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Introduction 
 
 
 

 
 

A second generation of grassroots movements in 
Central and Eastern Europe? 

 
Ionel N. Sava 

 
 
A quarter of a century ago, huge demonstrations marked the fall of communism. The right 
to protest was the first natural consequence of regime change for the people of central 
and eastern Europe. However, the transition to democracy and a market economy also 
meant constant and organized public participation. The sooner the better. 
In such an environment, sustained by a multitude of donors and foreign organizations, 
international NGOs engaged in extensive programmes with local civil societies. Assisting 
organizations and groups as examples and vehicles of democracy and civil society-
building was the preferred approach of that time. As a result, in 1998 there were some 
5,000 foundations and more than 20,000 associations in Poland alone. The support was 
duly rewarded, when we consider that a group of former communist countries joined the 
western organizations by the end of the 1990s, followed by a second group a decade 
later. 
 
The question is: what comes next for central and eastern Europe’s civil society and social 
movements? The integration with the west is secured in spite of a serious crisis in 
Ukraine. Under the umbrella of the EU and NATO, ordinary citizens in central and 
eastern Europe came to care more about the environment, natural resources, corruption, 
education and jobs. This brief essay explores to what extent central and eastern Europe 
are about to move, in both the medium and long term, from assimilating the dominant 
western model in this fashion to reinventing cultural difference. and thereby creating 
those arenas in which local players compete for strategic decisions. It focuses on what 
was termed ‘civil society’ in the 1990s, the ‘third sector’ in the 2000s and broadly the 
‘SM sector’ today as the main location for change. 
 
From Solidarnosc as a ‘total movement’ to civil society in the transition 
 
The roots of post-communist civil society can be traced back to the time of ‘Solidarnosc’. 
In his pioneering work published in 1984, Alain Touraine called the Polish trade union a 
“total social movement” in the sense that it incorporated a broad societal aspiration of 
political freedom, national liberation and cultural emancipation. It was ‘total’ due to the 
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fact that, in the relationship with the totalitarian state, workers’ rights could not be 
achieved in the absence of political rights and of emancipation from Soviet domination. 
In the early 1980s, the tiny workers’ trade union in Gdansk was like David challenging 
Goliath. However, its fight was instrumental for the whole of central and eastern Europe. 
Its strength increased such that in under a decade, ‘Solidarnosc’ moved its programme 
from its trade union repertoire (stage I) to self-management of a state enterprise (stage 
II) and then to political democratization (stage III). 
As predicted by Touraine, regime democratization made possible the cultural offensive of 
the mid-1980s, when dissident intellectuals took the lead. Vaclav Havel, Milan Kundera 
and Gyorgy Konrad, among others, depicted precisely the misery of central Europe that 
was culturally part of the west and politically part of the east. 
Later on, and not much different from Touraine’s idea of the positive role of the 
intellectuals, the Hungarian sociologist Ivan Szelenyi and collaborators argued that in 
actuality, it was the former communist elite that changed its preferences and initiated 
political change. The difference was that the new elite recruited informally more from the 
industrial and administrative sectors and less from the ideological core. The potential for 
change was associated in Szelenyi’s view with the managerial elite. In opposing the party 
nomenclature, the technical and administrative elite (the directorial class) made a 
conjectural alliance with the ‘intellectual dissidents’. They were entrusted precisely with 
a cultural function during the transition from communism to capitalism: to spread the 
ideas of freedom, democracy and civil society as opposed to oppression, totalitarian state 
and mass society. 
Other neoclassical sociologists of transition, such as Stark and Bruszt, were more 
sophisticated when it came to the idea of ‘civil society’. They saw the transition to 
capitalism and democracy as mutually reinforcing in the context of extended social 
networks empowered with deliberative and associative functions. The important role was 
not allocated to intellectuals but to something akin to deliberative networks, which were 
actually civil society networks that proliferated all over society with the aim of improving 
both the market and state functions. In this case, civil society organizations played a role 
somewhat similar to a watchdog of democracy. 
On the one hand, Szelenyi and others considered that, in the absence of an economic 
bourgeoisie, the cultural bourgeoisie took over the post-communist societies in 
partnership with the managerial elite. On the other hand, for Stark and Bruszt, 
intellectuals’ moral discourse was not enough, as they considered post-communist 
societies anomic and therefore in great need of rebuilding sociability by confronting both 
the old socialist state and the anarchical new global market. During transition, extended 
accountability could be developed by deliberative and associational social networks, 
which prevented the formation of a capitalist class with an oligarchic orientation and of a 
cultural class alien to local needs. 
Civil society was therefore an umbrella concept (or a ‘master frame’ in the terminology 
of social movement theory) extended to social networks as a necessary precondition for 
collective action during post-communism. 
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A second generation of grassroots social movements 
 
It is worth mentioning that the American Sociological Association submitted its 1999 
annual award to G. Eyal, I. Szelenyi, and E. Townsley, who premised their theory on the 
agency of a bureaucratic elite in alliance with civil society intellectuals in order to 
advance liberal reforms. However, just a couple of years later Michael 
Burawoy observed that “as the new bourgeoisie reaches for global hypermodernity, they 
could thrust the mass of the population into a pre-modern quagmire”. The well-known 
sociologist from Berkeley thought that central and eastern Europe would experience a 
kind of post-colonial syndrome: a disappointment with the post-communist transition. If 
true, then a form of “post-socialist critique” is about to emerge and encounter the 
current civil society and neoliberal ideologies of progress, which constitute the dominant 
culture. 
However, is that turn going to reflect class struggle, as Burawoy suggests, or cultural 
struggle, as I think is the case? Taking into account that the working class has 
transformed itself over the last decades and the conditions to call it such have changed as 
well, my hypothesis is that a cultural turn is much more probable. Its source is not the 
past social experience (as the nineteenth century cultural ‘Bürgentum’ of Szelenyi and 
others, or the post-communist pathway, as in Stark and Bruszt’s  theory), but rather 
current social practices that put more and more emphasis on urban middle-class cultural 
preferences. I am closer to Stark and Bruszt, but the focus is not as much on the 
formation of new institutions by deliberative and associational practices. The initiative is 
rather with the new individual and collective players and with their strategy. 
This does not mean that ‘civil society’ is no longer necessary in central and eastern 
Europe. Kerstin Jacobsson recently pointed out in her edited book Beyond NGO-ization: 
the development of social movements in Central and Eastern Europe (2013) that “to 
focus on formal organizations (partly because they are easier to account for and are 
represented in official records) may lead researchers to miss important mobilization that 
take place in less structured formats, such as loose activist networks, local grassroots 
activism or short lived mobilization”. This is to say that social movements should go 
beyond NGO-ization and look for complementary collective actions. 
Fortunately, things seem to move ahead. As Jacobsson also notes in the introduction of 
the same book with Steven Saxonberg, “civil society in Central and Eastern Europe has 
undergone tremendous changes over the past three decades: from the state-controlled 
associational life… to the Western-sponsored ‘liberal’ civil society… to today’s more 
diverse civil life”. 
One of the most notable developments today is grassroots activism across central and 
eastern European cities: a new type of activism which is domestically funded, grassroots 
driven, and has been developed in response to local problems and needs, while often 
being inspired by urban movements. 
Grzegorz Piotrowski, a young Polish sociologist, argues that there is already a shift from 
civil society organizations towards grassroots groups in general, a process that suggests 
a significant shift in the composition and ways of collective action of the whole civil 
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society sector in eastern Europe. Due to information technology and new media, new 
opportunities for collective action are given to marginal groups. An example in case is 
the use of social media during the Romanian presidential elections in November 2014 
when online migrants mobilized families and friends at home to cast their ballots. 
As reflected by social movement theory, the role of this second generation of grassroots 
movements in central and eastern Europe could be that of the production of new 
collective players and of social arenas. According to James Jasper, in a cultural 
perspective, beneath the images of ‘social movements’, “structural opportunities’ and 
‘environment’, there are actually the incipient strategic interactions that engage 
individual and collective actors in a variety of exchanges. There is a social movement 
when these players feel and live togetherness and as such individuals, formal 
organizations, networks and clusters coordinate events and share goals and know-how 
about tactics. 
 
At this stage, one could only guess to what extent a second generation of grassroots 
movements will change the course of central and eastern Europe social movements to 
more domestic and identity-oriented as well materialist-demanding organizations. 
Alongside transactional activism, which is still strong, the trend is for new forms of social 
participation that suggest community-orientation in their medium and long term 
collective actions. Usually, this is a laboratory where new styles, social meanings and 
cultural critiques are informally exercised and eventually institutionalized. The next 
decade shall show us the path on which central and eastern Europe is heading. 
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Ideology and Social Movements.  
A Comparative Analysis of the 2013 Protests in 

Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania 
 

Diana Margarit1 
 
 
The 2013 protests in Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania embodied the discontent 

and the disapproval of the citizens in the streets, against the domestic political authorities. 
Due to their similar recent histories and their geographical proximities, I propose a 
comparative analysis of the 2013 wave of uprisings in the three countries. Which are the 
ideological resources of the relative synchronicity of these protests? Are the ideological 
stakes of these uprisings ”imported” from the simultaneous Western ones or the direct 
response to the domestic politics? The aim of my paper consists in answering to these 
questions and thus, highlighting the proportion in which on one hand, there are certain 
ideological recurrences (e.g. the Occupy movements) in the social movements from 
Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania and on the other, the domestic context shaped their 
specific deployment.    

From a methodological point of view, I structured my paper in order to stress out, 
in a comparative manner, the elements which characterized the 2013 protests in the two 
countries which share a common border with Romania, on the Western and the Southern 
sides. Thus, the first part concentrates on a so-called presentation of the facts by 
determining the recent historical framework of their evolution, while the second 
underlines the ideological stakes of the protests in respect to two dimensions: a) an 
external one - the similarities between them and the Occupy movement; b) an internal one 
– their response to the domestic political opportunity structure. The analysis uses 
secondary sources, more precisely online articles and posts appeared in international 
coverage journals and national websites in English related to Bulgaria and Hungary. I 
tried to be consistent with similar sources also in the Romanian case, with few 
exceptions, the cases where it was almost impossible to find the necessary information in 
any other language than Romanian. 

 
1. The 2013 protests in their national contexts 
 
By analyzing the online coverage of the protests in the international journals, I 

intend to highlight the domestic evolution of the events in Romania, Bulgaria and 
Hungary. The purpose of this rather descriptive part of the paper consists in familiarizing 
the reader with the general deployment of the protests and the presentation of the political 
context which faced the public revolt and resistance. 

                                                        
1 Alexandru Ioan Cuza University, Iasi, Romania 
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The Romanian protests 
 
The Romanian Autumn – the surname of the protests from 2013 – had been 

simultaneously a proof of civic discontent and political distress that began as an 
environmentalist movement and soon after evolved into a protest against political 
corruption, demagogy and inefficiency2. It started on September 1 and lasted until 
February 11 the following year and it represented a major political phenomenon on the 
Romanian scene due to its social mobilization, consistency and consequences. For six 
months, each Sunday, thousands of people from all the Romanian major cities and the 
Romanian diaspora around the world manifested their disapproval against the mining 
exploitation in Ro�è�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �E�\�� �D�� �I�R�U�H�L�J�Q�� �F�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q���� �S�U�R�M�H�F�W�� �V�X�S�S�R�U�W�H�G�� �E�\�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �D�Q�G��
national political authorities. The civic revolt also coincided with the time spent in 
Parliament by the law project permitting the gold exploitation until its definitive 
rejection. After six months of constant manifestations, the pressure of the public opinion 
constrained the politicians to definitely reject it.  

The mining exploitation in Ro�è�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �K�D�G�� �D�� �V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�W�� �H�O�H�F�W�R�U�D�O�� �V�W�D�N�H����
supposition confirmed by the numerous political actors who used it in order to increase 
�W�K�H�L�U���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���V�W�D�W�X�V�����%�D�F�N���L�Q���W�K�H������������ �F�D�P�S�D�L�J�Q�����3�U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W���7�U�D�L�D�Q���%���V�H�V�F�X���G�H�F�O�D�U�H�G���W�K�D�W��
he would support the mining project in Ro�è�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �R�Q�O�\�� �D�I�W�H�U�� �P�L�Q�G�I�X�O�� �F�R�Q�V�X�O�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V��
with specialists. In 2011, he re-approached the subject by stating that the explorations in 
�5�R�ú�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �Z�R�X�O�G�� �F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �L�Q�F�U�H�D�V�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �5�R�P�D�Q�L�D�Q�� �J�R�O�G�� �U�H�V�H�U�Y�H���� �7�K�L�V��
finding had no financial impact, since the Governor of the National Bank had previously 
declined the necessity of the mining project because the institution proved no interest in 
increasing its gold reserve3. 

If by then RMGC placed an emphasis on lobbying, in 2012 it started acting more 
visibly through the political machinery. After the parliamentary elections, the Social-
Liberal Union (SLU) (formed by the Social-Democrat Party and the National-Liberal 
Party)4 affirmed that extracting the gold in the terms imposed by RMGC was a strategic 
investment for the country. This new political position was contradictory to the 
statements made during the electoral campaign. Moreover, the SLU made clear 
�V�W�D�W�H�P�H�Q�W�V�� �D�J�D�L�Q�V�W�� �P�L�Q�L�Q�J�� �L�Q�� �5�R�ú�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q������ �E�H�L�Q�J�� �N�Q�R�Z�Q�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�� �3�U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W�� �D�Q�G�� �W�K�H��
former Prime-Minister, Emil Boc – both members of an adversary party (The Democrat-
Liberal Party) – were fervent supporters of it. Anyway, in 2013, the Romanian 

                                                        
2 Vlad Odobescu and Radu Ciorniciunc. 2013. ”There’s Something Rotten in Bucharest: Protests Turn 
Political in Romania”. Global Post, September 27. 
http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/news/regions/europe/130925/romania-protests-gold-minig-environment. 
3 Raluca Ghinea. �������������´�,�V���U�H�V�F�X���U�H�D�P�L�Q�W�H�è�W�H���F�����Q�X���F�U�H�ète rezerva de aur din supersti�ìie. �*�X�Y�H�U�Q�X�O�����S�U�H�J���W�L�W���G�H��
Ro�è�L�D���0�R�Q�W�D�Q���´����Mediafax, April 23. http://www.mediafax.ro/economic/isarescu-reaminteste-ca-nu-creste-
rezerva-de-aur-din-superstitie-guvernul-pregatit-de-rosia-montana-10817161; Constantin Pescaru. 2013. 
�´�0�R�W�L�Y�H�O�H���S�H�Q�W�U�X���F�D�U�H���%�1�5���Q�X���S�R�D�W�H���F�X�P�S���U�D���D�X�U�X�O���G�H���O�D���5�R�è�L�D���0�R�Q�W�D�Q���´����Ziare.com, September 18. 
http://www.ziare.com/bani/pret-aur/motivele-pentru-care-bnr-nu-poate-cumpara-aurul-de-la-rosia-montana-
unde-a-gresit-basescu-1257432.   
4 Ronald F. King and Cosmin Gabriel Marian. 2014. ”Antagonism and Austerity: The December 2012 
Romanian Parliamentary Elections”. Electoral Studies 34: 291-379. 

http://www.globalpost.com/dispatch/news/regions/europe/130925/romania-protests-gold-minig-environment.
http://www.mediafax.ro/economic/isarescu-reaminteste-ca-nu-creste-
http://www.ziare.com/bani/pret-aur/motivele-pentru-care-bnr-nu-poate-cumpara-aurul-de-la-rosia-montana-
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Government assumed a draft act for a special (dedicated to RMGC) mining law. Despite 
that the Ministry of Justice accused the lack of constitutionality of the draft5, all the other 
ministries ignored it. Thus, protests began the Prime Minister Victor Ponta (representing 
SLU) declared that he would let the Parliament decide whether the exploitation should 
begin or not. Therefore, after almost eighteen years of constant delay in making a final 
decision, the Parliament was given the sudden mission of coming to a conclusion, 
following the prompt executive approval. In this respect, is was not the persistence of a 
pro exploitation message which irritated the people, but most certainly the governmental 
reaction toward this matter.  

The particularity of the Romanian Autumn in respect to other previous Romanian 
social movements lies in the social heterogeneity of the protesters and the remarkable 
general mobilization, the most significant one in the last 25 years. The Sunday-protests 
gathered a motley crowd which was aware of its differences and yet inclined to solidarity. 
Thousands of people protesting in almost all Romanian cities proved that a local problem 
represented a symptom for economic and political chronic problems. The ”United We 
Save Ro�è�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���´�� ���W�K�H�� �V�O�R�J�D�Q�� �U�H�F�X�U�U�H�Q�W�O�\�� �X�V�H�G�� �G�X�U�L�Q�J�� �W�K�R�V�H�� �P�R�Q�W�K�V���� �S�U�R�W�H�V�W�V�� �W�K�X�V��
became the most significant peaceful environmental movements in Europe6. 

Their claims focused on two aspects: the economic interests of a gold-mining 
corporation and the ways in which Romanian politicians gave up their political 
responsibilities on behalf of personal benefits. First, the situation in Ro�èi�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �G�L�G��
not represent a novelty for the Romanian public space. As a matter of fact, it began in 
1995 when, after a fake auction, the Public Agency of Copper signed an agreement with 
�*�D�E�U�L�H�O�� �5�H�V�R�X�U�F�H�V�� ���D�� �&�D�Q�D�G�L�D�Q�� �F�R�U�S�R�U�D�W�L�R�Q���� �W�K�U�R�X�J�K�� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �5�R�ú�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �*�R�O�G��
Corporation (RMGC) was born, holding 80% of the stocks. Through this agreement, 
RMGC had the permission to start the geological prospects in search of the remaining 
�J�R�O�G���� �E�H�L�Q�J�� �N�Q�R�Z�Q�� �W�K�D�W�� �W�K�H�� �D�U�H�D�V�� �D�U�R�X�Q�G�� �5�R�ú�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �K�D�G�� �D�� �U�L�F�K�� �K�L�V�W�R�U�\�� �R�I�� �J�R�O�G��
exploration ever since the Roman Empire. RMGC made the prospections and discovered 
that there were no more dykes of gold, but instead small amounts were ranged at the 
terrestrial surface. For its extraction, the company needed new technological methods – 
“melting” the muck in a lake of cyanides – and political support. Second, the discontent 
of the civil society manifested during the Romanian Autumn involved the negative public 
perception of the political actors. The notorious lack of confidence in the politicians’ 
integrity7  determined the protesters to doubt that, on this matter, the political decisions 
concerned the national interests and not some private ones.  
                                                        
5 V.M. 2013. ”Ministerul Justi�ìiei a dat aviz negativ proiectului de lege privind Ro�è�L�D���0�R�Q�W�D�Q�������v�Q�F�����G�L�Q��������
august, desfiin�ìând practic documentul”. Hotnews, September 4. http://www.hotnews.ro/stiri-esential-
15512225-ministerul-justitiei-dat-aviz-negativ-proiectului-lege-privind-rosia-montana.htm.  
6 Raluca Be�èliu.. 2013. ”The Romanian Autumn Continues: The Dawn of Real Democracy in Romania?” . 
CNN, October 2. http://ireport.cnn.com/docs/DOC-1043716.  
7 Cheng Chen. 2003. ”The Roots of Illiberal Nationalism in Romania: A Historical Institutionalist Analysis of 
the Leninist Legacy”. East European Politics and Societies 17 (2): 166-201; Sonja Zmerli, Newton Kenneth 
and José Ramón Montero. 2006. ”Trust in People, Confidence in Political Institutions, and Satisfaction with 
Democracy”. In Citizenship and Involvement in European Democracies: A Comparative Analysis, edited by 
Jan W. Van Deth, José Ramón Montero and Anders Westholm, 35-65. London: Routledge; Sergiu Gherghina. 
2014. Party Organization and Electoral Volatility in Central and Eastern Europe. Enhancing Voter Loyalty. 
Oxon: Routledge.  
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The Bulgarian protests 
 
The Bulgarian 2013 faced two severe long-term protests: a) the first one from 

January 28 until March 16, against the Borisov government. It initially expressed the revolt 
against the high price of the electricity8, but continued even after the Prim-Minister’s 
resignation on February 20, demanding structural changes in the political system and the 
nationalization of some economic sectors9; b) the second round of the street discontent 
began in June 14 and lasted until July 23, the next year. This time, the rage was oriented 
against the recent leftist government of Plamen Oresharki and the political measures of the 
ruling coalition of the Bulgarian Socialist Party, the Movement for Rights and Freedom and 
the nationalist party Ataka. In fact, the protests burst when the oligarch Delyan Peevski was 
appointed the State Agency for National Security10. The mobilization on social media of 
thousands of people filled the streets of the major Bulgarian cities11 as never before in the 
recent post-communist Bulgarian history. The public opinion proved dissatisfaction with 
conjectural decisions (such as Borisov or Peevski’s resignation), as long as corruption and 
political inefficiency remained constant. Intellectuals, journalists, jurists and politicians 
even created “Charter 2013”, a Bulgarian line to the famous Charter 77, an anti-post-
communist document pleading for the political and juridical reform.12 Despite its lacks, the 
charter encapsulated the civil society’s need to fight against corruption and other anti-
democratic issues (such as a deficient judicial system, plutocracy and so on) as European 
Union itself recommended. In fact and in respect to this matter, EU officials not only 
criticized the political performances of Oresharki and his predecessors, but encouraged the 
Bulgarians citizens to express their discontent13, fact which strengthened the civil cohesion 
and extended the duration of the uprisings. 

