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OUTLINE

The Mediterranean as a space of social vulnerabilities: gender, class, and age
in crisis
Minorities in search of emancipation
Nature(s) and territories in conflict

TEXT

This third issue  of Muta tions en  Méditerranée exam ines socio- 
economic, cultural, envir on mental, and polit ical dimen sions of
vulner ab ility, how they are often inter twined. In addi tion, it explores
the agency that these situ ations give rise to, acknow ledging that
vulner ab il ities are part of a global context marked by natural and
anthro po genic phenomena with some times disastrous consequences.

1

As a space both of and in move ment, the Medi ter ranean and its
shores are subject to a variety of risks, whose analysis is essen tial to
under standing the dynamics of vulner ab ility at work there. To talk
about vulner ab il ities is, first and fore most, to speak of risks; it is
precisely the nature of these risks that renders the analysis of vulner‐ 
ab ility so necessary.

2

Academic research in envir on mental sciences and in the manage‐ 
ment of natural phenomena has embraced the concept of vulner ab‐ 
ility, taking into account the unequal impact of natural disasters on
different human groups (Martin 2019). This perspective is reflected in
the work of Wisner et al. (2003), who emphasize that natural disasters
often result from a combin a tion of phys ical hazards and social,
economic, and polit ical vulner ab il ities. Being vulner able, there fore,
entails exposure to external threats that test and poten tially
destabilize avail able resources (Martin 2019). Vulner ab ility reflects a
situ ation of weak ness in which a person's integ rity is - or risks
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being - affected, dimin ished, or altered (Liendle 2012). It is there fore
possible to distin guish between so- called social vulner ab il ities and
those linked to natural phenomena. In social sciences, this concept
allows us to describe as “ vulner able popu la tions ” the groups that are
subject to abnor mally high risk situ ations in a given context (Brown
and Scodel laro 2023): notable examples include Serge Paugam's work
on new poverty (1991) and social attach ment (2023), Robert Castel's
research on disaf fil i ation (1995) and Hervé Glevarec's analysis of the
vulner ab ility of social ties (2024). Yet, is vulner ab ility solely
synonymous with weak ness? Another soci olo gical tradi tion analyses
it from the perspective of the domin a tion of a social minority
(Thompson 1963; Scott 1985, 1990; Paugam 1991; Honneth 1992). The
concepts of dignity, contempt, lack of recog ni tion, and suffering are
invoked in the study of ordinary resist ance or demo cratic protests
carried out by domin ated people suffering from depriva tion of rights.
There are forms of everyday resist ance by the domin ated, a “ power
of the weak  ” studied by authors of the school of Subal tern Studies
(Chat terjee 2004, Chakra barty 2000, Spivak 1988).

In this third issue of Muta tions en Méditerranée, the authors examine
vulner ab il ities in terms of indi viduals' capa city to be affected and, in
turn to affect others (Gilson 2014). By consid ering the capa city of
popu la tions to act, including those most at risk, the authors also
engage with the concept of agency (Garrau 2021). This notion entails
ques tioning envir on mental, socio- political, or economic power rela‐ 
tions, their effects on indi viduals and their posi tion in the world, as
well as the various possib il ities for rein vest ment and response. This
approach there fore seeks to renew the notion of vulner ab ility
through the prism of resist ance, critique (  theor et ical, polit ical or
social ) and autonomy, and invites us to shed new light on the social
dynamics at work in the Mediterranean.

4

The Medi ter ranean as a space of
social vulner ab il ities: gender,
class, and age in crisis
The vulner ab il ities examined in this dossier primarily concern the
social char ac ter istics of groups, partic u larly those related to gender,
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class and age. The Medi ter ranean is an area of tension in which states
seek to regu late mobility. The dynamics of accept ance, rejec tion and
xeno phobia reveal the vulner ab ility of popu la tions that are invis ible,
stig mat ized, or exposed. The contrib utors present these popu la tions
while inter rog ating the limits of public policy, high lighting the forms
of mobil iz a tion deployed by vulner able groups and the way in which
they occupy public space.

