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An increasing body of academic literature in the sociology of work and employment has 
highlighted the growing patterns of precarity and informalisation in work and 
employment affecting both the Global North and the Global South (Alberti et al, 2018; 
Kalleberg, 2018; Hammer and Ness, 2021). In this context, a diversity of accounts has 
identified several practices and forms of labour organisations aiming to organise and 
mobilise precarious and informal workers (Martínez Lucio et al, 2017; Alberti and Però, 
2018; Doellgast et al., 2018; Holgate, 2021). In parallel, a growing line of enquiry has 
focused on the organisation of workers in the gig or platform economy (Tassinari and 
Maccarrone, 2020; Però and Downey, 2022). In some cases, these accounts have 
discussed emerging and/or innovative practices and initiatives from traditional or well-
established unions (Connolly et al, 2017; Meardi et al, 2021). In other cases, initiatives 
and campaigns developed by radical unions have been discussed (Roca and Diaz-
Parra, 2017; Manki, 2018; López-Andreu, 2020). Similarly, a growing academic stream 
has discussed the role of ‘new’ or ‘independent’ unions representing migrant and 
precarious workers (Però, 2019; Aslam and Woodcock, 2020). Increasingly, the 
literature has tended to focus on the issue of innovative practices and the growing 
permeability between unions and social movements (Fairbrother and Yates, 2013; Las 
Heras and Ribera-Almandoz, 2017; Bailey et al., 2018). Further, it has also paid 
attention to the potential contradictory dynamics between institutionalisation and 
bureaucratisation and the role of rank-and-file in the development of inclusive 
participatory mechanisms (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2019).  

At the same time, it has been pointed out that many discussions of the organisation of 
precarious workers are being characterised by ‘trade union’ fetishism (Atzeni, 2021). 
However, drawing mainly on examples from the Global South, some authors have 
started to highlight the importance of focusing more on ‘spontaneous’ forms of labour 
protest that often are not channeled through traditional union mechanisms (Atzeni, 
2009; Ness ed. 2014; Marinaro, 2018). Further, they have also emphasized the diversity 
of spaces and organisational forms that labour protest can take, including stronger 
connections with wider social issues, social movements, community organisations and 
more informal organisational practices (Bieler and Nowak, 2021). These approaches 
provide a valuable lens to understand challenges for the organisation of precarious and 



 
 
 
informal workers not only in the Global South but also in the Global North, 
where once ‘secure’ employment arrangements and consolidated union 
representation are being undermined (Baccaro and Howell, 2017). 

In this context, this special issue is interested in existing practices and 
initiatives that have been successful in organising and mobilising 
precarious and informal workers – the ‘unusual suspects’ of labour 
protest – both in the Global North and the Global South. The central 
question of this special issue is: What are the key factors that contribute 
to precarious workers organizing? This includes how the informalisation 
of jobs affect the development of innovative union strategies and forms of precarious 
workers' collective practices, and how the spatial organisation of precarious jobs 
influences the emergence alternative forms of labour organising. 

This special issue is interested in experiences that take place in different contexts and 
in diverse forms and spaces of labour organisation (Martinez Lucio, 2011; Las Heras 
and Rodríguez, 2021), involving traditional unions, radical unions, new (independent) 
unions, social movement unions and other forms of labour and social organisation 
(including spontaneous mobilisation, community unionism and the role of work centers). 
Importantly, the focus is on precarious and informal workers’ spatial agency – the way 
workers collective action produces (and at the same time is produced by) diverse 
spatialities such as economic landscapes, scales, territories, networks, or places (Roca, 
2020). We aim to explore and identify what are the distinctiveness of the politics of 
space of the ‘unusual suspects’. 

Potential topics (although not exhaustive) include: 
• Consolidation and institutionalisation of rank-and-file practices in defense of 

precarious workers’ interests 
• Organic/structural transformations of ‘traditional unions’ in the mobilisation of 

precarious workers 
• Tensions and possibilities between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in the articulation of 

cohesive and unitarian trade union strategies, including community unionism 
initiatives 

• Workers’ collective response to the challenge of precarisation and deregulation in 
the Global North and the Global South 

• Conflict and industrial action tactics during and after COVID-19 in both new and 
traditional precarious labour markets, e.g. platform work, domestic workers, 
construction, transportation, and metal workers, etc. 

• Spatial determinants and the politics of space in the mobilisation of precarious 
workers, e.g. chokepoints, multi-scalar struggles, public and private space 
occupations, etc. 

• Discursive and organizational tensions when articulating cross-sectoral renewal 
strategies and solidarity across professional, gender, ethnic, and age lines 

 
 
Submission instructions 
The special issue welcomes research articles (10,000 words). We also welcome Book 
Reviews (800 words) and On the Front Line articles (5000 words). On the Front Line 
pieces offer a “voice to the worker” conveying sociological insight into the contemporary 
realities of work and employment. All On the Front Line articles can be found on the 
journal’s website for reference. 

The guest editors invite abstracts for papers along with a biographical note about the 
authors in the first instance. The guest editors will review the abstracts and invite a 
selection to submit full papers to the journal for the normal WES peer review processes. 
Papers selected after full peer review will be published in the special issue. 

 
To be considered, please submit an abstract (300-400 words) and a 
biographical note to selina.hisir@britsoc.org.uk 
Deadline for submission of abstracts: 31 January 2024, 17:00 GMT 
Notification of decisions on abstracts will be made in late February.  
 

https://journals.sagepub.com/topic/collections-wes/wes-2_on_the_front_line/wes?startPage=0&pageSize=10
mailto:selina.hisir@britsoc.org.uk


 
 
 
 
For further information and queries, please contact the guest editors: Dr 
Martí López-Andreu (Marti.Lopez-Andreu@newcastle.ac.uk), Dr Jon Las 
Heras (jon.lasheras@ehu.eus), Prof Beltran Roca (beltran.roca@uca.es), 
or Dr Davide Però (davide.pero@nottingham.ac.uk) 
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