Protests not only continued even after Peevski was forced to resign because of the 
civil pressure, but they became violent. The night of 23-24 July14, protesters “sieged” the 
Parliament and clashed with the police that had to intervene in order to evacuate the 

                                                        
8 The Sofia Globe. 2013. “Clashes between Police, Protesters in Sofia as Thousands Protest in Bulgarian 
Cities against Electricity Companies”, February 17. http://sofiaglobe.com/2013/02/17/clashes-between-
police-protesters-in-sofia-as-thousands-protest-in-bulgarian-cities-against-electricity-companies/.  
9 The Sofia Globe. 2013. “Several Injured, 25 Arrested in Clash in Central Sofia during Anti-Government 
Protests”, February 19. http://sofiaglobe.com/2013/02/19/several-injured-in-clashes-in-central-sofia-during-
anti-government-protests/.  
10 Star Tribune. 2013. “Bulgarian Parliament Elects Media Mogul as Powerful Security Chief, Stirring Public 
Outrage”, June 14. http://www.startribune.com/politics/national/211581931.html.  
11 Euronews. 2013. “Will you #�>�:�G�Kwith me? How Bulgarian Protesters are using Social Media”, June 19. 
http://www.euronews.com/2013/06/19/will-you-dance-withme-how-the-bulgarian-protests-use-social-media.  
12 Bistra Seiler and Emiliyan Lilov. 2013. “Bulgarians Protest Government of ‘Oligarchs’”. Deutsche Welle, 
June 16. http://www.dw.de/bulgarians-protest-government-of-oligarchs/a-16909751.  
13 Deutsche Welle. 2013. “Bulgaria Protests Continue after EU Warnings”, June 21. http://www.dw.de/bulgaria-
protests-continue-after-eu-warnings/a-16899274; BBC News. 2013. “EU Commissioner Viviane Reding Backs 
Bulgarian Protests”, July 23. http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-23418593.  
14 Sean Carney. 2013. “Bulgaria President Calls for Strengthening Democratic ‘Fundamentals’ Amid 
Protests”. The Wall Street Journal, July 24. 
http://www.wsj.com/articles/SB1000142412788732411040457862551054033 1832.  
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politicians and the journalists from the building15. The following two months 
characterized by relative tranquility were sending signals of dispersal. At least, this 
seemed to be the manner in which the political and judicial institutions interpreted the 
reality. In October, the revolutionary flames reignited next to the decision of the 
Constitutional Court to consider Peevski as member of the Parliament, despite the 
previous events. The students occupied the universities16 and the political institutions, by 
shouting the slogan “Ostavka!” (Resign)17 to the Oresharski government. As in a roller 
coaster of social and political anger, the protests continued with increases and decreases 
of intensity until July 23 2014, when the Prime Minister admitted his defeat and finally 
resigned18.    

 
The Hungarian Protests 
 
As in Bulgaria, protests occurred in Hungary mainly due to political reasons. At 

the beginning of 2012, thousands of Hungarians protested against the constitutional 
changes considered as an offense to democracy and freedom19. One year later, the Prime 
Minister Victor Orban not only neglected the popular will20, but he stated that the 
increase of his political prerogatives does not concern any foreign institution or state21. 
The neoliberal and neo-conservative political measures as reflected in the political 
decisions concerning family policies, public work, pension reform and the amendments 
of the constitutional law22 faced the general disapproval. In fact, those amendments to the 
Constitution expressed the ideological ideals of the ruling party, Fidesz, the Hungarian 
Civic Alliance. The general mobilization occurred on March 11, when young 
demonstrators blocked the entrance of the Parliament23 in a similar manner to the 

                                                        
15 Tsvetelia Tsolova and Angel Krasimirov. 2013. “Bulgarians Stage New Protest Rally After Siege of 
Parliament”. Reuters, July 24. http://www.reuters.com/article/2013/07/24/us-bulgaria-protests-blockade-
idUSBRE96N15020130724?feedType=RSS&feedName=worldNews; Ian Traynor. 2013. “Bulgarian 
Protesters Lay Siege to Parliament in Sofia”. The Guardian, July 24. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/jul/24/bulgarian-protesters-siege-parliament-sofia.   
16 Callum Mason. 2013. “Bulgarian Universities in Chaos as Students Occupy 15 Campuses in Anti-
Government Protest”. The Independent, November 7. http://www.independent.co.uk/student/news/bulgarian-
universities-in-chaos-as-students-occupy-15-campuses-in-antigovernment-protest-8927171.html.  
17 Kit Gillet. 2013. “Bulgarian Students Lead Wave of Protest”. The Guardian, November 26. http://www.the 
guardian.com/world/2013/nov/26/bulgaria-student-protest-corruption; Jana Tsoneva and Georgi Medarov. 
2013. “”Resign!’-Bulgaria’s Protesters Need a Better Slogan than That”. The Guardian, November 27. 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/nov/27/bulgaria-student-protesters-resign.  
18 Novinite. 2014. “Bulgarian Parliament Approves Government Resignation”, July 24. 
http://www.novinite.com/articles/162218/Bulgarian+Parliament+Approves+Government+Resignatio n.   
19 The Guardian. 2012. “Hungary Set for Protests over Constitution”, January 2. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/jan/02/hungary-protests-budapest-constitution-changes.   
20 The Guardian. 2013. “Hungarian MPs Approve Controversial Changes to Constitution Despite Protests”, 
March 11. http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/11/hungary-viktor-orban-bill -passed.  
21 The Guardian. 2013. “Hungarian Prime Minister Warned over Moves to Increase his Power”, March 8. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/08/hungarian-prime-minister-warned-power.  
22 Dorottya Szikra. 2014. “Democracy and Welfare in Hard Times: The Social Policy of the Orban 
Government in Hungary between 2010 and 2014”. Journal of European Social Policy 24(5): 486-500. 
23 RT. 2013. “Hungary Adopts Draconian Changes to Constitution, Ignores EU&US Warnings”, March 12. 
http://rt.com/news/hungary-law-democracy-protest-161/.   
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Bulgarian protesters. Still, in all the three countries the revolts were in extenso directed 
against the politicians as a group and their anti-democratic and illegitimate decisions. 
That is why protesters constantly “visited” the buildings housing the legislative body. In 
Romania they formed a human chain surrounding the House of People, the enormous 
building where the legislative institution exists, while in Bulgaria and Hungary they 
bumped into the force of the police. In several days, the number of protesters increased to 
several thousands in the streets of Budapest and other Hungarian cities. They feared that 
the country would become a dictatorship as a consequence to the decision of the 
Parliament to extend the power of the government and to limit the one of the 
constitutional court24. The rage of the younger generations intensified from one month to 
another. They already protested in January 2013 against the governmental project to 
constrain them to work in the country after finishing their studies and to cut the subsidies 
for the universities25. In March, their discontent was reflected in the general disapproval 
of the Hungarian people, fact which determined a larger social mobilization. 

The anti-governmental revolt continued also the following year, on November 
1726, when the protesters criticized once again the centralizing power of the executive and 
accused the politicians of corruption. These ones happened a month after the civic 
mobilization against the government proposal to tax the data traffic. On October 2827, 
protesters rallied against what was considered as an attempt to break the freedom of 
speech28 and, once more, an authoritarian measure of a government becoming more and 
more unpopular. The largest protests since 201029, the October revolt proved that civil 
society was ready to reject any measure that threatened its freedom. Eventually it was not 
the amount of the tax that enflamed the social spirit, but its symbolism.30  

Unlike the other two countries, Hungary did not have a flamboyant year of 
protests; on the contrary, 2014 might be more interesting in this respect. In addition, by 
analysing all the three cases, it seems that the magnitude of the uprisings directly 
determine the political change demanded by the protesters. In Romania, the law in favour 
to RMCG was rejected in the Parliament, while in Bulgaria the disliked governments 
were dismissed. Unfortunately, in Hungary the ruling party criticized by the popular 

                                                        
24 RT. 2013. “’Not a Dictatorship Yet’: Thousands of Hungarians Protest Constitutional Change”, March 17. 
http://rt.com/news/hungary-protests-orban-constitution-400/.  
25 Kata Amon. 2013. “In Hungary, Pay or Stay”. Inside Higher Ed, January 25. 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/01/25/students-rally-against-hungarys-plans-higher-education.  
26 Euronews. 2014. “Budapest: Thousands Support Anti-Corruption Protests”, November 10. 
http://www.euronews.com/2014/11/10/budapest-thousands-support-anti-corruption-protests/; Dennis Lynch. 2014. 
“Hungary Public Outrage Day: 10,000 Hungarians Protest against Corruption, Orban Government”. Ibtimes.com, 
November 17. http://www.ibtimes.com/hungary-public-outrage-day-10000-hungarians-protest-against-corruption-
orban-1725084.  
27 The Guardian. 2014. “Hungarians March Again in Protest against Internet Tax Plan”, October 29. 
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/oct/29/hungarians-protest-internet-tax-plan-orban.  
28 The Economist. 2014. “Opposing Orban”, November 22. http://www.economist.com/news/europe/21633856-
more-anti-government-protests-little-change-prime-minister-opposing-orban.  
29 Marton Dunai. 2014. “Around 100,000 Hungarians Rally for Democracy as Internet Tax Hits Nerve”. Reuters, 
October 29. http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/10/29/us-hungary-internet-protest-idUSKBN0II18N201410 29.  
30 Sella Oneko. 2014. “Hungary’s Protests Are about More than Internet Tax, Says Student Protester”. Deutsche 
Welle, October 28. http://www.dw.de/hungarys-protests-are-about-more-than-internet-tax-says-student-protester/a-
18025524.  
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voice not only kept the political power, but systematically continued the series of 
controversial decisions31. 

 
2. The ideological backgrounds of the protests from a comparative 

perspective 
 
Despite the particularities, all the three waves of protests have been influenced 

through a spillover effect by the social effervescence manifested all over the globe and 
especially by the Occupy Movements. Without having a solid policy platform, Occupy Wall 
Street became the symbol of the younger generations’ struggle with social inequity, 
corruption and social injustice. The precarious social conditions of the younger generation, 
mixed up with optimism and the will to ”fight” the injustice transformed the citizens until 30 
years old in the ideal candidates for civil activism. Ideologically identified with the wide 
spectrum of political orientations, the young ones’ mobilization for protests on different 
matters counterbalanced their apathy in respect to classical politics32. 

 
The external dimension of the protests  
 
From 2011 until nowadays, it irrefutably changed the manner in which civil 

discontent was expressed and in which social movements evolved. The ”we are here” 
movements as they have been called33 determined a social mobilization similar to the one 
in the 60s34, but without any social category claims. Moreover, the social heterogeneity of 
the protesters reflected in the nature of their demands, the reasons determining them to be 
in the streets and the evolution of the movements. In the Bulgarian and Romanian case, 
the protests rose up when the Western democracies had already achieved a consistent 
experience with the Occupy phenomenon. It did not claim any affiliation to the later one, 
but it looked alike. The constant presence of the young people educated in the spirit of the 
liberal values and at the same time with a leftist eye, sensitive to problems such as 
inequity, exploitation, injustice35 represented the major collective actor in the process of 
social mobilization. In addition, these protests should be understood under the auspices of 
the Occupy movements in respect to other three characteristics: the lack of formal leaders 
(one of the protesters’ slogans was ”Free people do not have a leader”), their peaceful and 

                                                        
31 Euronews. 2015. “People Power in Hungary as Protesters Stage Huge Anti-Government Rally”, January 
30. http://www.euronews.com/2015/01/03/people-power-in-hungary-as-protesters-stage-huge-anti-
government-rally/  
32 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung România. 2014. Tineri în România: griji, aspira�ìii, atitudini �èi stil de via�ì�����>�7�K�H��
Young People in Romania: Worries, Aspirations, Attitudes and Life Style]. 
http://www.fes.ro/media/2014_news/Raport-FES-Tineri_in_Romania.pdf.  
33 Sidney Tarrow. 2011. ”Why Occupy Wall Street is Not the Tea Party of the Left”. Foreign Affairs, October 
10. http://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/136401/sidney-tarrow/why-occupy-wall-street-is-not-the-tea-
party-of-the-left.   
34 Jo Freeman and Victoria Johnson. 1999. Waves of Protest. Social Movements since the Sixties. Oxford: 
Rowman & Littlefield; Stephens, Julie. 1998. Anti-Disciplinary Protest: Sixties Radicalism and 
Postmodernism. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
35 Theresa Catalano. 2013. ”Occupy: A Case Illustration of Social Movements in a Global Citizenship 
Education ”. Education, Citizenship and Social Justice 8 (3): 276-288. 
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generally non-violent evolution (even though there were several exceptions) and the use 
of social media (Facebook - #United We Save Ro�è�L�D�� �0�R�Q�W�D�Q���� �R�U�� ���'�$�1�6�Z�L�W�K�P�H��- and 
Twitter) as instruments of communication. In all the cases as in all the major uprisings 
after 2010, social media played a central role in the burst and the evolution of the 
movements, both at the national (social media and especially Facebook were used as the 
primary source of information) and local level (Facebook served in disseminating the 
information on the spatial and temporal coordinates of the protests)36. 

By sharing a similar post-communist recent history, with struggles in the process 
of democratization, Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania had to face the same enemies: 
political corruption, clientelism, and weaknesses in consolidating the democratic regime 
or, differently put, the post-accession hooliganism37. The inefficiency of the domestic 
politics, along with the unpopular, oligarchic and corruptive measures determined 
thousands of people to express their discontent. The general mobilization in the streets 
transformed these protests into the most significant ones in the recent post-communist 
history38. Largely covered by the Romanian mainstream media (every national television 
and journal paid attention to the events)39, the news revealed the endurance testing of the 
Bulgarian protesters during seven months and most certainly inspired the Romanian 
protesters to be persistent in their demands (as some protesters affirmed on the Facebook 
pages). The international support and echoes40 in respect to the Bulgarian protests, as well 
as in the Romanian case referred to the increase of the democratic prospects and the 
awake of the civic conscience41.  

The 2013 protests gathered a motley crowd which was aware of its differences 
and yet inclined to solidarity. Regardless of the heterogeneity of the Romanian protesters, 
some patterns are recognizable: an ideological and a socio-economic one. The ideological 
groups that openly declared their active solidarity with the protesters were: the ecologists 
(eco-christians and eco-urbanists), the nationalists, the socialists, while the socio-
economical categories were: the young people, the local people/peasants, and the middle-
class educated people with liberal, artistic professions.  

The first major group is represented by the students and unemployed/freelancer 
young people – usually (self) declared hipsters. A rather marginalized group, it put a 
notable mark on the Romanian social culture. Its inclination toward fashion and tastes 
from the recent past, it’s constant quest for identity, its peculiar reference to the classical 
norms of work, family, industrialization and political life have never been remarked 

                                                        
36 Michael D. Conover, Davis Clayton, Ferrara Emilio, Karissa McKelvey, Filippo Menczer, and Alessandro 
Flammini. 2013. ”The Geospatial Characteristics of a Social Movement Communication Network”. PLOS 
ONE 8 (3): e55957. http://arxiv.org/ftp/arxiv/papers/1306/1306. 5473.pdf.  
37 Venelin I Ganev. 2013. ”Post-Accession Hooliganism: Democratic Governance in Bulgaria and Romania 
after 2007”. East European Politics and Societies 27 (3): 26-44. 
38 Sarah Lipkis. 2013. ”2013: The Year of Bulgarian Protest”. World Policy, December 17. 
http://www.worldpolicy.org/blog/2013/12/17/2013-year-bulgarian-protest.  
39 Ziare.com. 2013. Proteste Bulgaria [Bulgarian Protests]. http://www.ziare.com/articole/proteste+bulgaria.    
40 Krastev, Ivan. 2013. ”Why Bulgaria’s Protests Stand Out in Europe”. The Guardian, July 30. 
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jul/30/bulgaria-protests-europe. 
41 Ciobanu, Claudia. 2014. ”What Happened to the Protest Movements in Romania and Bulgaria?”. Aljazeera, 
June 27. http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2014/06/protest-movements-romania-bulga-
201462713325276686.html.  
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neither by politicians nor by Romanian scholars studying anthropology or sociology. 
Nevertheless, I state that the protests begun through the involvement of the hipsters. The 
same category was primarily involved also in the Bulgarian uprisings, behaving like a 
porte-parole of the entire society. Unlike the Hungarian protest from January, the 
Bulgarian or Romanian discontent did not manifested because the governmental decisions 
offended them as a group or targeted them as a group. On the contrary, in Romania the 
controversial decision was related to a local community, while in Bulgaria it concerned a 
national matter (see the Peevski case mentioned above).  

Generally known as people who never voted because they refused to do it, the 
young ones’ ideological options converged on leftism (and environmentalism), but 
especially anti-capitalism. By using wordplays, subtle texts and images, they sanctioned 
the precarious capitalism promoted by the corporations, the demagogy of the political 
authorities and the dilettantism of the mass-media. They usually carried anti-capitalist and 
anti-corporatist messages, through which they condemned the political decisions. All the 
protests analysed in this paper declared themselves as pro-democratic manifestos and 
none as anti-austerity uprisings. One might consider the Central and East European 
citizens some pure idealists: ‘they lack financial resources, but they mourn the 
democracy’. Apparently, the austerity politics of the governments in all the three states 
were imposed by EU and IMF, without leaving any evident deep scars. In fact, as 
Brancati proves42, the evolution of the recent worldwide protests reveals the fact that 
social frustrations concerning the bad economic performances are dissimulated in pro-
democratic protests because the collective perception superposes the economic activity 
and the nature of the political regime, thus combining a functionalist measure and a 
substantial aspect.   

The educated middle class has been another significant group which contributed 
to the visibility of the protests. Having different ideological preferences, they participated 
occasionally by invoking their discontent with the political corruption. In this categories 
it seems right to include also the notorious intellectuals, professors and even artists who 
demonstrated solidarity to the claims of the protesters. A particularity of this group is 
represented by the children who became the symptom of these peaceful protests. Their 
parents brought them both in the Romanian and Bulgarian streets in order to proclaim that 
the environmentalist concerns and the consolidated democracy are a responsibility toward 
the next generations and that a bright future can be only realized by honest and 
professional politicians.  

