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 I                   iwrite this editorial from Ramallah, the administrative center of the Pal-
estinian Authority in the West Bank – a place of exception that opens 
new vistas of domination, affecting the conditions of producing sociol-
ogy no less than the object of its study. If Gaza experiences the rapid 

and terrifying violence of bombing, then the West Bank experiences the slow 
violence – to follow Jackie Cock’s formulation in this issue of Global Dialogue – 
of geographical partitions, multiplication of checkpoints, the encroaching wall 
that expels Palestinians from their land, dividing them from each other, all 
conspiring to promote the unilateral expansion of Israeli settlements. 

   Life in the West Bank is defi ned by uncertainty and insecurity, not least in 
university life. But Palestinians are as resourceful in defending themselves 
as the Israeli state is in brutalizing them. For example, Al-Quds University, 
based in Abu Dis, has sponsored a unique experiment called Campus in 

Camps – a project to bring new critical education to the refugee camps. The 
brainchild of Alessandro Petti, Sandi Hilal and Munir Fasheh, fi fteen young 
men and women from four camps have elaborated a “collective dictionary” 
that problematizes basic concepts of social science – citizenship, participa-
tion, well-being, sustainability, knowledge, relation, common – infusing them 
with local meaning. This intense process of Freirean education has brought 
about a transformation of the social consciousness in which the camps are 
no longer seen as a place of victimization but a political space that has been 
constituted and reconstituted since 1948. 

   As Feras Hammami describes in this issue of Global Dialogue, the state 
of exception affects the dominators too – the Israeli state suppresses dis-
sent within its own universities. Of course, Israel is not the only example of 
dictatorial rule in this region. Mustafa Attir describes what it was like to con-
duct sociology under Gadhafi ’s regime and the challenges this poses for the 
new order. Moving further afi eld, Chilean sociologists – Oriana Bernasconi, 
Alejandro Pelfi ni and Carolina Stefoni – describe the limitations and para-
doxes of the democratic transition as it affects moral issues, environment, 
and migration. The theme of democratization also informs Michael Hsiao’s 
description of the ascendant trajectory of Taiwanese sociology, starting with 
the importation of American theory and methods, the subsequent turn to 
critique of the authoritarian KMT party-state, followed by a radical turn as so-
ciologists joined the democratic movement. Countering this optimistic view, 
Su-Jen Huang casts doubt on sociology produced in small countries with 
limited research communities.

   Such impediments, however, don’t stop innovative techniques of socio-
logical intervention. As we learn from José Soeiro and Dora Fonseca, Portu-
guese sociologists have developed innovative mobilizations against austerity 
measures, many of them transplanted from Latin America. These young 
sociologists are less concerned about the dilemmas so eloquently described 
by Eloísa Martín, editor of Current Sociology, the dilemmas of operating in a 
professional world governed by norms of the North. They are ready to adapt 
and recreate sociology, taken from anywhere, to challenge the destructive-
ness of third-wave marketization and its political instruments.   

> Editorial

> Global Dialogue can be found in 14 languages on-line 
   at the ISA website
> Submissions should be sent to: burawoy@berkeley.edu
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> Precarious
   but Infl exible

by Dora Fonseca, University of Coimbra, Portugal

Protests of the Infl exible Proletariat. 

The banner reads, “Only struggle will defeat 

precarity, austerity is no solution.”

T he growing crisis in the 
Euro zone has fostered 
numerous reactions from 
both governments and 

civil society. For its part, civil society 
has demonstrated an astonishing 
capacity to generate new collective 
actors whose actions are directed at 
the negative consequences of glo-
balization and neoliberal politics. The 
last few years have seen a cycle of 
contention in which democracy as 
such is questioned, calling attention 
to closely related issues, in particu-
lar the precariousness of labor. The 
dismantling of the welfare state and 

>>

The Rise of a New Social 
Movement in Portugal 

the reconstitution of its goals have 
become common concerns that are 
fostering the emergence of new col-
lective actors and the transformation 
of existing ones.

> The “infl exible precarious”

   The “Infl exible Precarious” or in Por-
tuguese “Precários Infl exíveis” (PI) is 
one such actor. The movement fi rst 
appeared in the capital city, Lisbon, in 
2007, with the goal of continuing the 
mobilization work begun with the suc-
cessful May Day parade. Creating the 
collective actor “Infl exible Precarious” 

was a way of fi lling up the void that ex-
isted in social movements, namely the 
discussion of and focus on labor pre-
carity and its social effects. PI grew out 
of a small collective called Ferve that 
mobilized against the misuse of the “in-
dependent work” status. Ferve stands 
for fartos d’estes recibos verdes. It can 
be translated as “fed up with these 
green receipts,” where “green receipts” 
refers to the “independent work” sta-
tus applied to workers who don’t have 
a formal relation of subordination with 
an employer. Legally, these workers are 
their own bosses and thus assume re-
sponsibility for their own social security 
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and other benefi ts, but, in truth, they 
are wage earners subordinated to their 
employer without access to social ben-
efi ts to which they should be entitled. 
PI built on Ferve by focusing not just 
on “green receipts” but on a variety of 
forms of labor precarity.

