is undoubtedly insoluble. One is led to choose, to privilege one or 

the other aspect, without being able to be fully satisfied. Indeed, play escapes from or play 

submits to work, alternatively. Laughter liberates, entertainment enslaves. 

 Daily improvisation is often ambiguous. Neither resistance nor submission, this popular 

self-affirmation which consists in taking advantage of the situation to adapt to it, represents 

neither a dead end nor a defeat nor an art of resistance. One could, like Hugues, speak of 

resourcefulness in connection with particularly inventive practices of recovery of objects. The 

subsistence practices and the popular economy she describes are not always thought of and 

experienced as acts of resistance by the actors themselves. It is first and foremost a matter of 

getting by, of surviving. Between consciously living on the margins and suffering marginality, 

the boundary is thin, and Hugues succeeds in restoring its ambiguities. The lived situation 
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remains inextricable, without real or supposed exit. If one manages to find one’s way, when 

resourcefulness is a way of life, it is because the situation is tangled up. There is no longer any 

real way forward, moreover precarity often consists in not making a plan, in living from day to 

day. The term débrouille (‘improvisation’) renders well a key dimension of any discreet 

mobilisation: less normative than the one of resistance, less finalised than those of bypass or 

even of fermentation, which hint at a choice or a way out, less affirmative than the idea of 

counter-society, where a flag is planted, daily improvisation leaves more open the alternative 

between emic and etic, subjective and objective perspectives.  

Through these nuances of daily confusion, we explore the discreet mobilisations of 

subaltern groups as mobilisation in ‘half-tone’, in chiaroscuro. A fog in which everyone can be 

mistaken, at the bottom as well as at the top: how to interpret workers’ play? Sociologists do 

not agree, the actors vary, probably according to the cases and the situations. In the great movie 

The Wages of Fear, the worker-driver played by Yves Montand constantly oscillates between 

camaraderie, tyranny, frank gaiety, affliction, revolt and fatalism. In the same way, the 

psychotropic drugs of Rubert’s young delivery men, or their masculinist postures, help them to 

hold on, give them courage, as alcohol used to in working-class circles. There is laughter, there 

is life, but it is not glorious. Getting by. 
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Jan, A. (2018). Livrer à vélo... en attendant mieux. La nouvelle revue du travail, 13 

http://journals.openedition.org/nrt/3803  

 

 

Jenkins, S. (2002). Organizing, advocacy, and member power: a critical reflection. 

WorkingUSA, 6(2): 56‑89 

 

Jounin, N. (2009). Chantier interdit au public. Paris: La Découverte. 

 

Karpowitz, C. F. & Mendelberg, T. (2014). The Silent sex: gender, deliberation, and 

institutions, Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Kelley, R. (1993). ‘We are not what we seem’: rethinking black working-class opposition in 

the Jim Crow South. The Journal of American History, 80(1), 75-112 

Kergoat, P. (2014). Entre élaboration et transmission (en situation de travail). Quand le genre 

bouscule les résistances. In J.-A. Calderón & V. Cohen (Eds.), Qu’est-ce que résister? 
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français. Paris: Seuil. 

 

Srnicek, N. (2016). Platform Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity. 
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Weber, F., (1989). Le travail à-côté : une ethnographie des perceptions. Paris: Ecole des hautes 

études en sciences sociales. 

 

Woodcock, J. (2017). Automate This! Delivering Resistance in the gig economy. 

https://www.metamute.org/editorial/articles/automate-delivering-resistance-gig-economy 

[Accessed 18 Mar. 2018]. 

 

Woodcock, J. & Waters, F. (2017). Far from seamless: a workers’ inquiry at Deliveroo. 

https://viewpointmag.com/2017/09/20/far-seamless-workers-inquiry-deliveroo/ 

[Accessed 18 Mar. 2018]. 

 

Workers Inquiry Network (2020). Struggle in pandemic: A collection of contributions on the 

COVID-19 crisis. Reedsy. https://notesfrombelow.org/issue/struggle-pandemic [Accessed 

15th May 2020]. 

Wright, E. O., (2010). Real Utopias. London: Verso. 

Wu Ming 1 (2022). Q comme Qomplot: Comment les fantasmes de complot défendent le 

système. Montreal: Lux. 
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