In Romania, the increasing proportions of the protests were deliberately neglected 
by the local and national mass-media, which had already been blackmailed by RMGC. 
Meanwhile, the foreign media begun to show much interest in the events, for the 
Romanian civil society was making sign of reviving once again after almost twenty 
years.43 The same situation was reflected in respect to the international coverage of the 
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Bulgarian and even Hungarian protests. International mass-media was especially 
interested in the Romanian and Bulgarian cases due to their consistent problems in 
consolidating democracy. The bad surprise came from Hungary which, under the Orban 
administration, concerned EU. Therefore, these protests enjoyed notoriety for different 
reasons: in the Romanian situation because they were the most important environmental 
uprisings in the recent years in Europe, even though EU attempted to discourage them 
(EU was and is struggling with the urge to become resourcefully independent); in the 
Bulgarian one because it succeeded to determine an enormous social cohesion as never 
before and because of the European support; in the Hungarian one because of the 
European concern that democracy might be threatened under the Orban administration.  

 
Protests as result of the domestic opportunity structures 
 
Social movements in general, and street protests, in particular rise as the 

expression of emotional dynamics. ”All social movements and their participants, if the 
ritual process builds up far enough to make for successful commitment-generating 
occasions, undergo the process of generating collective emotional energy” 44. Starting 
with 2010, when the protests generally called the Arab Spring and one year later Occupy 
Wall Street rose up, the ”collective emotional energy” surpassed the limit of the nation-
state, while the physical barriers had been demolished. Undeniably linked to it are the 
resources necessary in the start-up and the evolution of street protests. New technologies 
and especially social media erased the resource inequality necessary for the mobilization 
of the citizens. The democratization of the moral, cultural, human and material 
resources45 led to an overwhelming wave of protests all over the globe which culminated 
in 2013. Because of their accessibility, the Internet and in particular social-media have 
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such a democratic potential as no other technology before46, and their instrumentality in 
the process of mobilization is irrefutable47. As a consequence, the protester is embodied 
by the young generations, more and more active via social movements48. In the diffusion 
of the information and the mobilization of the citizens the Internet thus replaced the 
dynamic of the direct action and street theatre49 or, at least left them as the ultimate 
solutions. Anyway, political activism has been reinvented in recent decades by a 
diversification in the agencies (the collective organizations structuring political activity), 
the repertoires (the actions commonly used for political expression), and the targets (the 
political actors that participants seek to influence). The surge of protest politics, new 
social movements, and internet activism exemplify these changes50.   

The 2013 protests made no exception in respect to the social categories 
implicated and their instruments of communication and diffusion of information. On the 
contrary, they manifested when the waves of uprisings in the world had reached the 
highest point in several years. As Ortiz et al.51 observed, at the middle of 2013 the 
number of protests almost doubled in comparison to 2006. Being clear cases of 
”constituent moments”52, the 2013 protests in Romania activated a mottled crowds to 
stand up against a foreign corporation and/or political authorities. Such a trajectory has 
been labelled as spillover effect53 since ”the effects of one movement have gone beyond 
its expressly articulated goals to shape the larger social movement sector”54. The suitable 
”political resource”55 to counterbalance the corruptive liaisons between the financial 
interests of RMGC and the personal benefits of the politicians, the Romanian Autumn 
thus occurred in 2013 in an international favourable context and, at the same time, due to 
a domestic political synergy. The same situation occurred in the Bulgarian case. 

The context in which the uprisings appeared and evolved can be suitably 
understood through the theoretical tools offered by political opportunity structure. By 
this, protests understood as manifestation and evolution of the social movements are 
undeniably related to formal and informal political institutionalism, the direct or indirect 
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response to the political conditions56. As Kriesi puts it, the political opportunity structure 
refers to those aspects of a political system that determine movement development 
independently of the purposive action of the actors involved. This does not imply that the 
political opportunity structure is constant; it may shift over time as a result of factors that 
are not under the control of the actors involved or as a result of the cumulative 
consequences of their purposive actions. The point is that the actors cannot anticipate 
such shifts at the time when they engage in collective action, which means that they have 
to take the political opportunity structure as a given in their short-term strategic 
calculations. […] within the POS domain, I propose to distinguish three broad sets of 
properties of a political system: its formal institutional structure, its informal procedures 
and the prevailing strategies with regard to challengers, and the configuration of power 
relevant for the confrontation with the challengers. The first two sets of properties 
provide the general setting for the mobilization of collective action, and they constrain the 
relevant configurations of power57. 

The street protests are directly linked to weak political institutions58 which lack 
performances, dismantled by interior tensions between the main actors, rivalries, 
corruption and inefficiency. This creates the political opportunity structure by permitting 
previously ignored groups to act and the 2013 protests represented the first major 
occasion when young people acted in a decisive and constant manner. When the system 
gives the first signs of openness, ”the combination of the realization that system may be 
vulnerable or responsive to political efforts”59 is one of the first sources of mobilization.   

The openness of the political system, the stability between the political groups or 
actors, the existence of elite allies, the possibility that a state repress the manifestation of 
marginalized groups build up the framework of opportunities necessary for a social 
movement60. Despite the possible critiques61, the political opportunity theory proves its 
usefulness because it reflects a ”consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – 
dimension of the political environment that provides incentives for people to undertake 
collective action by affecting their expectations for success or failure”62. If the social 
mobilization tends to increase despite the hostile reaction of the political authorities63, 
then the Bulgarian protests could not be more evident in this respect.  
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The manner in which protests appear rests upon the public perception of the 
political system and decisions64. Once again, the 2013 realities seemed to be ”prepared” 
for such a mass mobilization. While Europe was passing through social and political 
crises that generated an incredible effervescence, Romanian and Hungarian citizens 
seemed to gather strength for an apparently insignificant problem: the gold mining project 
in a small village. The opportunities of the collective action are created when their costs 
are high, the power of the revolted group(s) increases, their benefits transformed into 
collective goods and costs and benefits uncertain, depending on the information used in 
the interaction and the strategies of the involving parties65. In all the three contexts, the 
conditions were favourable to protests because of the instability and thus fragility of the 
political system, the persistence of the public opinion to demand explanations for the 
political decisions, and the determination to sanction the politicians for corruption, 
misconduct and opportunism.   

Probably the deepest concern should focus on the ideological roots of these 
protests. In all the three countries, the protesters firstly condemned some particular 
political decisions and soon after pointed out a more severe cause of their discontent. 
Protests were sustained by the anti-corruption manifestos and demanded immediate anti-
corruption measures. The highest the perception of the corruption, more intense the riots. 
This seems to be the key to understand the severity of the confrontation between the civil 
society and the political authorities. For at least five years, the indignation against 
corruption was transformed into a global concern. In Europe, almost every country faced 
riots against corruption. In Slovenia, Spain, Great Britain, Turkey, Portugal, Croatia, 
Bosnia66, as well as worldwide the discontent against corruption determined a huge 
mobilization (see India, in 2011 and 201267). Despite this, corruption remains a hot topic 
on the social mobilization agenda as the recent protests from Mexico68, Pakistan69, 
Singapore70 or Hong Kong71 in 2014, Brazil72 and Chile73 in 2015 proved.    
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Conclusions 
 
An article from The Economist published on June 29, 2013 affirmed: ”Nobody 

can know how 2013 will change the world-it at all.[…] Even now, though, the inchoate 
significance of 2013 is discernible. And for politicians who want to peddle the same old 
stuff, the news is not good.”74 The world was facing an extraordinary wave of civic 
discontent and social cohesion, with a comparable intensity to the one of the 
‘glorious’60s. The notable differences consisted in the sources of mobilization: while 
1968 stood up for liberation, emancipation and peace, the 2013 struggled for democracy, 
legitimacy and representation. This is why the worldwide protests from 2013 consistently 
contributed to the revival of democracy and the civic activism. Almost every country was 
touched by social rage and political disapproval and the Central and Eastern Europe made 
no exception. On the contrary, states renowned for their civic passivity and the small 
steps made on the path of a consolidated democracy proved that their experiences can 
enrich the history of social movements. My analysis focused on Bulgaria, Hungary and 
Romania attempted to highlight, in a comparative perspective, the ideological and 
political offspring of the protests. Even though the uprisings can be affiliated to the 
Occupy movement, characterized by leftism, anti-capitalism and/or anti-corporatism, 
none of the three waves of protests had a determinant ideological reference (be it leftist or 
rightist). Differently put, protesters from Bulgaria and Romania did not reject the political 
decisions resulting from a peculiar ideological perspective, but instead they criticized 
politicians for corruption, lack of transparency and illegitimacy. Similar allegations were 
made by the Hungarians citizens, with some restrictions. In the latest situation, they also 
stood up against some neoliberal and neoconservative measures (the cut off the funds for 
the universities, the taxation of the data transfers on Internet) with dictatorial accents (the 
constitutional amendments). All in all, protesters struggled against the quality of the 
democracy (from an essentialist perspective) and not a particular decision. Even in those 
situations where the general distress manifested on a certain occasion (be it the gold 
exploitation in Ro�è�L�D���0�R�Q�W�D�Q�������W�K�H���W�D�[�D�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���,�Q�W�H�U�Q�H�W���R�U���W�K�H���S�U�H�V�H�Q�F�H�� �R�I���D�Q���R�O�L�J�D�U�F�K��
as head of the agency of national scurity), in reality protesters acted under false pretences. 
The decisions they stood up against were not worse than previous others; they simply had 
enough of that kind of making politics and they felt the urge to do something, to act.  
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Protests, Politics and Values in Bulgaria 2013 
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In Nichomahean ethics Aristotle writes that happiness is the highest good at 
which all human activity aims. In the Declaration of Independence of the USA Life, 
Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness are pronounced self-evident truths and unalienable 
human rights. In contrast to the right of happiness however, a good everyone wishes for, 
the fact is that no nation of the most developed nations of Europe feels perfectly happy. 
2000 years after Aristotle, there are still too many people who are increasingly pressured 
by problems of economic growth, environmental pollution, earth population growth and 
migration, job availability, income disparities, political government and corruption, 
security of life and deterioration of the quality of life. The ladt is especially a case in the 
less developed Balkan countries and in Bulgaria, where economic problems and law 
quality of life contribute for the result of 4 out of 10 points of happiness (World 
Happiness Report, 2013). 

In Bulgaria since 1989, the transition from totalitarian regime to free market and 
democratic governing is considered generally unsuccessful in terms of social well-being 
and satisfaction with life. In the very first decade after 1989, the transition turned into 
failure when savings were devoured by rampant inflation. This led to impoverishment of 
population and percentage of poor people has grown from 2% in the 80-s to 22% in 2013 
(Prodanov, 2013). The calculated amount of money necessary per person for a month was 
280 euro in 2013 (KNSB, 2013). Households with higher than 280 euro income per 
person were 20 %. That means that 80 % of households in Bulgaria live with less income 
than needed (KNSB, 2013).  Another research in 2013 points to the formation of a middle 
class of 3.5 million people (calculated on the base of 1200 euro of income for a four-
member family), but in the same time 60% of Bulgarians are reported to had difficulties 
to meet their everyday expenses (Prodanov, 2013). Such was the complex situation in 
2013 when several waves of protests swept over the country. This article will discuss two 
of them: the anti-monopole protest in the beginning of 2013 and the anti-government 
protest in June 2013. 

 
A protest against poverty 
 
The anti-monopole protest started in January and spread around many towns of 

Bulgaria. It was initiated by people who had endured the difficulties of the 25 year 
transition from totalitarian to democratic political system and had not reached the 
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standard and quality of life they were promised and expecting. The protest was against 
high electricity prices, because people were not able to pay the bills and provide for their 
families/themselves in winter. Protesters raised their voice against political system and 
living in poverty and material deprivation, although still working or have retired after 30 
or 40 years of work experience. At that time prices of electricity in Bulgaria were the 
cheapest in EU.  

These protests were used by proponents of left ideas in Bulgaria to point to the 
inability of neo-liberal paradigm to provide for a decent life of people. Easily this left-wing 
critique could be exclusively related to the fact that Bulgaria is a post-communist country. 
The truth is that there is a revival of left ideas all around the world. From the works of Slavoi 
Zizek in Slovenia to David Harvey’s End of capitalism in USA, many researchers now 
believe that economic and social situation has reached a critical point and neo-liberal 
paradigm doesn’t work well neither for environment, nor for economy and human 
development. One approach to this discussion, accepted here, is to agree that neo-liberal 
paradigm promotes the right principles - free market and separation between politics and 
economy, but it fails because, unfortunately, these principles get easily corrupted.  

 
The first problem of neo-liberal policy in Bulgaria is that free market is not 
free. 
 
In the End of Capitalism Harvey explicitly writes that free market, where all 

practices are legal, is too ideal to exist. On the contrary, there are many illegal 
practices/or agents on the free market like drug cartels, arm trafficking, mafia and 
criminal organizations with significant share in international trade; manipulations, 
violence, robbery, monopoles and privatization also distort the “invisible hand” (Harvey, 
2014).  

In Bulgaria after 1989 there was a sudden rise of criminality and it was created by 
impoverished and marginalized people, but also by the processes of capital accumulation. 
The big business in Bulgaria rose from the darkness of the post-socialist privatization and 
criminal practices contributing for the initial accumulation of capital. For this reason, 
“businessman” for 20 years was a bad word in the country applied with the meaning of 
“immorality”. The first years of transition to democratic society and free market economy 
gave plentiful of examples for illegal practices of “accumulation through dispossession”: 
the big private business was built with capital which was bought from the state cheaply; 
people who lead privatization took their share from land property assets, state factories, 
agricultural cooperations and probably many others. Harvey describes the process in the 
following way: “Social wealth disappears into the pockets of private persons” (Harvey, 
2014: 268). Accumulation through dispossession is used to describe also the continuing 
process of concentration of wealth all around the world and according to the French 
economist T. Piketty the levels of inequality in 21 century may become even bigger than 
in 19th century (Piketty, 2014:237). 

Neither privatization, not liberalization of trade in Bulgaria provided for the 
expected improvement of live-standard or satisfaction with life after 1989. Cutting public 
expenditures, low salaries, oppression over small businesses, illegal practices and 
corruption contributed significantly to the deterioration in the standard of life and 
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increase of indebted families. For the first time there were suicides in Bulgaria caused by 
indebtedness or unemployment. Three self-immolations happened in the winter of 2013 
in the context of the protest.  

Another problem of neo-liberal paradigm in Bulgaria is the existence of oligarchy 
and mafia. Neo-liberal paradigm fails, because politics and economy are not independent 
domains and this leads to corruption of democracy and market as well. Capital in 
Bulgaria was accumulated generally by representatives of the ex-communist 
nomenclature and this went in parallel with pauperization of the electorate. Bulgarian 
oligarchy was created as a result of merging the new financial with the old political power 
and its existence kept hold of the “free” market. Now there is a big problem to control 
illegal or shady practices in the market while political system is not independent from 
private business interests and fight for political power goes far from representing the 
electorate interests.  

People in Bulgaria who were on the streets in January 2013, were there because 
they were living on the edge of survival, in time of corrupted democracy and non-free 
market economy and they wanted more decent life expressed in their ability to pay their 
winter electricity bills. Monopoles in the energy sector were the primary focus of the 
protest. The demands combined insistence for stronger state regulation, namely less free 
market equaled to less poverty.  

This first protest is interpreted here as a protest against neo-liberal paradigm. People 
rose because they were poor and unsatisfied with their life. Winter protest resulted in 
resignation of the right government and after several months new government was headed by 
socialists. The stage was prepared for the second wave of protests in June, 2013. 

 
A protest for morality  
 
In June 2013, in Sofia started a protest for moral in politics. 
This protest was broadly regarded as an upheaval of the middle class, of the right 

wing against the left leadership (the government was composed by three parties, 
including a far-right party, but it was headed by socialists). Some people saw in this anti-
government protest a threat for the social state and social benefits. A conviction that the 
protesters must have been paid has spread. 

The proponents of the protest, on the other side, believed they react to immorality 
of politics. Never and nowhere in the newest Bulgarian history moral became a point of 
big political discussion, not to mention mass protests. So this protest really marked a 
turning point in social movements in Bulgaria. 

The reason the protest to start was the announcement that the newly formed 
government appointed to the position of a Chairman of the National Agency for State 
Security a member of Bulgarian parliament who was considered young and 
inexperienced. He was a deputy from the list of a party, promoting Turkish interests in 
Bulgaria. He was politically and financially influential. His family controlled 80% of 
Bulgarian newspapers and 100% of newspaper distribution, two TV channels and Internet 
media. The long-lasting criminal practices, political corruption, nepotism, social 
unfairness, the problem of oligarchy in power suddenly resonated into the image of this 
candidate for protector of state security and unexpectedly for everyone the protest started. 
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There is something similar between the Bulgarian anti-government protest and 
the way the protests in Tunisia put the beginning of the Arab spring in the end of 2010. 
The both protests were provoked by corruption and abuse with power which were not an 
accident or an isolated case in the recent history of the country. On the contrary, they 
were part of a routine practices existing for long time. This kind of corruption and power 
abuse has penetrated everyday life of people and they have been living with this for many 
years. And unexpectedly a single reaction suddenly grew bigger than the isolated case 
and burst into a massive outcry of criticism and discontent.  

Bulgarians as a nation are notorious for enduring with patience the economic 
troubles of the last decades, and also political corruption and criminality, malfunctioning 
juridical system, strong connections between business and power. The anti-government 
protests in 2013 seems to be a rare example of an open and massive remonstration 
activity. The most surprising feature of these protests was the demand for morality in 
politics. The question is: how it happened that a nation which for years was peacefully 
living with the conviction that politics is “dirty” suddenly raised this demand for 
morality? One answer to this question gives the Internet and the growing usage of social 
networks.  

What influenced particularly the specifics of the summer protest was the age of 
participants –predominantly young people, living on the Internet and social networks like 
Facebook. Technically, the protest started when one person initiated an event on 
Facebook and till the end of the day 40 000 people have clicked “Going”. 

Influence of Internet culture on the participants in the protest could be analyzed 
in terms of digital citizenship with specific values, attitudes and tools for civic activism. 

Internet culture promotes transparency, solidarity, voluntarism, anti- 
bureaucratism, freedom of expression and informality. These values were hallmarks of 
the early Internet culture and they are believed to give the essence of the free Internet 
now (Himanen, 2001). Presently, they result into the free sharing of knowledge (MIT 
open courses), writing free and open code software, collaboration for writing free online 
encyclopedias (Wikipedia), and many others. The wide resistance against ACTA 
supported by Internet users is based on values of free Internet, resistance to government 
control, surveillance and censorship and defense of individual privacy.  

Having in mind the growing Internet population in Bulgaria with high quality 
Internet access to the net, the fast growing influence of Facebook culture adds important 
difference to life-style of Internet users: experience in creating/participating in large 
communities, involvement in joint work for causes, signing/organizing petitions, fund 
raising, personal visibility and self-expression. Users get familiar with Internet cultural 
environment which changes their experience about the world, their expectations and 
consequently – their behavior. Social networks as a digital tool give the frame for 
individual self-expression, transmission of emotions via text messages and photos, 
networking with other people for causes and recruit of supporters. Through the Internet 
social activism acquires a digital face and constitution today.  

The assumption here is that the summer protest bore the influence of Internet 
environment as much because it used digital tools for communication, as a new kind of 
values of the Internet culture were also reflected.  
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1. The protest demonstrated a new kind of fight for a principle - morality in 
politics. For the proponents of the protest socialist government was morally obliged to 
admit its political dependence and resign because of its discredit. The fact is that 
government admitted the “mistake” and the appointment was cancelled, but no one 
resigned. So the protest continued for many months afterwards demanding a moral 
redemption from the leaders.  

At present, social networks are very influential in leading fight for principles. 
Facebook users, for example, are very active in voting, liking, or signing and sharing 
petitions for causes which are not of immediate importance for the user. It often happens 
to sign a petition because of solidarity with ideas; there are petitions for ecological 
causes, for unfairly sentenced people and etc. Social networks promote activism for ideal 
purposes.  