In his study of early child hood profes sionals, Paul Luciani compares
vulner ab il ities among staff working in a nursery in France and a
kinder garten in Tunisia. Drawing on long- term ethno graphic field‐ 
work, his analysis high lights the suffering asso ci ated with arduous
working condi tions, exacer bated by the finan cial precari ous ness of
insti tu tions and their highly hier arch ical organ iz a tion. Luciani
demon strates how vulner ab il ities inter sect with gender issues, which
are central in a sector that remains predom in antly female. This
profes sion, often asso ci ated with “  love labor  ” is under valued,
demanding, and some times perceived as degrading (Bertron et al.
2021; Unter reiner 2018). Simil arly, this article shows how the organ iz‐ 
a tion of work, internal hier archies and avail able resources shape the
resi li ence of profes sionals in both contexts, revealing that, although
the work is demanding every where, national contexts strongly influ‐ 
ence how profes sionals can cope with difficulties.

6

Llewella Malefant exam ines the effects of popu la tion aging on the
coast lines of the Gulf of Lion, high lighting a growing mismatch
between demo graphic dynamics, public policies, and territ orial
adapt a tion capa cities. In this seaside region of southern France,
accom mod a tion initially designed for summer tourism now hosts a
signi ficant propor tion of the elderly popu la tion, whose needs are
evolving towards forms of depend ency that were not suffi ciently
anti cip ated. Local actors, partic u larly coastal communities, face
increasing pres sure without the tools or resources neces sary to
manage the demo graphic trans ition underway. This situ ation calls for
a recon fig ur a tion of territ orial policies on aging, integ rating health,
housing, mobility, and social vulner ab ility in a more coherent manner.
Coastal areas thus emerge as priv ileged obser va tion sites and testing
grounds for renewed forms of governance in adapting to aging.
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Minor ities in search
of emancipation
Vulner ab ility can also affect popu la tions who identify as, or are iden‐ 
ti fied as, subor dinate groups. While struggles over repres ent a tion
and power plays over the shaping of dominant norms exist within
Medi ter ranean soci eties, these in turn produce stig mat izing categor‐ 
iz a tions. In this context, forms of agency emerge, whether
community- based, polit ical, or reli gious, through which the groups
concerned divert or contest discrim in a tion and labelling. Through
cultural and social prac tices, they assert their iden tity by chal len ging
and rein venting imposed norms in order to obtain recognition.

8

From a micro- historical perspective, Emma Duteil high lights  the
cagots' capa city to influ ence their own destiny. By organ izing to
defend their rights in the Pyrenean region between France and
Spain, the cagots nego ti ated prevailing norms and redefined, at their
own scale, early modern power rela tions. Although their vulner ab ility
was char ac ter ized by depriva tion of rights and oppres sion by the
dominant popu la tion, the article reveals their acute aware ness of
their subor dinate status and the strategies they deployed to counter
it; what Paugam (1991) refers to as the resi li ence of domin ated groups.
In a context of increasing cent ral iz a tion of royal power in the 17th
and 18th centuries, Duteil argues that  the cagots bucked the trend
and emerged as a community “  forged in action rather than exclu‐ 
sion ”.

9

The example of the Corsican auto nomist move ment between the two
world wars, analysed by Vincent Sarbach- Pulicani, illus trates another
complex dynamic of agency. Sarbach- Pulicani focuses on the
Muvrists who, faced with French cent ral iz a tion and their polit ical
margin al iz a tion, adopted an ambi valent stance in their quest for
eman cip a tion, combining identity- based resist ance and depend ence
on external support, notably from the Italian fascist regime. This alli‐ 
ance reveals the struc tural vulner ab ility of a polit ical minority which,
while seeking to subvert dominant norms, exposes itself to ideo lo‐ 
gical and polit ical comprom ises likely to heighten its isol a tion.
Sarbach- Pulicani thus demon strates that iden tity construc tion and
struggles for minority recog ni tion are marked by internal tensions

10



Forward

and geopol it ical contin gen cies, under scoring the diffi culty of navig‐ 
ating between auto nomist asser tion and external instrumentalization.

