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Interpreting Workplace Conflict: Class Consciousness among Platform Food Couriers
Research on platform labour has generated important insights into worker mobilisation, labour unrest, and collective organisation (Tassinari & Maccarrone 2020; Trappmann et al. 2020; Bessa et al. 2022; Stuart et al. 2024). While this literature has primarily approached conflict through its visible manifestations in protest, resistance, and collective action, less attention has been paid to how workers themselves perceive and interpret the underlying tensions and antagonisms they encounter at work, particularly among the much larger group of workers who remain unorganised. This paper addresses this gap by bringing together insights from research on class consciousness and class conflict (Mann 1973; Wright 1985, 2000; Keefer et al. 2015) with debates on worker-management conflict and structured antagonism in the labour process (Edwards 1979; Burawoy 1979; Ringqvist 2021; Pérez Ahumada 2023).
Drawing on 32 biographical interviews with platform food couriers in England and Germany conducted between 2021 and 2023, the paper examines how workers understand workplace issues such as pay determination, algorithmic management, information asymmetries, insecurity, and platform control, as well as their broader perceptions of social class and class divisions in contemporary society. Rather than assuming that workplace antagonisms automatically generate particular forms of class consciousness, the analysis investigates how workers interpret these experiences, who they hold responsible for them, and whether they connect them to broader inequalities and conflicts between workers and platform companies.
Preliminary findings suggest substantial variation in how couriers perceive workplace conflict and class relations. While many identify significant sources of inequality and discontent, they differ markedly in how they explain these problems, assign responsibility, and assess relations between workers and platforms. The paper argues that studying workers' subjective interpretations of workplace antagonisms provides an important complement to existing research on mobilisation and resistance. More broadly, it demonstrates how insights from class consciousness research and labour process theory can be combined to better understand contemporary labour conflicts and the conditions under which workplace grievances are translated into perceptions of class conflict, collective organisation, and labour unrest.