Due to the Internet, users are more active than in their normal, off-line lives. How 
effective are the petitions in real life is an important point, but the main point is that 
Internet users get used to this kind of activism: they click likes or dislikes, vote thumbs 
up or thumbs down. Interactive Internet tools create environment, where users are being 
trained to take active position, instead of being passive and receptive. For teen users this 
is part of their everyday life. Very important is that these activities or activism are not 
provoked by user’s need to survive physically. Most often they are based on values, 
attitudes and norms. For this reason, giving active support to a principle is ordinary 
activity in social networks, although not such in real life. 

 
2. Networks and groups on Facebook stimulate solidarity, which is among the 

defining features of social movements. Building solidarity and community, social 
networks promote civic activism among nations like Bulgarian, where civic activism, 
civic society and voluntary work for society are not well developed off-line. 

 
3. Social media and Internet usage seems to have influenced another feature of 

the summer protest- leadership. Being a tool for organization and dissemination of 
information the Internet and social networks contributed to the fact that anti-oligarchy 
protest did not produced leaders. Horizontal communication on the Internet and in social 
networks reflected and supported horizontal structure of the protest. It is a fact that 
Internet culture undermines hierarchies and is well suited to the horizontal structure of 
social movements in general. In the course of protest activities all political attempts for 
taking the leadership were rejected. The protest finally identified its form through the so 
called “Network of protest”. So although the accusations about corruption of the protest 
are most probably based on existing facts, there is much uncertainty left for the corruption 
of the whole protest which combined various and distant activist groups, communities 
and hundreds of thousands individuals going on the streets as well. 

 
4. Network communication is closely related to the refutation of hierarchic 

political system. On the Internet ideas for abandoning representative democracy, the 
hierarchic and centralized governance are very popular. During the anti-oligarchy protest 
these kinds of ideas were present, although met with suspicion. The Facebook page 
Participatory democracy was an active agent in the anti-oligarchy protest on line with 
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slogans against the political system. There were also suggestions to create a political 
party without leaders. The participatory democracy ideas were supported by the Alliance 
for participatory democracy community Facebook page, they gained about 1500 votes in 
2013 and reached 10 000 voices in 2014. It seems that together with the general 
disappointment with the political system in Bulgaria, the digital inclusion makes the idea 
of the participatory democracy more pronounced.  

During the summer protest enthusiasts organized a performance of the famous 
painting of Delacroix (La Liberté guidant le peuple) creating a connotation with French 
revolution. Reference to French revolution is a very significant mark of how they 
perceived their protest as a flag of critical political change when the “monarchy” should 
be abolished in favor of a new “republic”. It also gives a clue that the protest in winter 
and the summer protest had much in common in terms of Marxist interpretation of “class 
struggle”  - literary or figuratively. 

The Internet and social networks visualized processes in Bulgarian civic society, 
which were not easily detectable during the last 25 years. During the summer of 2013 the 
contribution of Internet culture was to give to civic activity not only visibility but 
viability as well. Internet reflected the processes in society and the processes in society 
got strength because of this. Internet culture could be considered a source of values and 
activities which are “framing” civic activism in a way that reflects the architecture of the 
Internet space (events, “going”, voting, “like”). In this way it gradually facilitates a 
change in the culture of protests and civic activism. 

 
Conclusions 
 
The protests in winter and summer were not as different as interpretations make 

them to look like. The justification of the first protest in public opinion was understood in 
terms of correlation between low income and low satisfaction with life. The second 
protest was justified in terms of higher income and higher expectations of life. 

People who were not able to pay their bills were protesting against the 
consequences of the unsuccessful transition and they found their salvation in the stronger 
state regulation. People in the summer protest were protesting against the reasons for 
unsuccessful transition and they wanted a state stronger than mafia. Both groups wanted 
to have a decent and happy life. Nevertheless Marx or values are used to explain social 
protests in Bulgaria, Aristotle is right and the most important question is how to move 
closer to the happy and satisfying life? Should we better rely on policy or culture to 
promote a change?  
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Abstract 

 
In the last month of 2014 a massive protest cycle began in Hungary against the 
so called internet-tax. Later the protests were reframed, and it gave space to 
express a general dissatisfaction with the third Orbán-government. In the 
domestic context these post-election protests can be placed in the series of the 
“civil ethos” protests in Hungary, which are marked by apolitical stance, 
rejection of the particularity of party politics, civil consciousness. In an 
international comparison the protests shares the characteristics both the Western 
anti-austerity protests and the Eastern color revolutions. A protest survey of 357 
responds proved, that during the protest the critic of the Orbán-government was 
the most important issue. The active protesters had clear political preferences 
and a general critique of the political system had only a marginal support. By the 
end of the protest cycle, the events and actors became part of the agony of the 
Hungarian left. The protesters were more partisans without effective parties, than 
the constituency of a new emerging party. 
 
Introduction  
 
Two weeks after the 2014 municipal elections in Hungary, which resulted in the triumph 
of the ruling Fidesz party for the third time that year, the proposition of the so called 
internet-tax triggered a massive protest wave. The number of protesters at the second 
event (ca. 35 000) shocked the government and inspired the oppositional media and 
supporters of the disintegrated left-wing parties. As the government withdraw the 
internet-tax, the organizers reframed the messages. The corruption of government 
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officials and the pro-Russian policies of Viktor Orbán became the main topics. The EU 
flag became a standard accessory at those events. At this point the demonstrations spread 
from Budapest to other major cities in Hungary. 
Our research team at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences conducted a survey at the last 
major protest in Budapest with ca. 8000 participants on the 16th December. We handed 
out 1650 fliers with the a link to an online survey. In two and a half days 357 respondents 
finished the survey of 11 questions. We regard the respondents as an active core of the 
protesters, and our survey more a qualitative as a quantitative one. We will have a second 
wave of survey on the 15th March. 
According to our first findings, the vast majority of the active protesters participated at 
the 2014 general elections, and still have party preferences. This active core has also a 
balanced financial and social background. Many organizers claimed to condemn the last 
25 years as a dead-end of democratic development, while our data shows, that the 
protesters rather disapproved only the Orbán-system. The preliminary data suggests, that 
this protest wave follows similar patterns as the Democratic Charter in the early 1990s 
and the Milla protests in 2011-2012 (i.e. strong civic-ethos and anti-political sentiments).  
The number of protesters, visual observation and a social media analysis suggested that 
there has been a lot without less stable party preferences at the beginning of the protest 
cycle. Though, our data of a protest survey at a later stage demonstrates that the active 
core of the protesters had clear party preferences. 
The protests were bearing both the patterns of the post-crisis movements in Western 
Europe and those of the ‘colorful revolutions’ in Eastern Europe. Social exclusion and 
pro-Russian foreign policy were also important topics, which were also reflected in the 
protest slogans and the interpretation of the organizers. Thus, In an international 
comparison, the protest wave can be placed in between post-crisis protests and the 
colorful revolutions in Eastern Europe. 
 
Political activity in Hungary  
 
The level of non-electoral political participation in Hungary is relatively low compared to 
West-European countries. The European Social Survey (ESS) measures the European 
societies from different aspects in every two years since 2002. There are 16 countries 
which participated in every six round of ESS.78 In the ESS 13 countries from 2002 to 
2012 an average of 7-8 percent of the population participated in a lawful demonstration in 
the last 12 months before the survey was conducted. In the case of post-socialist 
countries, this rate of participation in lawful demonstrations is significantly lower. The 
lowest is in Poland with 1-2 percent, in Slovenia this proportion is 2-3 percent. 
Depending upon the year of general elections, 3-4 percent of the population attended a 
lawful demonstration in Hungary. Thus the protest activity in the Hungarian society is 
considerably lower than in West-European countries, however that is higher compared to 
two post-socialist countries. 
Three important features of the protesters can be identified. Independently from the year 
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of the survey, protesters in Hungary are younger and more educated than the average. 
Until 2010 protest activity was more common by people who placed themselves on the 
right of the ideological scale. After two terms of the left-liberal coalition, in 2010 the 
center-right coalition of Viktor Orbán could form a government. The ideological 
character of the protesters in the 2012 round of the ESS is more balanced. Accordingly, 
between 2002 and 2012 the „typical” Hungarian protester is younger, more educated and 
rather rightist. 
 
The methodology of the research 
 
A real time empirical study, which measures the opinion and social background of 
protesters hasn’t been conducted before in Hungary. However, protest surveys are 
common research methods in the social movement research (WALGRAVE–VERHULST 
2011). Hungarian social movement researchers relied before on media content analysis, 
structured and in-depth interviews. The most important advantage of the protest survey, 
that we can approach the protesters on the field, thus it is possible to get a more accurate 
image. With the so called snowball sample, where the study subjects are recruiting 
themselves the other subjects from their personal network, it is possible to map an already 
existing activist networks. Our empirical study aimed to investigate the protesters at the 
demonstration on December 16, 2014 with three different but interrelated means. 
On December 16 we handed out 1650 flyers with a call for participating in the survey 
among the participants of the demonstration on three different stages of the event: at the 
gathering, during the march, and at the Parliament building, which was the final 
destination of the protesters. On the flyer were details about the object, the aim of the 
survey and about the affiliation of the researchers. There was also a link to the homepage 
of our institute, where the protesters could access the online questionnaire. The flyers 
were handed out by university students and young researchers. We encountered only with 
one protester, who didn’t have internet access, however, we admit, that an online 
questionnaire restricts the respondents to those with an internet access. Every flyer, which 
was handed out was registered on a quota-page. According to this, 55 percent of the flyers 
were handed out for males and 45 percent for females. 40-40 percent were received by 
people under 30-35 years and by middle-aged and 20 percent by seniors. These 
proportions roughly meets with those of the respondents of the online questionnaire. 
The online questionnaire was published on December 16 afternoons on the homepage of 
the Institute for Political Science, Hungarian Academy of Sciences. It was accessible for 
two and a half days. The questionnaire could be filled from PCs, tablets, smartphones 
even during the protest event. 467 started to fill the questionnaire, but until 8 AM 
December 18, 357 respondents finished it. This is 21,6% of the 1650 invitation, and 77% 
of those, who started the questionnaire. 83 percent used a PC or a laptop, 13% a smart 
phone, 3 and 1% used tablet or other device respectively. 
The students and young researchers, who conducted the survey on the field also kept a 
participant observer log on four different stages of the demonstration. The data registered 
in the logs suggests that there were more males and rather younger people at the 
demonstration. The number of participants changed dynamically, many people left the 
protest after the speeches of the gathering site (József Nádor square), but the many people 
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joined the demonstrators at the Parliament building (Kossuth square). According to our 
observation different kind of people attended the two sites. 
Although, we consider the protest survey more as a qualitative as a quantitative method. 
The reason of this, that a basic multitude can't be identified on which a sample could be 
set up. We assume that the respondents constitute the most active group of the protesters, 
since they answered our questions despite any inconveniences. However, this doesn't 
necessarily means, that the respondents would be the members of a single activist 
network, since the flyers were handed out randomly to the participants of the 
demonstration, which is the greatest advantage of the method as well. 
The output of the study were the quantifiable results of the quota-sheets filled in at the 
event, the descriptions of the participant observation logs and the results of the online 
questionnaire. The following analysis relies on the information from these data. Due to 
the relatively low item number and because of methodological considerations we didn't 
want to undertake multivariate statistical analysis. 
 
Results 
 
The Facebook group called "Free Education" and "One-hundred-thousand against the 
Internet-tax" announced a protest event called "There is no space to retreat" on December 
16, 2014 in the downtown of Budapest. 13 733 people marked to join the event on 
Facebook, but we estimate the number of participants between 8 000 and 10 000 on the 
three sites of the event: the gathering at the József nádor square, during the march through 
downtown Budapest and at the demonstration and speeches at the Parliament building 
(Kossuth square). The renewed square is the "main square" of the country. The 
parliament building is the seat of the government and the national assembly, and several 
government buildings are in the area. 
 
The social background of protesters 
 
According to our empirical study the respondents of the online questionnaire differ from 
the average Hungarians: they are younger, more educated, and more active economically 
and have a better financial status than the Hungarian society in general. Due to this, we 
considered the respondents as an active elite of the protesters. 
 
The participatory experience of protesters 
 
At the beginning of the protest cycle in the last months of 2014 media pundits started to 
interpret the events as the mobilization of those, who were not interested in politics until 
then. This hypothesis was confirmed by the Facebook analysis by the firm Maven 7, 
which observed, whether those, who liked the Facebook page “One-hundred-thousand 
against the Internet-tax" also liked the pages of political parties. The method has its 
obvious limits, since voting behavior and party engagement is not necessarily involves 
‘liking’ the Facebook page of the given political party.79 
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Our research couldn’t verify the abovementioned hypothesis. We should remark however, 
that the protest event on December 16 was the 8th major event of protest cycle since the 
end of October. The event we analyzed belonged to the downward phase of the protest 
wave. Until then, the “elite” of the protesters already obtained a notable protest 
experience. A part of this experience was made in the era of the second Orbán-
government, between 2010 and 2014, while the rest was made during the current protest 
cycle. Concerning the protests against the second Orbán-government between 2010 and 
2014, 70 percent of the respondents participated on at least one of them. 
It tells a lot, where the participants had their first protest experiences. These were mostly 
protests of the so called “civil ethos” like those in the first half of the ‘90s (BOZÓKI 
1996). At these “civil ethos” protests the demonstrators took action on behalf of a civil 
ethos, which involves a civil obligation to control the decision makers and political power 
holders in general. The “One million for the freedom of press” (Milla) was registered as a 
Facebook group on December 21, 2010, which marked a new era in organizing protests 
as well. (HINSEY 2012). Their initial issue was the new media law, which - according to 
them – restricted the freedom of press. The Facebook site and the group assured publicity 
for their cause and for the organizations and individuals, who were protesting against the 
new media law. A new network of activists, conscious citizens emerged around Milla. 
These activist organized protest on January 14. and 27. Later, the Milla organized protests 
against the Orbán-government and for democracy with several thousand participants on 
every major Hungarian national holiday (March 15, October 23). The biggest event was 
probably the protest on October 23, 2012, which was attended – according to some 
estimations – by nearly 50 000 people. The two-dimensional crosstab shows, that college 
graduated respondents and those over 35 attended the Milla protests on the first place.80 
Another source of protest experience is more political, namely the events organized by 
the leftist inter-parliamentary opposition of the Orbán-government between 2010 and 
2014. These were attended by 37 percent of the respondents. Those over 60 were 
overrepresented in this group.81 
The student protests organized by the HaHa (Student Network) in late 2011 and early 
2012 mobilized the younger respondents and especially those, who were college students 
at the time of the survey. The HaHa was strongly represented on Hungary’s biggest 
University, the Eötvös Loránd University in Budapest (ELTE). The HaHa introduced 
new, innovative protest forms, which suited the logic of news value. Thus, these practices 
quickly drew the attention of the media. Such innovative forms were the occupation of a 
building of ELTE, the spontaneous march and the cell organizational structure. Though 
the protest had only a limited impact, the organizational and action experience of the 
HaHa could be converted into political capital at the 2014 general elections. At the 
December 16 protest 24 percent of the respondents participated at the HaHa 
demonstrations. It is not surprising, that those under 35 and students were over-
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represented among them.82 
 
As the second Orbán-government took office, the problem of debtors of Swiss-franc 
loans were already an urgent social problem. Due to the financial crisis and the suddenly 
increased exchange rate of the Swiss-franc, individuals and municipalities fell into a debt 
spiral. This situation could be handled only with centralized measures. In fact, from the 
spring of 2010 debtors organized protests time to time in Budapest. However, these 
demonstrations had a right and even extreme right orientation than a leftist one in terms 
of framing and symbols. About 5 percent of the respondents participated in such debtor 
protests. 
The more recent protest experiences have a similar significance. These were the 
experiences gained at the different events of the protest cycle, and especially at the so 
called ‘net-tax’ protests. Only 10 percent of the respondents admitted not to participate at 
any protest of the last weeks. Two-third participated on more, 9 percent on ‘every’ 
demonstration.  
All in all, the participants of the protest event on December 16 (and the respondents of the 
questionnaire) can be considered as a definitely active group, since only 5 percent was not 
involve in any protest action between 2010 and 2014 nor at the events of the protest 
cycle. By contrast, one-third of the respondents had protest experiences both under the 
second Orbán-government and during the current protest cycle. 
 
The protesters’ political orientation 
 
The desirous interpretation or – to put is more exactly – hope, that circulated in the 
Hungarian media about the political non-involvement, party detachment of the protesters 
couldn’t be confirmed at least for the active core by our findings. The study revealed, that 
90 percent of the respondents – as they recalled – attended the general elections in 2014. 
According to the data, those who voted for the governing Fidesz party didn’t participated 
at the protest event or didn’t fill in the online questionnaire, but the voters of the radical 
rightist party Jobbik were also underrepresented at the event. The voters of the former 
left-centrist electoral coalition and of the ecological party LMP constituted 82 percent of 
the respondents.  
The ‘elite’ of the protesters proved a similar electoral activity on an upcoming general 
election. More than 80 percent stated to certainly participate on an upcoming election, 
while there was nearly no one, who would in no case attend an upcoming election. Which 
is more surprising, that only 6 percent would not attend the election, if there is no other 
option than the already existing parties. This is a clear sign, that the active core of the 
protesters didn’t rejected the established parties to such an extent, as some commentators 
thought.  
We changed the usual four grade scale of public opinion research, and introduced the 
option “if only the already existing parties can be chosen, then I wouldn’t go to vote”. 
This option was picked by mostly those, who didn’t participate at the 2014 general 
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elections as well. 
Many different slogan, message, opinion were present at events of the protest wave 
started at the end of October 2014. We were curious, which one of these is the ‘lowest 
common denominator’ of the protests. According to our hypothesis, the mobilization in 
Budapest was an issue oriented protest wave, which bears the messages both the financial 
crisis and of the so called Eastern-European colorful revolutions. The former manifests in 
the fight against the increasing level of poverty caused by the crisis, while the latter can 
be discovered in the dissatisfaction with the Orbán-system and in the rejection of the 25 
years of failed transformation, insufficient democratic development.  
We listed nine different quotations from speakers at protest events. The respondents of 
the online questionnaire were asked to name the two most important for them. The 
analysis of the answers suggests, that the critic of the Orbán-government was eminently 
important for them. This general feature of the protests, that is the critic of the Orbán-
government was recorded in the participant observation logs as well. Both on the banners 
could be read and were chanted by the protesters such slogans. The most popular chants 
were: “Dirty Fidesz!”, “Get away Orbán!”, “Viktator!”, “You should resign!”. On the 
banners were messages like: “Game over!”, “Fideszmafia!”, “Viktor, you screwed it!”, 
“The king is naked!”, Transparent government!”. All in all, the protests were peaceful 
altogether. 
Compared to the critic of the Orbán-government other issues were less relevant. The issue 
of the internet tax, which triggered the whole event, became obsolete. The critic of the 
Orbán-government was a catch-all issue, could involve any other problems. From this 
aspect, it tells a lot, that the other catch-all issue, the critic of the last 25 years since the 
democratic transition in 1989 was only the fourth most important message. However, it 
should be noted, that the fight against the increasing poverty, which peaked during the 
time of the second Orbán-government was the second most important issue. 
 