   The PI’s creation and development 
follow what Sidney Tarrow has de-
fi ned as the main processes of social 
movements: fi rst, mounting collective 
challenges; second, drawing on social 
networks, common purposes, and cul-
tural frameworks; and, third, building 
solidarity through connective struc-
tures and collective identities to sus-
tain collective action. The mounting of 
a common claim has been particularly 
visible in this case: accomplished by 
condemning labor precarity in the face 
of prevailing efforts to present fragile 
contractual relations as freeing and 
less rigid and, thus, more in line with 
individualistic life projects and profes-
sional careers. PI follows the tenden-
cies of autonomous organizations that 
are so different from conventional po-
litical parties and trade unions.
 
   PI presents the same characteris-
tics generally attributed to new social 
movements: strong internal democra-
cy; diffused leaderships; fl exibility; high 
degree of informality; heterogeneity of 
interests; strong reliance on the tools 
of cyberactivism; creativeness and in-
novation in public actions; reticular, 
segmented and multi-faceted struc-
ture; limited interest in negotiating with 
antagonists; solidarity as an objective; 
and the quest for participation and di-
rect action. In the case of PI, one fea-
ture played a central role from the be-
ginning, namely the strong reliance on 
tools of cyberactivism. The blog http://
www.precariosinfl exiveis.org/ was the 
fi rst public manifestation of PI’s exist-
ence. It was launched online right af-
ter its creation and the fi rst post was 
the “Precarious Manifesto,” in which 
the activists defi ne themselves as “be-
ing precarious in their jobs and life.” 
They denounced their precarity, which 
pervades numerous sectors of the 
economy (especially the public sector 
administered by the State), as well as 

their “invisibility” in political discourse. 
They declared their intention to “re-
invent struggle,” thus suggesting that 
traditional methods – used by trade 
unions – are no longer adequate to 
post-modern society. They claim to be 
“precarious but infl exible,” announc-
ing their determination to oppose the 
strong tendencies of labor precariza-
tion and proletarianization.

   The initial actions were mainly di-
rected at publicizing and condemn-
ing unjust and illegal situations that 
embroiled precarious workers who, by 
defi nition, enjoy weaker forms of social 
protection due to their more fl exible 
work contracts. They have diffi culty par-
ticipating in workers’ traditional collec-
tive organizations such as trade unions. 
This is not just a matter of the incapac-
ity of the labor movement to deal with 
new forms of the labor process, but 
with the movement’s growing prejudice 
against and mistrust of formal organiza-
tions and institutional politics. 

   One of the main objectives is the con-
struction of a new identity: that of the 
“precarious worker.” This is a neces-
sary condition for effective mobilization 
against the deregulation of labor rela-
tions. Therefore, throughout PI’s exist-
ence, the central objective has been to 
foster awareness and raise conscious-
ness among those working in jobs with 
lesser rights or even no rights at all. By 
mobilizing new meanings connected 
with the destructive effects of labor 
precarity, the PI (in alliance with other 
similar national and international col-
lective actors) has created a new fi eld 
of dispute and confl ict. They initially 
launched a number of actions of an ex-
pressive character, but which have now 
evolved towards higher levels of instru-
mentalization and formalization so that 
PI is now a formal association.

> The Iron Law of Oligarchy? 

  Nowadays, the “infl exible precarious” 
are experiencing a new phase in their 
“life cycle.” As an association with na-
tional scope, PI is now undergoing for-
malization and legalization. This shift 
from an informal to a more formal or-

ganization is considered a logical step 
and a sine qua non for the recognition 
of their legitimacy as an organization 
with representative powers. Armed with 
legal status it moves into the electoral 
arena with hopes of speaking on behalf 
of its constituency in an institutional-
ized dialogue with other organizations 
and formal powers. 

   Despite the new possibilities cre-
ated by a formal association, there 
is concern that the iron law of oligar-

chy will take effect and endanger its 
revolutionary character as the PI fo-
cuses more on keeping its structure 
intact rather than pursuing its primary 
goals. The passage from spontane-
ous protest to organization has led 
to the emergence of a bureaucratic 
structure that transforms PI’s objec-
tives and blunts its initial antagonis-
tic thrust. But, according to some 
authors, such as Alberto Melucci, 
bureaucratization is not an inevitable 
and irreversible outcome, and above 
all it does not necessarily accompany 
the modifi cation of the radical aims 
of the organization. These alternative 
possibilities will be assessed in the 
next months with the reopening of 
the “political season.” New austerity 
plans for the Euro Zone countries are 
expected, as well as corresponding 
reactions from radical political move-
ments which reject the status quo. 
Only then will we see the real effects 
of the increasing formalization of this 
remarkable organization.

   For the time being the “infl exible 
precarious” have been successful in 
containing oligarchical tendencies, as 
attested by the role it played in the 
mobilizations of September 15, 2012 
(when hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple ventured onto the streets, called 
forth by informal networks, protesting 
against austerity) or in the protests 
against the approval of the 2013 state 
budget (on October 31, 2012, organ-
ized together with the CGTP – the big-
gest trade union federation in Portu-
gal), or even by the effort displayed in 
mobilizing for the general strike called 
by trade unions, which took place on 
November 14, 2012. 

http://www.precariosinflexiveis.org