Vulner ab ility can also be approached through the lens of spir itu ality.
In her study on the contem porary resur gence of ancient poly the istic
cults in Greece and Italy, Néphélie Skar latos exam ines the YSEE
(Supreme Council of Ethnic Hellenes) and Pietas groups. She analyses
minority reli gious dynamics and the forms of agency involved in both
accessing public space (legal recog ni tion for access to ancient sites
considered tourist attrac tions; and combating stig mat iz a tion through
medi ation) and devel oping altern at ives in the private sphere (privat‐ 
ized spaces for constructing reli gious sites; devel op ment of an inter‐ 
per sonal space), with strategies that fall under the category of “ spir‐ 
itual bric olage ”.

11

Nature(s) and territ ories
in conflict
The study of vulner ab il ities can also be extended to living organ isms.
Here, we use the concept of vulner ab ility as proposed by Wisner et al.
(2003, p. 11): the “ ability to anti cipate, respond to, and recover from
danger ”. As early as the 1970s, geography sought to address vulner ab‐ 
il ities and poten tial risks by emphas izing “ the degree of damage due
to exposure [to risks], and by exten sion, the degree of [poten tial]
exposure [to these risks], which amounts to emphas izing the spatial
aspect of the issues ” (Veyret and Reghezza 2005, p. 64).

12

In the Medi ter ranean, coastal erosion, over- urbanization, and mass
tourism contribute to the fragility of coast lines. Certain areas, such
as the Camargue, the Nile Delta, and the Rhône Delta, are highly
exposed to flooding risks. In his article, Benjamin Heth er ington
exam ines the impact of past and present human activ ities, devel op‐ 
ment policies and resident mobil iz a tion on the resi li ence of these
areas in the face of climate threats. The “  nature- based solu tions  ”
(NbS) frame work, central to his analysis, is presented as ambi valent:
while it can help restore ecolo gical func tions at lower cost, it may
also be perceived by some as a form of aban don ment of the territory,
since it does not in itself resolve social issues such as indus trial
decline in the Camargue and the social and economic isol a tion of the
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region and its inhab it ants. Thus, the different stake holders define the
notion of “  vulner ab ility  ” differ ently: as species and habitats for
envir on mental advoc ates, and as economic activ ities and local iden‐ 
tity for local resid ents and salt produ cers. This them atic focus high‐ 
lights trans form a tions in land scapes and land use, partic u larly on the
French Medi ter ranean coast, where tensions are high. This final
article exam ines these tensions through the case of the Camargue,
revealing the competing demands of economic attract ive ness and
envir on mental preser va tion. The balance of local usage rights
appears to be a key factor in managing these fragile areas, as such
rights are frequently at the centre of conflicts between resid ents,
state author ities, and envir on mental groups.

The subject of renewed academic and scientific atten tion, vulner ab‐ 
ility and its asso ci ated agency are emin ently contem porary themes.
This third issue  of Muta tions en  Méditerranée demon strates the
extent to which the multi fa ceted concept of vulner ab ility cuts across
multiple perspect ives: social, polit ical, identity- based, territ orial, and
envir on mental. Whether it concerns early child hood profes sionals or
elderly people living on over ex posed coast lines, stig mat ized minor‐ 
ities seeking polit ical, reli gious, or cultural recog ni tion, or coastal
territ ories threatened by climate change and conflicts of use, the
contri bu tions show that situ ations of vulner ab ility should not only be
under stood solely as states of weak ness, but also as poten tial tipping
points for action, protest, or the recon fig ur a tion of power rela tions.
They high light how vulner ab il ities often generate forms of indi vidual
or collective agency that enable actors to resist, adapt, or redefine
the norms and spaces in which they operate. These approaches thus
invite us to rethink the Medi ter ranean as a living territory, traversed
by some times imper cept ible dynamics of struggle, protest,
and reinvention.
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