Between Western anti -austerity protests and the Eastern “colorful revolutions” 
 
The protests had the same features as the abovementioned protests of the “civil ethos” in 
Hungary after the democratic transition. At these demonstrations, the organizers and 
supporters are rejecting the particularity of politics, and they emphasizing and promoting 
civil public activism, which represents universal values and common goals. This 
universality also justifies their action and the right for controlling politicians, decision 
makers. On the other hand, even if the protests of the civil ethos are emerging due to a 
specific single or set of issues, there is the opportunity to express a general dissatisfaction 
with the currently reigning government and by so integrating different groups. Because of 
this latter function, the protests of the civil ethos have a particular role in the era when 
oppositional parties are relatively weak. For the reason of this integrative or catch-all 
character, these protests can mobilize quite a lot of people for Hungarian standards. 
In an international comparison, the protest cycle can be placed in between the Western 
anti-austerity protest and the Eastern “color revolutions”. The EU flag became a standard 
accessory, people chanted “Europe! Europe!” regularly, the pro-Russian foreign policy of 
the Orbán-government was criticized on many banners, and speakers condemned the 
infamous concept of the “illiberal democracy” and the anti-poor social policy of the 
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government. But not only the dramaturgy of the protest or the symbols, slogans of the 
activists suggest this position, but both the protest survey and the context of mobilization 
supports this assumption.  
These protests were triggered after the municipal elections in Hungary. Since the 2002 
general elections, there are protests of the elected government about half a year after the 
general elections. According to McFaul’s definition (2006), the electoral revolution 
means, that a fraudulent election catalyzes the protests, the opposition applies extra-
constitutional means, like protests, both the incumbents and the oppositional candidate 
declares authority and both sides avoids a significance use of violence. None of these 
criteria are fully valid in the Hungarian case; however, there have been a lot of 
controversies due to the new election law introduced by the second Orbán-government. 
The new law redraws the electoral districts in favor of the reigning Fidesz party 
(gerrymandering), and decreased the proportionality of the whole system.83 These 
changes and the obvious bias of the public broadcasters also fueled the dissatisfaction 
with the election results. Despite these contradictions, the 2014 elections were fair and 
democratic. It is not by accident, that the new election law didn’t appear as a protest topic 
alone.  
It is also a difference, that the protests were organized by independent actors, and not by 
oppositional parties. Even at a later stage, the possible ways of cooperation between the 
protesters and political parties was disputed. Many civil organizers rejected the 
cooperation with political parties because of the abovementioned civil ethos of the 
demonstrations. However, the protest survey shows that the active core of the protesters 
voted for the electoral alliance of left wing opposition parties, and there was no 
significance number of protesters, who would reject established parties and the whole 25 
years of Hungarian politics after the democratic transition. Due to this similarities and 
differences, we would label the later events not as an electoral revolution, but as a series 
of electoral protests. 
Another similarity with the color revolutions is the role of internationally funded NGOs. 
Both in the Serbian electoral revolution in 2000 and in the Ukraine in 2004 civil 
organizations, NGOs were the catalysts of the mass protests. In Serbia the social 
movement organization Otpor (Resistance), which was initially a student’s movement, 
organized major protest campaigns and trained activists (NIKOLAYENKO  2007). Otpor 
also set up the Center for Applied Non-violent Actions and Strategies (CANVAS), where 
young Ukrainian activists of the Pora organizations were also trained. Pora (It’s time!) 
had a similar role in the Ukrainian “Orange revolution” in 2004 as the Otpor had in 
Serbia. These organizations and others, which mobilized protesters during the color 
revolutions in the post-soviet region received funds from US based NGOs, donor 
organizations, i.e. the Soros Foundation and the National Democratic Institute 
(BEISSINGER 2007). Civil organizations, network of activists with protest experiences 
were important contributors to the demonstrations. As the protest survey shows, many 
respondents also had protest experiences during the previous events of the protest cycle or 
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from even before, during the second Orbán-government. Former activists of the HaHa 
(student network) and various NGOs and their representatives, which have been involved 
in the mobilization as organizers or just as speakers at the protest have also received 
support from the Soros Foundation. Another important financial source of these 
organizations were the EEA and Norway Grants.84  
While in Western and Southern European countries domestic austerity measures were 
seen in relation with the Euro-crisis (PIANTA –GERBAUDO 2015), in Hungary this aspect 
is fully absent, since Hungary is not the member of the Eurozone. This also involves, that 
there is no critic concerning the EU troika in Hungary, in fact, the visit of the German 
chancellor in February 2015 was celebrated by many activists and her personality was 
seen as a guarantee against the illiberal state of Viktor Orbán. Also, the anti-poor social 
policy of the government is also seen as a purely Hungarian issue, and not as a part of the 
neoliberal agenda of the European Union. 
There is also a contrast between a certain group of organizers and the participants of the 
protest events. A distinctive group of younger activists are more critical with the whole 
political establishment. Many of them made their first experiences with protest 
participation during the abovementioned student protests and social movement 
organization (HaHa). This group has the same features in terms of protest frames, 
horizontal decision making, symbols as in the case of the Occupy or the Indignados 
movement. Similar to the global justice movement, this activism has subcultural 
characters in many ways (GRZEGORZ 2013). Though, the students protest and the activists 
gained a notable media attention, and their networks can be mobilized, they have a 
limited impact beyond academic and leftist intellectual circles. While the leftist concepts 
of post-politics, radical democracy or post-democracy are used as analytical-ideological 
means for diagnosis and action in the case of Occupy and Indignados, these are not used 
beyond the activists subculture. Moreover, the data of the protest survey suggests, that the 
vast majority of the protesters rejects the Orbán-government and wouldn’t criticize the 
whole “system”. 
 
Conclusions 
 
In October 2014 a massive protest cycle began in Hungary, which was triggered by the 
plan of an internet tax. Later the protests were reframed, and it gave space to express a 
general dissatisfaction with the third Orbán-government. In the domestic context the 
protest cycle can be placed in the series of the “civil ethos” protests in Hungary, which 
are marked by apolitical stance, rejection of the particularity of party politics, civil 
consciousness. In an international comparison the protest cycle shares the characteristics 
both the Western anti-austerity protests and the Eastern color revolutions. The pro-
Russian policy and the illiberal tendencies are criticized after the municipal elections; the 
cycle can be seen more as series of electoral protests than an electoral revolution. 

                                                        
84 The Hungarian government accused the donor organizations of the Norway grant with 
supporting directly political organizations and causes: 
http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/06/02/us-hungary-norway-funding-ngo-
idUSKBN0ED1QW20140602 
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According to the survey among the ca. 8000 protesters on 16 December, 2014, the active 
core of the protesters didn’t rejected the whole political establishment and the 25 years of 
politics after the democratic transition. The vast majority of the respondents also 
participated at the general elections in 2014. However, a certain group of protesters are 
condemning the whole political establishment. This group is similar to the Occupy and 
Indignados movements as they are the bearers of subterranean politics in Hungary, 
however with a limited impact on mainstream politics. 
The protest cycle in Budapest in the last months of 2014 also had a limited scope. The 
colorful revolutions aimed to overthrow authoritarian regimes, the anti-austerity protests 
criticized the European governance structure and neoliberal regime. In contrast - as the 
protest survey shows - during the Budapest protests the critic of the Orbán-government 
proved to be the most important issue. At time of our survey the active protesters had 
clear political preferences and a general critique of the political system had only a 
marginal support. As the mass mobilization was celebrated the awakening of the civil 
society, by the end of the protest cycle, the events and actors became part of the agony of 
the Hungarian left. The protesters were more partisans without effective parties, than the 
constituency of a new emerging party. 
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The emergence of environmental subjects within the conflict 
over Rosia Montana: a political ecology of shifting subjectivities 

 
Roxana Anamaria Bita85 

 
Abstract 
 

Arun Agrawal’s concept of environmentality illustrates how government, individuals and 
the environment interact and shape each other. Focusing on how people relate to 
government and the environment, this paper explores what specific factors play a 
decisive role in the case of Rosia Montana, adapting Agrawal’s theoretical framework to 
include globalization. The influence of international organizations on both sides of the 
dispute is shown to complement the state’s historical influence on constructing the 
environment and environmental subjectivities. Using political ecology and social 
construction, this paper aims to open research on social movements to the concept of 
environmental subjects, by proposing that fundamental changes in subjectivities related 
to the environment significantly shift as a result of and in support of grassroots 
environmental movments.  

 
 

Int roduction and thesis 
 
The conflict over open pit gold mining at Rosia Montana, involving cyanide and 

massive relocations, represents a milestone in the living history of environmental and 
democratic social movements in Eastern Europe, with plenty of still unearthed lessons to 
be drawn from it. One cannot help but be baffled by the (apparent) paradoxes of the 
situation. One example is the invocation of tradition both to save, and to exploit Rosia 
Montana: some members of the community want to hinder the project in order to preserve 
Rosia Montana’s mining tradition, while others want to continue the tradition of mining, 
despite this meaning the destruction of Rosia Montana. 

Although studies on the political ecology of the mining project and on the social 
construction of environmental risk at Rosia Montana have offered valuable insights into 
the multiscalar constellations of Europe’s largest potential gold mining project, the 
emergence of environmental subjects in this process has remained unexplored. Given the 
relative novelty of environmental protest and resistance movements in Eastern Europe, 
mapping the formations and shifts in subjectivities that the Rosia Montana project has 
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generated is paramount to a richer understanding of its long-term impact on the human-
environment interface at Rosia Montana itself and beyond.   

It is in these complex interactions of conflict and solidarity, competition to define 
the problem and collective action that individuals and groups redefine and reorient 
themselves.  The question posed by Arun Agrawal on how and why environmental 
subjects emerge from certain settings (such as, but not limited to, technologies of 
government) can be used as the theoretical link between political ecology and identity 
formation in the case of Rosia Montana. The argument is that relocation, reconfiguration 
of livelihoods and political mobilization in this context in particular have generated 
profound shifts in identities, creating environmental subjects at the local, national and 
international level of involvement. 

The actors most reactive to and involved in this conflict are the local community, 
divided into those that have accepted relocation and those who are rejecting it, and the 
protesters who defended the cause of the latter on the streets of Romanian cities and 
abroad in the fall of 2013. To the local community issues of change and adaptation are 
crucial, while issues of political participation and environmental conservation are 
important for all of those involved. Apart from the political ecology of the project and the 
resulting interactions, this paper analyses the grand narratives around the project, 
containing certain understandings of the environment, as well as the noticeable processes 
of adaptation (such as professional reorientation of Rosia Montana citizens in rejecting 
monoindustrialism) and communicated self-identification in relation to this issue 
(especially in the case of the protesters). After analyzing the potential of environmental 
subjects emergence around this conflict, a special focus on the local community opposed 
to the project shows which interactions have the most potential for creating 
environmental subjects and how new identities are managed or even leveraged.  

The identity paradox mentioned earlier is, of course, an illusion, the result of the 
oversimplification in the media of this multifaceted problem. However, it should inspire 
us to ask what such an experience means for the overlapping, contradictory, constantly 
becoming identities of those involved, and what their identities mean for the future of 
environmental social movements in Romania. 

Social movements not only take place within a specific system of government, 
but they also, as in the case of Rosia Montana, refer explicitly to policies and world views 
and may express dissatisfaction with other aspects of politics, in general. The state, local 
communities, transnational interest groups and the environment are inextricably linked in 
the outbreak of conflicts and in the entire process of changes in understandings, policy 
and government that are all visible in the constellation of the Rosia Montana mining 
project. It is therefore impossible to look at social movements without referring to their 
political context and to the subjectivities constitutive to them. Rosia Montana exemplifies 
an instance of democratic and environmental subjects emerging and transforming these 
relationships between state, community and the environment.  

 
Theoretical framework 
 
Agrawal’s account of the „making of environmental subjects“(Agrawal,2005) is 

considered by Robbins to contain one of five fundamental theses in political ecology, 
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namely that of “environmental subjects and identities” (Robbins, 2012, Ch.11). The 
argument is that subjectivities do not precede, but form as a result of certain institutional 
arrangements, behaviors or actions. More specifically, environmental subjects emerge as 
a result of political action or reaction to environmental problems (Robbins, 2012, pp.215-
217). Agrawal studies an issue of conservation and control which leads the villagers of 
Kumaon to burn the forests regularly as a form of protest against the turning of most their 
forests into reserves controlled by the government. The people’s outrage was a response 
to their everyday lives and behaviors having been criminalized overnight (Agrawal,2005, 
p.3). Having been politically caused, this environmentally damaging behavior was solved 
by giving the local populations self-governing and rights and enforcement responsibilities 
with regard to the use of forests. This led not only to the end of the protest fires, but also 
to a more responsible overall governance of the consumption of the forests’ resources. 
While the main issue tackled by Agrawal is the government of the environment, one of 
the most consequential aspects of his work relates to the formation of environmental 
subjectivities. The mechanism explored is how technologies of government create new 
arenas for the exercise of political power and for conflict, but also new sets of 
relationships, alliances and divisions (Agrawal,2005, p.4) between individuals, groups 
and the environment. It is in these interactions between the three spheres of government, 
society and the environment that the environment is constructed, technologies of 
government evolve, and subjectivities are shaped.  

Agrawal defines environmental subjects as people who have redefined their ways 
of thinking and acting in relation to the environment being disputed (Agrawal,2005, p.4). 
The framework of analysis is based on power/knowledges, institutions and subjectivities 
and their interactions. This is expressed through the concept of environmentality, inspired 
by Foucault’s governmentality (Agrawal,2005, pp.5-6).  

Conflict arises in the Kumaoni context as a result of the state’s governmental and 
economic development strategies. The latter define the economic value of the 
environment and how to best extract it, which conflicts with the local population’s 
traditional lifestyle and relationship to nature (Agrawal,2005, pp.10-11).  Despite the 
appearance of the situation as a conflict between two sides, Agrawal suggests that looking 
at this conflict as a process through which policy and people’s practices reshape each 
other. This steers away from looking at the situation as a problem and a solution to it, and 
instead underlines the long-term evolution of people’s understandings of the environment 
(Agrawal,2005, pp.10-11). This means avoiding the description of the situation as 
coercion by the state, resistance or negociation. Discourse, actions and regulations shape 
these understandings.   

To study environmental subjects, Agrawal interrogates the relationship and 
mutual shaping between individuals, the state and the environment, by studying how the 
environment has been historically “governmentalized”, how policies evolved and 
changed the roles of community and state, and how environmental subjects emerged as a 
result of these shifts. For this purpose, he first defines some key terms and shows how 
they play out and lead to environmental subjects.  

The utility estimated as being the most efficient is promoted by the government 
through specific policies and instruments, born from and that themselves generate a 
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certain type of knowledge and beliefs about the environment, defining what uses and to 
what extent are appropriate or not(Agrawal,2005, p.13). 

 
The Governmentalization of the environment and environmental subjects 
 
Government is defined by Agrawal as the “conduct of conduct”, inspired by 

Foucault. This however goes beyond the institutionalized, classical form of government 
by the state to include people’s own efforts to change their practices. This broad 
definition allows the taking into account of other factors that shape subjectivities, beyond 
technologies of government employed by the state. If technologies of government shape 
subjectivities, a failure of the former to change and an obvious change in the latter points 
to the need to look at other factors. 

The governmentalization of the environment refers to the process shaping the 
environment, summed up by institutions, practices and subjectivities. Political ecological 
analysis and social constructionist analysis help to show how the environment is shaped 
and thus governed, by way of definition as a domain of government and specification in 
terms of usefulness, surveying, regulation of access and conservation, decisionmaking 
procedures etc. (Agrawal,2005, p.11). Economic interest defines the best uses for nature, 
and therefore defines the environment and the ways in which individuals and 
communities can legitimately interact with it. Although initially only the state had agency 
regarding the governmentalization of the environment, trends in India and all over the 
world, have increased community participation in the management of natural resources 
(Agrawal,2005, p.12).  

Furthermore, the utility estimated as being the most efficient is promoted by the 
government through specific policies and instruments, born from and that themselves 
generate a certain type of knowledge and beliefs about the environment, defining what 
uses and to what extent are appropriate or not(Agrawal,2005, p.13). 

The concept of environmentality, uniting environment and Foucaultian 
governmentality, refers to the study of environmental politics with the use of three core 
analytical concepts of power/knowledges, institutions and subjectivities, considered 
indispensable.  

Governmentalized localities are local centers of environmental decisionmaking, 
or regulatory communities which self-regulate and participate in governing the 
environment and therefore in the production of environmental subjects. The 
decentralization of environmental regulation represents a great shift not only in state-
locality relations, but also in the relationship between the community and the 
environment and among community members themselves.  

Decentralization creates environmental subjects by changing the ways in which 
people relate and understand the environment. The concept of environmental subject 
refers to “people who have come to think and act in new ways in relation to the domain 
being governed” (Agrawal,2005, p.4). Their understandings of the environment are 
shaped continuously by their practices, discourse and regulations, and their role in 
regulation and enforcement is crucial to their environmentalization (Agrawal,2005, p. 
17).Historically, the community-environment relationship has undergone tremendous 
changes, not least due to the centralization and more recently the decentralization of state-
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locality relationships. Symptomatic of the great changes in environmental subjectivities 
are the terms in which people refer to the environment and the changes in their behavior 
towards it (Agrawal,2005, p.18). Furthermore, despite the link between technologies of 
government and environmental subject formation, the latter is not based on coercion, in a 
top down process, but about becoming aware of the fragility of natural resources and 
acting accordingly. Institutionalized incentives (Agrawal,2005, p. 23) are of course a core 
instrument, but when environmental subjects seem to form independently of such state-
driven initiatives, the question is what other factors may shape subjects. On the whole, 
this approach is not as anthropocentric as it may seem, but takes seriously the 
community-environment relationship by reflecting how people experience the 
environment and issues of conservation (Agrawal,2005, p. 24). This goes beyond looking 
at the environment as a simple scarce resource or an arena for political conflict, and 
acknowledges its reverberations in human livelihoods and consciousness. Nature is 
accorded its agency in Agrawal’s framework, similarly to Bird’s work on social 
construction: while nature is being theoretically constructed and physically changed, the 
extent to which it imposes limits or cooperates is decisive (Bird, 1987, pp. 258-259). Its 
configuration may be an object of political rule and social construction, but ultimately it 
determines how communities and institutions will act. 

In the first part of his analysis, Agrawal studies the strategies of power/knowledge 
used in the construction of the environment. The political ecology of Kumaoni forests is 
explored in order to explain the incentives for and limits to the approaches to governing the 
environment. He then goes on to analyse the formation of environmental subjects in this 
context.  

 
Relevance for the Rosia Montana case 
 
One fundamental difference between the Kumaoni case and the case of Rosia 

Montana is the nature of the environmental conflict and of the solution. Although 
conservation is at the heart of both examples, in the Kumaoni case, conservation was a 
state initiative, achievable only if the community cooperated. This makes community 
participation through decentralization central to the case and shifts in environmental 
subjectivities directly influenced by the changing state-community relationship. In the 
case of Rosia Montana, however, a community is fighting for the preservation of its 
environment, against exploitation by the state and a transnational corporation.  

People fighting for their environment makes them environmental subjects. 
Decentralization might not be the case here (although long-term there have been significant 
shifts and the fight started after communism), but democratization and globalization are 
significant structural factors which, combined with precedents in environmental disasters, a 
threat to an entire community and irreparable damage to the environment could have 
contributed to the emergence of environmental subjects. Therefore, although a large part of 
Agrawal´s discourse on institutional decentralization is inapplicable, I argue that his 
insights on environmental subjects are not limited to this situation.  

The interconnectedness of institutions, subjectivities and the environment 
illustrated by Agrawal is certainly useful in understanding the complexity of conservation 
issues. However, the political and historical context of his case study somewhat leave out 
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the effects of globalization on these interactions, and specific actors that play an 
increasingly important role in these issues. Based on works around the political ecology 
of Rosia Montana, I will argue that globalization and other institutional and social 
specificities of the case contribute to the emergence of environmental subjects 
independently of technologies of government employed by the state.First, the power to 
socially construct nature, define its uses, quality and measurement techniques and to 
produce understandings of it is shared with governmental and non-governmental 
international organizations and corporations. In this framework, the state itself is 
prescribed actions and incentivized in certain directions and environmental subjects 
directly interact with these actors.  

Rosia Montana is a classic case of degradation and marginalization in the way 
Robbins crystallized this political ecological thesis.Integration in the global market leads 
to plans of overexploitation at great costs for the local community and the environment, 
and with inequitable resource distribution (Robbins, 2012, p.159). Through the 
implementation of the mining project, costs would be passed down to the community 
level by state and corporations, irreversibly damaging the environment, dislocating entire 
communities and destroying venues of great cultural and archaeological significance. The 
link between degradation and marginalization is obvious not only in some relocated 
families, but especially in those remaining in Rosia Montana, depleted of resources 
necessary for their livelihoods. The environment is politicized and political conflict is 
ecologized (Robbins, 2012, p.200).  

 
Case description 
 
The highly controversial case of Rosia Montana, a semi-urban village in the 

Western Carpathian mountains in Romania is an instance of great clashes of local, 
national and international interests, of an environmental, cultural, social, economic and 
political nature. The Canadian-RomanianRosia Montana Gold Corporation’s (RMGC) 
plan to develop the largest open-cast mining project in Europe, usinga cyanide-based 
process, has reconfigured the agenda and the lives of local inhabitants since the 1990s, 
and has been at the center of Romania’s most significant grassroots movement since the 
fall of the socialist regime. Large displacement and relocation of the local population and 
environmental degradation are the most salient issues at hand, however democratic 
government, sustainable development alternatives and conservation of cultural heritage 
sites are also important aspects of the case. The scale of the project is the most visible 
through the planned destruction of four mountains, the creation of a massive tailings pond 
of almost 300 hectares containing cyanide-processed waste behind a 185 m dam, and 
through the necessity to relocate or displace more than half the population of Rosia 
Montana (2064 out of 3865) (Bran, 2010, pp.111-112). Though the project is in deadlock, 
having been denied the licence to proceed by the Romanian government due to political 
and judicial action against its controversial Environmental Impact Assessment, its effects 
in the area have been massive over the past decade. The acquisition of property by 
RMGC has already reached 77% of the properties on the projected site and _____ 
families have been relocated. The project also entailed the relocation of several 
cemeteries and the destruction of several churches (Bran, 2010, pp.111-112). In its 
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extensive history, the environment in Rosia Montana has been defined by its rich mineral 
resources. Having been mined since the time of the Roman Empire (Vesalon &Cretan, 
2013, p. 542), it is due to this long-standing extractive tradition that the value assigned to 
it today consists, among other aspects, of gold and silver deposits, and invaluable 
archaeological sites. To protect the landscape, heritage, population and future of Rosia 
Montana, over 400 families from the affected area created the core of the resistance 
movement in 2000, the Alburnus Maior organization (Velicu, 2012, p. 127).  

Although halting the project has been one of the biggest victories of Romanian 
civil society yet, public opinion and many prominent political leaders still support it, even 
if only provided that there are significant changes in its implementation. The main 
arguments for supporting the project have been the direct and indirect creation of jobs, 
improvements in infrastructure and increases in tax revenue for the state. On the other 
hand, expenses related to overseeing the project, managing the risks in dealing with 
hazardous waste and restoring the environment, population dislocation and the 
destruction of cultural and sacred sites have been some of the concerns raised (Bran, 
2010, p.112).  

 
Analysis 
 
The governmentalization of the environment at Rosia Montana primarily 

consisted of regulating its use so as to turn it into a mono-industrial area, monopolized by 
the state until its closure in 2006 (Alexandrescu, 2011, p.85). Although mining was an 
important economic activity in the area before the socialist era, it was in this time that 
mining was developed extensively and thus became defining for the area (Vesalon 
&Cretan, 2013, p.542). Conventional development, focused on “economic growth, a top-
down approach, technocratic expertise and bureaucratic management” (Vesalon & 
Cretan, 2013, p. 541)has been the paradigm of the governmentalization and construction 
of the environment by the state, both in socialist and in post-socialist policies. This 
particular construction of the environment, of the society connected to it and, in the end, 
of subjectivities has led to high unemployment rates, degraded infrastructure and a high 
mortality rate (Vesalon & Cretan, 2013, p. 542), convincing a part of the local population 
to accept the destruction of their natural and cultural landscape in exchange for 
‘conventional development’ and jobs.  

The effect of mono-industrialism on the construction of the environment is that its 
development becomes (at least in discourse) inextricably linked to its extractive industry, 
making alternative development strategies seem impossible, undesirable or unsustainable 
(Velicu, 2012, p.126, Barna, 2006, p.152). The social and economic consequences of mono-
industrialism are numerous and disastrous (Vesalon & Cretan, 2013, p. 541), and contribute 
paradoxically to both cases of social construction of the environment that the two opposing 
camps in this conflict have backed: on the one hand, dependency on extraction for job 
creation is emphasized by the state and the RMGC, while on the other hand, the local 
community, INGOs and Romanian civil society actors warn that not converting to other 
development models will further entrench these consequences (Vesalon & Cretan, 2013).  

But in a globalized world, the state was not alone in constructing the environment: 
the International Monetary Fund, World Bank and European Union structural adjustment 
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policies have guided the restructuring of the Romanian mining sector and the withdrawal of 
the state from the local economy while incentivizing foreign investors (Alexandrescu, 2011, 
p.85, Anghel, 2013, p.95). Therefore, the ‘conduct of conduct’ and the governmentalization 
of the environment is no longer traceable only to the state. It has become a product of the 
global market and international regulatory organizations.  

Though many factors contribute to how the local population relates to the 
environment, its governmentalization (or regulation) and the configuration of their 
livelihoods within and around it play a decisive role. However, ‘grand narratives’ of 
development which may limit, extend or change their idea of feasible development for the 
region have also influenced their relationship with the environment. The Rosia Montana 
case is a compelling example of such ‘grand narratives’ competing for adherents. As 
illustrated by Vesalon and Cretan (2013), counter-dicourses delivered by 
environmentalists (the local Alburnus Maior, INGOs etc.) have managed to gain audience 
for alternative development strategies and conceptions of risk.  

This suggests that, as in the Kumaoni case, beneficial policies or instruments 
arise from the conflict between the community and the state, but also that sources of 
change in environmental subjectivities are also traceable to other influential actors and 
settings. These factors shape the ‘conduct of conduct’ as well, even without regulatory 
authority, by challenging regulation and discourse.  

Globalization has also facilitated the involvement of INGOs in the Rosia 
Montana case, creating environmental subjects in the process. They provided access to 
transnational networks of information and cooperation, know-how in organizing social 
movements and protest, channels of political and judicial contestation, mobilizing support 
and promoting their case and worldview (Anghel, 2013, p.3). 

One of the ways in which the emergence of environmental subjects is visible in 
this case is the counter-movement to conventional development, namely the local, 
national and international protests demanding that alternative, sustainable development 
strategies be implemented.  

Political involvement in protest at a local, national and international scale is only 
one way in which Romanians, and especially the locals of Rosia Montana (Rosieni) acted 
as environmental subjects in this conflict.  

One aspect related to the reconfiguration of their livelihoods in anticipation of 
and to exemplify the feasibility of alternative development models is professional 
conversion from mining to farming or tourism. Some of the most vocal locals have 
converted from mining engineers to subsistence farmers, and some activists of INGOs 
have even opened agrotourism businesses (Rosia Montana, Town on the brink, 2012).  

 
Conclusions 
 
The emergence of environmental subjects in the case of Rosia Montana has been 

analyzed using Agrawal’s theoretical framework by illustrating how the governmentalization 
of the environment has shaped the way in which people relate to the environment, even 
though in this case as a contestation of these policies. However, the specificities of the 
Romanian context compared to the Kumaoni case studied by Agrawal lead to the necessity of 
considering the effect of democratization and globalization on the formation of environmental 
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subjects. Thus, technologies of government or more broadly the ‘conduct of conduct’ is no 
longer limited to classic institutions and regulatory channels (such as the state or the colonial 
power), but influenced by governmental and nongovernmental international organizations and 
transnational networks. Some of these provide regulatory frameworks for the state while 
others provide grassroots movements with channels for expressing discontent, organizing 
resistance and challenging those very policies. In this contentious process, that cannot be 
defined as a mere competition ending in one specific outcome, Romanian civil society has 
grown in many ways, and with it I argue that the individuals and groups most involved in the 
protest movement have become environmental subjects. By embracing alternative 
development discourses and strategies, by joining networks of advocacy and activism and by 
converting their lifestyles they have changed their “way of thinking about and acting upon the 
environment” (Agrawal,2005), despite policy-making and technologies of government in a 
traditional sense lagging behind. A bottom-up approach can only go so far in the 
transformation of community-state-environment relations and a more participatory decision-
making process is needed before communities can forge their own relationship with their 
environment, especially in the case of mono-industrial areas.  

The discussion around environmental subjects is inextricably linked to social 
movements research, being especially relevant for how social movements form and how 
they shape their participants. Though this connections needs further empirical and 
theoretical research, and a better operationalization of the concept of environmental 
subject formation, there is reason to believe that this type of movement affects all aspects 
of individual-state-environment interaction. Movements of this magnitude, making 
comprehensive political and environmental claims and changing livelihoods, cause shifts 
beyond the mere preoccupation with participating in the movement or with saving Rosia 
Montana itself: instead, the shifts in environmental subjectivities will surely be seen in 
future Romanian grassroots movementsand hopefully in the development of Rosia 
Montana itself.  
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What surrounds us now: cultural animation and 
the participatory and cultural voids in Poland 

 
Brendan James Daniel86 

 
 
One view of the relationship between culture and civil society, especially in a 

democratic society, is that they can work in tandem; the former is meant to promote the 
creation of a tolerant and diverse society by developing the third sector in culture. 
Likewise, civil society creates a cultural offer that responds to the needs of people by 
implementing large-scale co-operation, stimulating individual initiative, and diminishing 
disproportionate access to culture by involving marginalized groups (Ilczuk 2001, 25). It 
is the primary mission of Poland’s Ministry of Culture and National Heritage87 to 
promote the historical pillars of their culture at home and abroad. Karen Hauff (2001) has 
written that politicians involved with cultural policy play to popular cultural preferences 
while cultural leaders are excluded from input toward official policy (24), and that the 
MKiDN seeks to repress art that is controversial (46). The portion that is not dedicated is 
distributed in funding schemes whereby individuals, collectives, and NGOs compete 
against each other for relatively small amounts to fund their projects.88It seems that the 
more a project is likely to promote a positive face of Poland, and the less likely it is to 
reflect on or critique Polish society, the more likely a project is to be funded. Little 
money is available for fresh projects because so much money goes into funding the 
staples.  Additionally, the government has not promoted the concept of private 
sponsorship as a viable source of funding (Ilczuk 2001, 82). 

Poland is a place where the level of civic engagement has been, on the whole, 
low since the events of 1989. While the Constitution provides for the establishment of a 
civil society, its implementation leaves much to be desired.Issue advocacy-related 
organizations have had a difficult time affecting social change because important figures 
involved in Poland’s social dialogue are reluctant to adopt progressive stances.Moreover, 
a combination of mobilization burnout from the communist era, lackluster outreach of 
political parties, and distrust of politicians have contributed to an under-representation of 
voices in Poland’s social dialogue. The non-profit sector, whether in culture, advocacy, or 
service provision, is a client of the state rather than a partner (Murzyn-Kupisz 2010; 
Kozuch & Sienkiewicz-�0�D�á�\�M�X�U�H�N���������������$�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\�����\�R�X�Q�J���S�H�Rple are not a priority for 

                                                        
86 University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
87 From hereon referred to by its Polish initials, MKiDN.  
88 For example, see the MKiDN Funding Program for 2015. 
http://www.mkidn.gov.pl/pages/strona-glowna/finanse/programy-ministra/programy-mkidn-
2015.php Accessed 9 April 2015. 

http://www.mkidn.gov.pl/pages/strona-glowna/finanse/programy-ministra/programy-mkidn-
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Polish political parties. Here, aparticipatory void exists because there is a weak civil 
sector andpeople, especially the youth, do not have widespread access to civic education. 

In view of the situations of the Polish cultural and participatory spheres I ask, 
does an engaging alternative option that is rooted in cultural practiceexist in Poland?The 
following is an explanation of how cultural animationis a practice that works as a social 
micro-process that attempts to address the cultural and participatory voids that exist in 
Polish society by proposing an alternative to the status quo. Cultural animation arose in 
Western Europe (particularly France) as an aspect of 1960s counterculture. Those times 
brought a renewed urge to participate in social action and public life, and so cultural 
animation became a practice and philosophy that uses “psycho-social methods to expand 
the capacities of people,” and that promotes “the abilities of people and groups to 
participate in and to manage the social and political reality in which they live” (Pollo, 
quoted in Lorenz 1994, 101).89 It seeks to foster community interaction by creating an 
environment for participants to enact projects based on what they feel is culturally 
important to people in a neighborhood, and fostering honest interpersonal commu-
nication, which includes an expression of ideas, wants, and needs in the process. 

I begin byexplaining in detail what cultural animation is, how animation projects 
are constructed, and who participates in them. Next, I establish the local context for the 
practice of cultural animation, demonstrating the influences on the current practice of 
cultural animation of past activities such as those of Jerzy Grotowski and his Laboratory 
Theater, and the Orange Alternative anti-socialism movement of the 1980s. I then outline 
the voids – the cultural void because it lowers the barrier to access and, and the 
participatory void because of cultural animation’s. Cultural animation is important 
because it is a cultural activity that addresses the cultural void by encouragingparticipants 
to create a conversation around their activities, which are an extension of voiced needs. It 
contains a possibility of crossing over to answer issues of the participatory void because 
of the inherent participatory nature, and because its potential geographic and 
demographic reach is larger in scope than those of the political parties or non-
governmental organizations. Ultimately, I find that cultural animators, while artists and 
thinkers, are unheralded social actors in post-communist studies that could be fueling the 
capacity to create another kind of society altogether. 

While cultural animation90 has been written about in the discipline of social work, 
it has yet to be touched upon in the field of post-communist studies. I initially embarked 
onthis analysis in view of Jan Kubik’s most recent edited volume, Postcommunism From 
Within (2013), which marks a shift in focus from the actions of elite actors to the actions 
of individuals within structures in the field of post-communist studies. He introduces a 
perspective that he calls “contextual holism,” which emphasizes relations between agents 
within structures; legacies based, in part, on asynchronal changes and policy outcomes; 
focus on semiotic practices; formal-informal institutional hybrids, and localized agents as 
the basic unit of analysis. (2013, 36) Though I will not thoroughly analyze cultural 

                                                        
89 Walter Lorenz (1994, 101) notes that the movement found its first concrete expressions in community 
theatre, though he does not specify exactly where or when this development came about.  
90 Also referred to elsewhere as socio-cultural animation and culture animation. From this point forward, I 
use the term to refer solely to the Polish incarnation of its philosophy and/or practice. 
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animation through the prism of contextual holism in this paper, I do discuss the individual 
elements of cultural animation that fit the framework, such as the history of Polish arts-
based community-building activities, the process by which animators encourage the 
creation of culture, and the hybrid formal-informal nature of education.  

 
CULTURAL AN IMATION  
 
Rather than having a single locus of origin, cultural animation is enacted 

throughout the country.91 It is an inclusive exploit, featuring participants of all age groups 
and backgrounds, and sets the lowering of social barriers as its primary goal. Cultural 
animation seeks to help people realize their capacities for expression and action, and the 
commonalities they share with the people in geographic proximity to them. It is rooted in 
theatrical performance, and this foundation is key for two reasons. First, because it is an 
effort to help individuals present their own narratives, and together find their intersection 
within a given locality. Second, theatrical exercises help participants gain a sense of 
awareness about their environment and other people around them. These are sometimes 
verbally and physically trying (Ronen 1978) and other times fun and amusing 
(Dworakowska et al. 2002). The practice shifts emphasis from imposing a hierarchical 
structure of community action, to a horizontal model that gives participants control of 
proposing and enacting ideas for projects in which animators become partners and 
furnishers of the means to bring ideas to fruition. Though the practice has a theatrical 
background, the role of the animator is not so much to actively direct as it is to suggest. 
Once animators provoke discussion between participants and ideas are being shared, they 
aggregate the ideas and suggest a way to materialize them.  

 
PROJECT METHODOLOGY  
 
The Cultural Animaton NOW! (Dworakowska et al. 2008) handbook outlines a 

general path that projects follow, though it is by no means restricted to this depiction in 
content or structure. First, a community that desires to act upon local issues in some way 
must express a need. Second, animators work in concert with participants to discern the 
goals, methods, and tools for the project, based on the participants’ interests and talents. 
Animation projects are not limited to a single collective idea. They can involve multiple 
ideas pursued by multiple segments of a community. Third, funding must be secured. 
Animators apply to European Union cultural programs, such as the Leonardo da Vinci 
Education and Culture programs; the cultural department of the government at the 
national, voivodship, county and municipality levels; and cultural associations and NGOs 

                                                        
91 The local practice is harmonious with the social work and pedagogical principles of Polish sociologist 
�+�H�O�H�Q�D�� �5�D�G�O�L���V�N�D���� �Z�K�R�� �E�H�O�L�H�Y�H�G�� �W�K�D�W�� �V�R�F�L�D�O���Z�R�U�N��– more than simply being a remedial course of action – 
should aim to remove existing forces that interfere with the development of human beings, and should also be 
a way to inspire people to fulfill their potential (Brainerd 2001). In Poland, it serves as an extension of Jerzy 
Grotowski’s workshops in that it is “aimed at enlivening the desires, aims and aspirations in the individual 
and the environment,” which in turn will help “facilitat[e] both individual and group participation in more 
active and creative life, by better understanding of changes, easier communication with others and 
participation of life in the society”. (Zebrowski 1990, 86)  
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in Poland.Fourth, it matters as to which animators are working together on a project. As 
much as they are trying to help a community to cohere, the animators must do the same 
thing themselves in working as a team. Fifth, although a team of animators may have 
already encountered members of the community they are working in, a number of the 
participants will likely be strangers. It is up to the animator to facilitate contact by playing 
a game, or engaging in other exercises that are meant to stimulate participants’ awareness 
of themselves, their surroundings, and each other (including the animators). The exact 
activity depends on the animators’ assessment of the group of participants. Animators 
must keep attuned to the mood of the project for its duration, and must be both ready to 
assuage personal difficulties and amenable to re-evaluating the project’s trajectory in case 
of a shortcoming or personal conflict. Finally, the project is wrapped up with a 
concluding event (or series of events). These could take the form of a presentation of 
what the participants learned, or some other thing. Most important of all is the animators’ 
documentation of the entire project, from inception to conclusion, while being inclusive 
of setbacks and problems. These documentations (which can be written, photographed, 
and/or captured on video) are used to justify any funding the project received, for public 
exhibition, should the animators get a chance to exhibit it, to share with the participants in 
the project who may have nothing else but their memories of the experience, and so that 
animators can continuously develop their practice. They actively pore over the results of 
their ventures and share their findings to other animators so that the whole animator 
community may learn. 

 
WHO ARE THE ANIMATORS?  
 
A cultural animator is a facilitator or “midwife” of the cultural effect of group 

work. Instead of providing content, like an artist would, an animator’s goal is to provide 
context by provoking conversation and encouraging project participants to use a relevant 
mode of expression (Dworakowska et al. 2008, 9). A significant portion of individuals in 
the cultural animation talent pool comes from other specialties in the arts and humanities. 
A multitude of backgrounds bring unique perspectives that inform the practice of cultural 
animation as it relates to understanding groups of people and how they engage in creative 
collaboration within Poland.  There are those who came out of the communist generation, 
which are not simply limited to those who participated in, or were otherwise present for, 
Jerzy Grotowski and his active culture projects or the happenings of Orange Alternative. 
Of course, the practice could not be perpetuated without new generations of curious 
students. Younger students have a fair chance at gaining entry to the world of cultural 
animation. They become aware of the animation specialty through their high schools, and 
can volunteer at community centers for credit.92 

When the cultural animation practice caught on in Poland after 1989, it found a 
home in state-funded higher educational institutions. For example, the Institute of Polish 
Culture at the University of Warsaw offers a specialty in cultural animation through their 
department of anthropology, which makes use of seminars and workshops alike to train 
animators. The basic curriculum includes an “anthropology of everyday life” course, in 
                                                        
92 Personal �F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K���Y�R�O�X�Q�W�H�H�U�V���D�W���&�H�Q�W�U�X�P���:�V�S�y�á�H�F�]�Q�H���&�L�F�K�D�����L�Q���/�X�E�O�L�Q�����3�R�O�D�Q�G�� 
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which student coursework in noting the phenomena of their daily subjective experiences 
in modern Polish society becomes the basis for future animation activities, and a 
managerial workshop in which, as part of creating and promoting a cultural event or club, 
students actively engage with the problems that budgetary limitations and cultural 
policies pose. Students meet and converse with representatives of the MKiDN and other 
cultural institutions. A seminar on “designing creative situations” and a theater 
anthropology course are also in the curriculum (Godlewski et al. 2002). 

Cultural animation education also exists outside of institutionalized academia at 
cultural centers across the country. Cultural centers give animators a point of association 
with each other, allowing them to meet, teach together, and share expertise and 
experience. These centers are funded by art- and culture-oriented NGOs to the extent that 
it is possible to do so. One of the longest standing centers is the Borderlands Center of 
Arts, Cultures, and Nations in Sejny,93 near the Polish-Lithuanian border, established in 
1990. Because of its location near the borders of Lithuania, Belarus, and Russia, it is an 
important meeting place of nationalities and religions such as Catholicism, Judaism, 
Protestantism, and Russian Orthodoxy, especially the variety practiced by Old Believers. 
Borderlands is a center that emphasizes the teaching of intercultural dialogue and expands 
the concept from the immediate locality to similar regions; the education on offer draws 
students, not just from the aforementioned adjacent countries, but also Ukraine and 
Georgia. A simultaneous Borderlands Foundation was established alongside the center 
that stays independent of political and economic activity (Fundacja Pogranicze 2015). 
Whether old or young, being a cultural animator requires being a constant student. 

Animators supplement their association with each other through mass meetings 
such as conventions, in addition to typical means of communication such as social media. 
One such convention is called the NieKongres,94 which is a fairly new event for the 
community of animators. Meeting in 2014 for the first time, animators came together and 
shared their ideas and experiences, as well as recognized their practical shortcomings and 
biases, in meetings that took much the same shape as animation projects. An online 
messageboard component supplemented the convention, which let animators publicly 
document each event and allowed anyone to read the agendas and outcomes of the 
meetings. However, these meetings seem to be inconsistent; another NieKongres has not 
been scheduled despite its aims to be an annual event. 

 
WHO PARTICIPATES IN ANIMATION PROJECTS?  
 
Though projects take place in urban and rural settings alike,95 cultural animation 

activities are defined by communities and sub-communities that exist inside 

                                                        
93 �,�Q���3�R�O�L�V�K�����2���U�R�G�H�N���3�R�J�U�D�Q�L�F�]�H��– sztuki, kultur, narodów. Subsequently referred to as simply “Borderlands.” 
94 Literally translates as “No Congress” or “Not Congress,” but I feel a more apt translation of the term would 
be “UnCongress” to indicate what cultural animator Tadeusz Mincer tells me is a deformalized, non-
hierarchical model of proceedings.  
95The aforementioned Warsaw Breakfasts are an example of an urban cultural animation project. An example 
of a rural project entitled Guide My Future Project took place in Gozdowo (located in Mazowiecki 
Voivodship) where animators gave English lessons to rural, poorly-educated youth with a view to create an 
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administratively defined geographic boundaries. One example is that different age groups 
are gathered for projects. Predictably, elementary school children are one focus. However, 
older Poles are also invited to participate in projects. Another workshop series entitled The 
Super Grandma and Super Grandpa School focused on preparing the elderly to be 
volunteers for the sake of children and their development. It was predicated on developing 
creative ways for children and the elderly to spend time together, and to allow grandparents 
to learn strategies for helping children manage negative emotions. This project worked 
�H�[�W�H�Q�V�L�Y�H�O�\���Z�L�W�K���R�O�G�H�U���3�R�O�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H���F�L�W�\���R�I���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�����D�Q�G���L�W���D�O�V�R���H�[�W�H�Q�G�H�G���W�R���W�K�H�P���W�K�H���V�D�P�H��
sorts of activities, like theatre exercises and photography workshops, in which younger 
people typically partake. These exercises, meant to pique and enhance awareness of one’s 
surroundings and of others in the surrounding space, opened up the floor for critiques of 
authoritative child-rearing practices and advocacy in favor of understanding children and 
�W�K�H�L�U���H�P�R�W�L�R�Q�V�����7�R�Z�D�U�V�]�\�V�W�Z�R���,�Q�L�F�M�D�W�\�Z���7�Z�y�U�F�]�\�F�K���³�
�´�������������� 

Two valuable things are gained from the completion of a project. The first is the 
tangible results of the work, which are not always the main focus of the project but are 
present nonetheless. For example, a series of workshops entitled The Warsaw 
Breakfasts96were set into motion as a way of enabling several districts in Warsaw to tell 
stories about themselves using the inherent interests and talents of participants, who were 
secondary school students in this particular case. The project instituted communal 
breakfasts as launchpads for citizen collaboration on how they could best get their 
districts to say what they wanted to say about themselves, and what should be done with 
the final product of the collaboration. Students then asked residents about their memories 
about life in the district, which enabled each neighborhood to tell a story about itself in 
composite. The final product consisted of presentations of these stories in conjunction 
with a final extra task; members of one community attached these stories to kites and let 
them fly away, while another imprinted them on a cardboard tree to be planted in that 
district (Dworakowska et al. 2008). During the Breakfasts, animators taught these 
participants how to map their understanding of their locality onto the physical space by 
using the tactic of storytelling.  

The second thing consists of the relationships forged in the name of working 
together on these projects. The ideas come from the participants themselves, and the 
animators’ accommodation of these ideas contributes to a feeling of being heard and 
accepted, relatively rare sentiments in participatory structures of the Third Republic. The 
animators’ accommodation also fosters exploration and genuine interest in the project, 
and in turn,participants’ genuine interest in each other. By using this hands-off approach 
to creative projects, animators believe that they have the potential to create a more 
inclusive environment, and also the potential to build a more interwoven. 

 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                        
online guidebook of the area. The project also included workshops on “creativity (focused on: me and my 
place), space awareness, photography, website design, as well as dance and capoeira classes.”  
96 In Polish: ���Q�L�D�G�D�Q�L�H���Z�D�U�V�]�D�Z�V�N�L�H�� 
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A HERITAGE OF ALTERNATIVE ACTIONS  
 
Cultural animation is a recent incarnation of alternative community experiments, 

following Jerzy Grotowski’s Laboratory Theatre in the 1960s and the Orange Alternative 
movement in the 1980s, which have taken place in Poland. Each one has played with the 
boundaries between exhibition and collaboration, and has espoused a particular vision of 
what collective life could be. How each of them has been oriented toward the political 
sphere is the linking factor. With Grotowski, the political content is more implicit; he saw 
his activities as a meaningful way to heal “the many splits both within an individual and 
between people” (Kumiega, quoted in Cioffi 1996, 85) in the era of Leonid Brezhnev and 
�:�á�D�G�\�V�á�D�Z���*�R�P�X�á�N�D�����2�U�D�Q�J�H���$�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H�¶�V���S�U�R�J�U�D�P���Z�D�V���L�Q�K�H�U�H�Q�W�O�\�����S�R�L�Q�W�H�G�O�\���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���D�V��
their happenings subverted official propaganda messages from the government, which 
impacted people’s thinking. In cultural animation, however, the state is an actor in the 
background, and something to transcend. As the practice has an anthropological 
background, cultural animation advocates that all social behavior be treated as cultural 
phenomena grounded in reality, and not as phenomena defined by “narrow, politically-
conditioned rules of interpreting modern social life” (Godlewski 2002, 71) To do 
otherwise would be to reinforce the we-versus-they dynamic that is pervasive in Polish 
social relations, which is one of the issues that cultural animators are decidedly against 

 
JERZY GROTOWSKI AND “ACTIVE CULTURE”  
 
Jerzy Grotowski was a visionary director in the Polish alternative theatre scene of 

the 1960s, and received his tutelage at the Krakow Drama Academy during the political 
thaw that characterized Polish October of 1956 (Cioffi 1996, 82). It was under these 
conditions that he spearheaded the Laboratory Theatre (initially in Opole, but later in 
�:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�������D���V�P�D�O�O���W�U�R�X�S�H���W�K�D�W���Z�R�X�O�G���E�H�F�R�P�H���L�Q�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���Z�H�O�O���U�H�S�X�W�H�G���E�X�W���O�L�W�W�O�H���N�Q�R�Z�Q��
inside of Poland.  

Grotowski demanded self-sacrifice of his actors – not for the purposes of a 
quality production, but for the quality of their ability to work together as a team, which 
for him meant the unlearning of their drama school training and the “sacrifice of their 
personalities” in the name of self-discovery and self-awareness. This self-sacrifice was 
done in order to reveal their authentic selves on stage. He called the actors’ initiative to 
reveal themselves the role of the “holy actor” meant to reconstruct a “ritual in theatre, in a 
way meaningful for our times and our society, as a way of healing the many splits both 
within an individual and between people” (Cioffi 1996, 85). Their times and society, of 
course, were the times of high socialism and of redoubled forced mobilization based on 
social objectives that were top-down rather than bottom up.97 

When he took this acting exercise as far as he could go with his actors, he reached out 
to other young people in Poland “who, simply because they need to, would choose to leave 
behind personal comfort and seek exposure in work, in an encounter, in movement and 

                                                        
97 For more on this tension, which was pervasive throughout Central Europe, see Václav Havel’s essay 
“Power of the Powerless” in Open Letters : Selected Writings 1965-1990. New York: Knopf. 
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freedom�´�� ���2�V�L���V�N�L�� ������������ ������������ �$�G�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�O�\���� �D�F�W�R�U�V�� �I�U�R�P�� �*�U�R�W�R�Z�V�N�L�¶�V�� �O�R�Q�J-running 
productionApocalypsis cum figuris recruited curious audience members and discussed with 
them possibilities for work. Such was the beginning of what he termed “active culture,” 
meant to be a therapeutic solution to those splits based on theatrical practice, but with an 
added emphasis on interpersonal communication. Active culture would ideally serve as “an 
alternative community, where the basis is: meeting, man-man, the act.” Most of all, it aimed 
to give “creative inspiration to investigate [the actors’] way, their own original means of 
expression […] and expressing their real problems and psychic states (Cioffi 1996).  

Through the methods of active culture, typically carried out in multi -day 
workshops in rural areas, Grotowski wanted to break down the barriers of the 
actor/spectator dynamic during induced audience-participation portions of plays. These 
workshops typically had participants in close contact with each other, and performed 
tasks assigned by the workshop director. These tasks included acting exercises, some of 
which were extremely physical and demanding, and simple chores like maintenance of 
the space that the workshop occupied. Often, these tasks were carried out in silence at the 
behest of the director, who would demand the utmost mental concentration. All of this 
was done in the name of each person developing an awareness of the physical space and 
the others around them. During non-silent portions of the workshop, participants were 
prompted to “proposition” each other with their personal needs. These participants, who 
would otherwise have been spectators or other consumers of culture, became creators of 
culture through the process of opening up to each other. Their actions may not seem 
extraordinary even in tandem, but as a workshop participant was quoted, “The various 
propositions were the initial stimuli, the basic structures that define the particular terrain 
of a specific experience. It is entirely up to the individual, or group of individuals, where 
these stimuli were to spring into a creation” (Ronen 1978, 76).  

 
ORANGE ALTERNATIVE’S “HAPPENINGS”  
 
Waldemar Fydrych, nicknamed “Major,” was one of the ten thousand-plus 

participants in Jerzy Grotowski’s active culture experiments. In the 1980s, when Polish 
society was pinched between martial law one hand and the ideas and actions of the 
government-opposing Solidarity trade union, he created the New Culture Movement in 
�:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���� �O�D�W�H�U�� �U�H�Q�D�P�H�G�� �2�U�D�Q�J�H�� �$�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H98 which was more explicitly political than 
was active culture. The movement was characterized by mass street protests with a 
playful and theatrical flare. These “happenings,” as they were known, were part of the 
“socialist surrealism” mantle, which Fydrych (nicknamed “Major”) described as “what 
surrounds us, in this country, now” (Cioffi 1996, 175). In reality, this phrase depicted the 
incorporation of their mass actions, which distorted the struggle and mundaneness of 
everyday life; by hijacking control over mobilization and trumpeting ironic support for 
existing socialism, Orange Alternative made people aware of how their lives were 
connected to the communist system.  

                                                        
98 �,�Q���3�R�O�L�V�K�����3�R�P�D�U�D���F�]�R�Z�D���$�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�\�Z�D�� 
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Orange Alternative occupied an important space in Polish public life during its 
existence, as it provided a cognitive escape from the duality of communist-era life. 
Bronislaw Misztal agrees about the movement’s importance:  

The 'First' world, or the 'first project of society' as it is sometimes called is the 
one produced by the (until recently) official communist propaganda. It is fake, full of 
empty symbols and meanings and yet for the past forty years it was proclaimed the only 
valid and state-licensed reality. The 'Second' world, or 'the second project of society' is 
the one which stems from everyday experience, where the socialist values look much less 
gleaming, the grey reality negatively verifies every statement of the official propaganda 
and where people learn the emptiness of signs and symbols displayed by the 'first project'. 
The two worlds remain in conflict; they contradict and complement each other, thus 
creating a permanent cognitive dilemma for those caught in either of the two worlds. 
(1992, 67) 

Misztal further explains that the ‘first society’ had enabled a “learned 
helplessness” among people that then triggered a spontaneous generation of non-state 
action that strengthened the ‘second society,’ even as that strength remained largely 
publicly unexpressed (1992). Orange Alternative was, in part, one of those spontaneous 
forms, and it was one that bridged official messages with private doubt, and added a 
touch of guts to pull it off publicly. It had a way of effectively drawing people into its 
happenings because they were held where they could not be ignored. In so doing, they 
created a temporary third culture, apart from the cultures propagated by the state and 
�6�R�O�L�G�D�U�L�W�\���W�U�D�G�H���X�Q�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���H�Q�H�U�J�L�]�H�G���W�K�H���V�S�L�U�L�W���R�I���S�H�R�S�O�H���I�D�U���E�H�\�R�Q�G���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�� 

 
 
THE VOIDS . THE PARTICIPATORY VOID 
Party Politics 
 
As in other democracies, political parties in Poland have established youth wings 

for each one to inculcate their brand of political values. However, constant changes in 
political culture have made young people less likely to participate in electoral politics 
(Blais et. al. 2004, quoted in Robertson 2009), and the turbulent first twenty years of the 
Third Republic seem only to have confirmed this. Unfortunately, though these youth 
wings do exist, the main parties do not often see them as an integral or unique component 
of electoral strategy, as they are treated as a mere extension rather than a separate 
organization. While this means that more young people in their twenties and thirties can 
become eligible for the parliamentary candidacy, they are also not given priority on the 
party list (Robertson 2009). 

Additionally, youth party organizations are primarily based in large urban areas 
and administrative centers, with little to no penetration in many municipalities across 
Poland. Young people participate in these organizations for professional, ideological, and 
social reasons, and those who wish to participate in political engagement must usually 
travel to the nearest city with a party office. Even the urban youth suffer from limited 
engagement; city-based party outlets are only occasionally organized by neighborhood or 
district, and gather all local members at the same meeting (Robertson 2009). Political 
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parties’ failure to organize the youth contributes to a sense of distrust toward political 
figures and the parties they belong to. 

New outlets for partisan participation have been created to account for the failure 
of parties to capitalize on youth mobilization. On the right, organizations such as the 
Young Republic Foundation99are attempting to inculcate and galvanize patriotic 
sentiment in young people, while the radical umbrella group National Movement has a 
neo-Nazi flavorthat has, for now, a small corner of support at home as well as 
abroad.100The formation of these organizations isof particular interest in the context of the 
2010 Smolensk aircraft tragedy that killed the Polish president and numerous members of 
the government and military, as members of these upstart organizations see it as an 
assassination on Russia’s part rather than an accident. These groups stand in contrast to 
the partisan organizations that already exist on the left, such as the Political 
Critique101intellectual publication and the cultural centers and activist clubs that they run 
nationwide.How this mobilization of the right will play out on the electoral field is yet to 
be determined, with both presidential and parliamentary elections scheduled for later in 
2015.102 

 
CIVIL SOCIETY  
 
Polish curriculum seems to have no civic education content, and for all of the 

political parties that have jockeyed for power in the past twenty years, not a single one 
has �P�D�G�H���F�L�Y�L�F���H�G�X�F�D�W�L�R�Q���D���S�D�U�W���R�I���W�K�H�L�U���S�O�D�W�I�R�U�P�����3�L�R�W�U���*�O�L���V�N�L���F�R�Q�G�H�P�Q�V���W�K�H���³�L�J�Q�R�U�D�Q�F�H��
and arrogance” (2011, 285) of the Polish political elite for having never been interested in 
developing civil society, or for even developing a program of civic education. Negative 
connotations surrounding the concept of civic engagement might also explain the 
difficulty in changing the culture. Historically, the term volunteer meant to sign up for a 
stint in the army or to participate in aid drives in foreign countries. As state-sponsored 
communism was built around constant mobilization, a lack of engagement could be a 
reaction to the mandatory involvement faced by older generations.  

Additionally, due to the limited room for political debate that existed under 
communism, Polish elders might lack useful civic experience – in the modern democratic 
sense, that is – that could be passed down to younger generations. This lack could 
possibly be attributed to the fatigue of permanent mobilization that comes with living in 
communist societies, a fatigue which was certainly passed down. In established 
democracies, political socialization that begins in the family is an important precursor to 
learning civic education (Robertson 2009). A young person who lacks opportunities for 
political socialization in the home and at school is a lost opportunity for a civil society to 
grow and evolve. Intergenerational cultural animation projects like the Super Grandma 

                                                        
99 In Polish: Fundacja M�áoda Rzeczpospolita. http://www.mlodarp.pl/ 
100 Called Ruch Narodowy in Polish, they are alarming people in places abroad with Polish minorities. See 
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/protest-mounted-in-dublin-against-polish-far-right-event-
1.2171704 .  
101 In Polish, Krytyka Polityczna.http://www.krytykapolityczna.pl.  
102 In 2014, however, Poland did hold elections to select representatives for the European Parliament. The 
results saw the election of the euroskeptic Congress of the New Right to the EP. http://pe2014.pkw.gov.pl/pl/ 

http://www.mlodarp.pl/
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/social-affairs/protest-mounted-in-dublin-against-polish-far-right-event-
http://www.krytykapolityczna.pl.
http://pe2014.pkw.gov.pl/pl/
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and Super Grandpa School, which promote understanding between the youth and elder 
Poles, might be a rejuvenating force in family-based political socialization. Even if that 
socialization is not partisan or ideological, the emphasis on listening and understanding 
breeds human compassion and openness to diversity. 

The state, though meaning to provide space for an effective civil society, largely 
takes on the onus of rebuilding Poland. One of the first acts of parliament after the fall of 
communism in 1989 was to pass the Law on Associations, which led to the establishment 
of thousands of civil society organizations within the first few years of independence.  
Further, the 1997 Polish Constitution empowered the growth of civil society by 
guaranteeing the right for associations to form, as well as the supporting role of the state. 
Finally, the year 2003 saw the Act on Public Benefit and Voluntary Activity renew the 
government’s commitment to developing the institutions of civil society (Makowski 2010).  

Although the Act empowered civil society by giving it a legal framework, that 
power is derived from the state instead of letting this institution create its own mandate 
organize itself under its own auspices. The path of communication is top-down rather 
than horizontal, and it does not facilitate inter-organizational cooperation (Makowski 
2010). There seems to be more of an emphasis on formulating goals and objectives than 
there is on methods to achieve them, and a 2013 study suggests that this emphasis derives 
from a heavy workload that shifts attention away from collaboration and therefore 
pot�H�Q�W�L�D�O�� �L�Q�Q�R�Y�D�W�L�R�Q�� �W�K�D�W�� �Z�R�X�O�G�� �D�V�V�L�V�W�� �L�Q�� �V�R�O�Y�L�Q�J�� �F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�W�\�� �S�U�R�E�O�H�P�V�� ���.�R�*�X�F�K�� �	��
Sienkiewicz-�0�D�á�\�M�X�U�H�N�����������������,�Q�V�W�H�D�G���R�I���D���V�S�L�U�L�W���R�I���S�D�U�W�Q�H�U�V�K�L�S�����D���F�O�L�H�Q�W�L�V�W���V�W�D�W�H���R�I���D�I�I�D�L�U�V��
�L�V���D�O�O�R�Z�H�G���W�R�� �H�[�L�V�W���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H���V�W�D�W�H���D�Q�G���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���R�U�J�D�Q�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q�V�������*�O�L���V�N�L���������������� �7�Kese 
problems hindercivil society’sability to channel social relations and foster grassroots 
community-building efforts (Makowski 2010), which in turn hurts the development and 
accruement of social capital. Because civic dialogue is absent among the political elite 
and authorities, any potentially new, progressive social dialogue is greatly weakened 
because those involved in Poland’s current social dialogue do not want to compete with a 
�Q�H�Z���Y�R�L�F�H�����*�O�L���V�N�L���������������� 

 
THE CULTURAL VOID  
 
National cultural policy has been beset by three characteristics that underscore an 

acute tone-deafness to voices in the cultural sphere (Hauff 2001). First, most of the 
money earmarked in the budget for cultural purposes goes to national staples such as state 
museums, the Warsaw Philharmonic, and other cultural institutions of that ilk. Funds also 
go toward promoting access to libraries and cultural centers. Only around four percent of 
cultural funds have been available to non-governmental organizations, and these are 
typically in the form of the aforementioned competitions. Second, a new model of 
patronage was not introduced after decades of the socialist state patronage model, and 
projects have developed within government circles with cultural leaders being excluded. 
Cultural ministers have, at times, been lawyers and politicians, and the ones with a 
cultural background have barely made an impact at all. Third, the MKiDN has been 
willing to repress art that would scandalize religiouscitizens at the expense of raising 
social awareness of issues. Further, administrative measures against smaller institutions, 
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such as the Center for Contemporary Art in Warsaw, which have threatened the existence 
and/or scope of operations have been linked to controversies over content (Hauff 2001). 

In the late 1990s, Poland embarked on a series of decentralization reforms that 
created subnational levels of administration and devolved responsibilities to them in the 
area of culture, such as running local cultural centers. However, as Murzyn-Kupisz 
(2010) points out, the decentralization move has been more formal than substantial. 
Voivodship assemblies have also had a preference for focusing on cultural staples of 
national heritage, and local political leaders have had personal involvement with cultural 
matters, thus continuing a suppression of contemporary art that answers cultural needs. 
Culture has been instrumental, or a means, rather than an end, of achieving non-cultural 
goals such as economic development (78). 

As my research is about community development, one of the means most relevant 
to my research is as a strategy for urban regeneration. Branding gives each locality a fresh 
face in order to attract investment in cultural activities for tourism as a trickle-down 
approach to urban regeneration. Though job creation can be achieved, as in the case of the 
culture-sparked urban regeneration initiative of Roubaix, France, other socio-economic 
problems remain. Urban regeneration through culture cannot work if there is not a 
commitment to proactive public and political intervention (Colomb 2011). 

 
CONCLUSION: WHAT’S NEXT?  

 
Cultural animation is a micro-process that has developed in Poland among a 

subset cultural practitioners who create projects with members of a local community, and 
focus on process and interaction. The process stands in contrast to many participatory and 
cultural functions funded and sponsored by the state, contrasts that I have framed as voids 
based on what I have found to be uneven development as a result of the state’s 
involvement. Cultural animationaddresses the cultural void by actively encouraging 
others to create their own forms of culture that do not rely on state-promoted ones. It 
proposes to addressthe participatory void by making projects widely accessible to 
participantsand provides a mode of education for those wanting to practice. Throughout 
this essay, I have largely kept animators and cultural/participatory authorities separate 
from each other, while still hinting at how past politically-charged cultural activities have 
interacted with authorities. An interaction between animators and authorities is brewing, 
�K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U���� �D�V�� �W�K�H�� �3�R�O�L�V�K�� �F�L�W�\�� �R�I�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�� �S�U�H�S�D�U�H�V�� �W�R�� �K�R�V�W�� �W�K�H�� �(�&�2�&�� �F�H�O�H�E�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V�� �I�R�U�� �W�K�H��
�\�H�D�U�� ������������ �7�K�H�U�H���� �D�Q�� �L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�� �F�U�H�D�W�H�G�� �H�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�O�\�� �I�R�U�� �(�&�2�&�� ���³�:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�� ���������´���� �L�V��
managing ECOC preparations, and reports directly to the mayor’s office. City mayor 
�5�D�I�D�á�� �'�X�W�N�L�H�Z�L�F�]���� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �F�L�W�\�¶�V�� �D�S�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�� �I�R�U�� �(�&�2�&���G�H�V�L�J�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�� �I�R�U�� ������������ �L�Q�Y�R�N�H�G�� �W�K�H��
era of Jerzy Grotowski as an outstanding cultural achievement, lauded the efforts of 
Orange Alternative, and committed to using the benefits of ECOC to improve the school 
system and develop “genuine civic attitudes” with cultural initiatives having “a special 
role to play in this effort”. From reading this, it would not be unfair to suppose that 
cultural animation activities would be at least one focus of the celebration. However, only 
one such activity – involving saving a decaying building by residential collaboration on 
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new ideas for its use – is on the program of public events.103 Revisions to the cultural 
program have been proposed and possibly accepted, but not yet documented.104 

Indeed, the city’s cultural animators have felt slighted because of being given 
�P�L�Q�L�P�D�O���L�Q�S�X�W���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���S�U�H�S�D�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V���I�R�U���W�K�H���(�&�2�&���F�H�O�H�E�U�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����$���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���R�I���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z-
backed group composed of animators, artists and other activists, calling themselves 
“Citizens of ECOC” (2014) was formed out of this discontent. In their petition to the 
MKiDN, they protest the one-�Z�D�\�� �Q�D�W�X�U�H�� �R�I���W�K�H�� �F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�� ����������
and the general public, as well as the lack of transparency in spending on the planned 
activities. There is merit to their transparency worries; a recent exhibition of works by 
�3�L�F�D�V�V�R���� �*�R�\�D���� �D�Q�G�� �'�D�O�L���� �V�S�R�Q�V�R�U�H�G�� �I�R�U�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�� ������������ �F�D�X�V�H�G�� �D�Q�� �X�S�U�R�D�U�� �Z�K�H�Q�� �L�W�� �Z�D�V��
found that the works on display, on which the committee spent upwards of PLN 5 
million105 were low-grade reproductions (Jurgiel 2014). The Citizens demanded that the 
budget be subjected to public debate, and that funding be put aside to create possibilities 
for a lasting cultural contribution beyond 2016. They also equated the passive 
�S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�R�Q�� �L�Q�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� �W�R�� �W�K�H�� �O�D�F�N�� �R�I�� �W�U�D�Q�V�S�D�U�H�Q�F�\�� �D�Q�G�� �F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�� �I�U�R�P�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z��
2016. The petition went unheeded. As the celebration of ECOC does not begin until next 
year, it will be interesting to observe how the Citizens will further petition the 
organizational authorities between now and then. 

I believe we are are seeing the front end of a protracted entanglement between the 
sphere of animators and policymakers via the debate over ECOC cultural content in 
�:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�����2�Q�H���W�K�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���,���K�R�S�H���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���F�O�H�D�U���W�K�U�R�X�J�K�R�X�W���W�K�L�V���W�K�H�V�L�V���L�V���W�K�D�W���D�Q�L�P�D�W�R�U�V���G�R��
not seek an adversarial relationship with the state. Their long-term plan is to continue to 
reach out to local and regional governments even as they acknowledge that these 
�J�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�V�� �O�D�F�N�� �D�� �V�W�U�D�W�H�J�\�� �I�R�U�� �W�K�H�� �G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�� �R�I�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� ���³�:�V�S�y�á�S�U�D�F�D�� �]��
�V�D�P�R�U�]���G�D�P�L�´�� �������������� �7�K�H�� �E�D�U�U�L�H�U�V�� �R�Q�� �W�K�H�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O�� �O�H�Y�H�O�� �D�U�H�� �G�U�L�Y�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�H�� �E�\�� �W�K�H��
Citizens of ECOC on the civic level. The outcome of this debate, of course, has yet to be 
decided, but animators seem to have strength in numbers as they try to expand the 
definition of culture. On the other hand, any project that attempts to influence a group of 
people is inherently political, though it may not be partisan. Community engagement 
creates social capital that is available for members to use at an appropriate time. Using it 
for a future political goal is certainly not out of the question. 
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One-Time Activism Curse: Latvian Anti -Austerity Activists’ 
Politization Traectories 

 
Artur Holavin106  

 
 
1. Activism in Latvia: Nation’s Everyman Self-Identity  
 
Common-place consensus among Latvians is that we are too cold-blooded for 

protests (unlike all these Southern guys flooding streets after having any minor 
dissatisfaction). It is believed that “average Latvian” had been ruled by foreign invaders 
for so long, that patience became his main characteristic. In contrast to stereotypes, 
historical data provide a different picture. To mention some of “cold-blooded” behaviour 
examples, there was turbulent First Republic civic activism (coined by Vladimir 
Mayakovsky in his “How Does Democratic Republic Function?”), opposition to Soviet 
rule, ecological and human rights movements in 1980th, Singing Revolution.  

Dramatic reduction of quality of life, says scholars, leads to atomization of 
people, like it happened in Russia in 1990th.  (Hahn 2001, Ziegler, Beichelt). Well, in 
Latvia in worked in different way. Since the restoration of independence Latvians were 
active too. We had anti-corruption “Umbrella Revolution” (attempt) in 2007 and mass 
Russian minority movement against educational reform in 2003-2004.  

Despite the latter examples, needless to say, social issues dominated agenda. 
Lack of social security and poverty made teachers, doctors, farmers protesting actively 
(making “patient mentality” claim invalid). Elite even tried to restrict protests by 
adopting new law on freedom of assembly in 1995. Yet it had to stay democratic due to 
international and institutional pressure. Consequently, nothing stopped seniors’ from 
clashes with police in 1998. Nevertheless these movements never stopped or 
substantively slowed down liberalization of welfare state, or any other important policy 
implementation in other areas. Government socially-oriented populist rhetoric did not go 
hand-in-hand with hard-line liberalization intent. This had been the case until the global 
economic crisis of 2008 reached the state. Immediate collapse of the biggest local private 
bank, threat of devaluation of Lats and default, all of these, left government with no other 
choice than seeking external assistance. IMF and EU conditions outraged public and 
opposition.  

For the first time since 1991 protests turned in to full-scale riot on 13th of January 
(the date symbolically connected it to “Bloody Sunday” of Riga in 1905, which happened 
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exactly 104 years before). The government fell. People had been gathering for protests 
actively for the next couple of years. Despite of rise of opposition to governmental 
policies, no anti-austerity social movement was formed. In a while, many activists (better 
to say, ordinary people – everymen- who became one-day activists) had experienced 
depolitization. The goals of protests were not achieved, risky activism turned out to be, in 
broader terms, meaningless.  

 
2. Research Design 
 
The paper provides description of the three major political activities in recent 

Latvian history. These are 2009 Riga riot, 2009 Bauska clashes and 2009-2010 Camp of 
Unemployed (“Commune of Freedom Street”), which was organized in front of Cabinet 
of Ministers building. Neither of protests resulted in policy changes. In spite of popular 
demand for general welfare (SKDS 2011), shutting down regional hospitals and 
unemployment benefit reduction had never been revised. No major social movement 
emerged, most of people, who participated in activities, which were against the law, 
returned “back to their homes”. Depolitization of activists has happened despite 
grievances were still present (this follows the same pattern as Russian minority 2003-
2004 protests (Commercio 2009)).  In other words, anti-austerity protests are context for 
biographical trajectories of “one-day activists”  return to their “normal” state of 
depolitization. The depiction of consequences of activists’ participation in collective 
action had been studied before (McAdam 1989; Filleule 2010). For example, all of 
activists under investigation fall in to category of “ordinary leave takers” (Filleule 2010). 
Even in case of Camp of Unemployed, which had clear leaders, withdrawal of one or 
another individual did not have fatal effect.  

On the other hand, my focus is slightly different to previous depolitization 
studies, as they focus on long-standing activists leaving social movement mostly. As to 
me, I try to see what conditions prevented formation of such movement. Therefore, by 
depolitization I mean that, in principle, “everymen” (Clement, Demidov, Mirjasova 2010) 
did not participate in street protests, did not become professional activists (members of 
organized movement), or politicians, since their involvement in one of the three widely 
reported and risk-involving protests. On the one hand, “everymen” perspective reflects 
post-socialist context. On the other hand, it also refers to Thevenot (2014) engagement 
theory and Eliasoph studies on avoidance of politics (1997). Activists, who withdrew 
from politics, justify their participation and refer to their activism exactly in engaging in 
familiarity and empowering themselves by avoiding far-from-home politics, which can’t 
be changed.  

In order to understand how depolitization functioned in Latvian case, I conduct 
review of biographical trajectories of the activists of three major protests actions. As a 
result, it will be possible to answer the second question of scientific interest: what impact 
had participation in protests on biographical paths of Latvian anti-austerity activists? 
The main source of data for the study is document analysis. It involves analysis web 
pages of civic organizations and political parties. But the main source of information is 
mass media articles. Interviews with activists in newspapers and on-line news portals 
provide the most important data. What I look at is information on how exactly events 
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happened, what was the context and immediate outcome of participation. Then I look at 
biographical paths of activists. I analyze how one-time activists evaluate their own 
participation in the event, how do they feel about it, did it make any impact on their 
engagement in politics and where they are now.  

Naturally, such design helps to make a sketch, snap-shot, rather than in-depth 
understanding of motives and (de)politization practices of the activists. The latter could 
be caught by biographical or semi-structured interviews. Despite limitation of the design, 
I argue that depiction of activists’ depolitization is possible and can be seen from the 
stories presented in mass media. One of the reasons for that is that mass media in Latvia 
work in very limited informational environment. As a result, coverage of the events and 
biographical paths of activists was extensive enough to provide data I needed to answer 
the research question. 

There are 12 people I focus explicitly. 3 for Riga riots (leaders of post-factum 
organized „January, 13” Movement), 4 for Bauska clashes (all of them stood trial for 
fighting back riot police) and 5 for Camp of Unemployed (organizer and activists, who 
were the most active out of all commune at some point of its existence). All of them were 
“appointed” as “faces” of their protest. Some of these people were interested in politics, 
even before their involvement in the protest. This is what you can guess from their 
reasoning of engagement in storming Saeima (Parliament) building, blocking 
international highway Via Baltica (A7) and living for several months in tents in front of 
the Cabinet of Ministers building. Although it has to be said that 11 of 12 activists neither 
engaged in street gatherings often, nor they were members of activist group. Participation 
in misbehaviour and standing against police (all three cases were effectively linked to 
violation of law) were new ways of political participation for them. It was a radical shift, 
running their mostly depoliticized routine. After their short-term engagement, most of the 
activist became cynic everymen again. By reconstructing biographical trajectories of 
activists I try to figure out why so?  

The other thing I am interested is that their separate stories united together with 
untold stories of other anonymous participants of the protests did not lead to changes in 
policy-making and social organization. Protests just popped-up for one day, received 
huge public, political and mass media attention and disappeared soon, as if they never 
happened. Of course, saying this is a bit of exaggeration: several minor protests followed 
2009 Riga riots, Bauska residents gathered to protests couple of times again, while The 
Camp itself stayed for ten months. My point is that protests did not become starting point 
of revolution, or any major shifts in political and public domains. 

To summarize, the analysis uncovers the issue of people’s short-term politization. 
In other words, it helps to understand some features of unsustainable nature of 
politization and rapid depolitization of people, who otherwise could become social 
movements-engaged activists. All of the cases I study could have resulted in wider self-
organization initiative. The issues people stood for concerned wider society; 
dissatisfaction with governmental policies, as well as distrust to state institutions was (as 
usual) high. Even more, “one-time activists” has labelled events “revolutionary” 
themselves. Yet nothing emerged from seemingly huge development. Demands and 
interests were put aside, people returned to their kitchens, while elite continued with the 
policies people disagree. The study depicts how exactly did this happen. 
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3.  January, 13 Riots In Riga: “I Believed Something Can Be Changed, It 

Was An Illusion”  
 

 
Pic. 1: Destroyed police cars nearby to Parliament (Saeima) building, immediate aftermath of 

Riga riot, 13.01.2009. (Kasjauns.lv) 
 
Cold evening in snowy Old Riga on January, 13 in 2009 turned out to be the 

hottest in political term since protests against Soviet Union. The latter led to restoration 
of independence of Latvia. The first led the government to fall unable to stand public and 
presidential pressure over incapability to prevent violence in heart of the capital. The 
crisis was on its peak, as was public dissatisfaction. Yet this was the end of the story, as 
social insecurity was never fought back, temporary austerity measures turned out to be 
permanent changes in welfare state design, political elite consolidated itself around 
neoliberal reformers, while Latvians turned back to inter-ethnic tensions (in spite of the 
fact that during the riot Latvians and Russians attempted to storm Saeima together). 

There was this feeling in the air: “something is going to happen!” Oppositional 
rally at the main square of the city in the very heart of Old town was not just another 
protest. I mean, it was, but something bigger had to happen. The major Latvian-owned 
private bank collapsed and had to be nationalized. International loan-givers held first 
negotiations with the government, which left Welfare Minister Iveta Purne (professional 
social worker), literary, in tears. First signs of crisis could have been seen throw all 
previous year. Yet the rhetoric of crisis management and crisis-as-a-threat frame (Hart 
and Tindall 2009) emerged in the late autumn. In his New Year speech, just two weeks 
before the rally, Prime-Minister Ivars Godmanis coined threatening situation by saying 
words, which now became classical: 

 
“You know, when show storm happens in Antarctica, penguins live throw it by standing 
back-to-back in circle. If someone tries to leave, they keep him back.”  
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This was call for solidarity. But this was also call for personal responsibility. 
Furthermore, it was comparison of situation in Latvia with snow storm in Antarctica 
(after all, this definitely is not a thing someone would like to experience). Penguins were 
worried and angry. They knew whom to blame. For example, Minister of Finance, who 
caused public rage by giving poor-quality interview to Bloomberg. His explanation of 
how did Latvia come to the point of “snow storm” – “nothing special, just crisis107” was 
perceived as a mixture of cynicism and unprofessionalism. Some of protesters on 
January, 13 were wearing t-shirts with the quote. People blamed Saeima – The Parliament 
– too. It was elected in 2006, during so called “fat years”, as they were called by 
politicians. People were asking questions: “why politicians did not forecast consequences 
of poorly-grounded economic boom after all?” Furthermore, Latvia is Parliamentary 
Republic. Respectively, President does not have that much power. Government is formed 
and agreed by Parliamentary coalition: “these 100 men are the main actors then, aren’t 
they?” So The Rally of Penguins had to happen. “Society for Other Politics” (a newly 
established small centre-right party) was in charge of it, taking the leadership. They chose 
the date to organize rally. 

Retrospectively, it seems as not a very wise idea to hold mass rally in a limited 
space of Dome square, at distance of just several hundred meters from Saeima building. 
Especially, on January, 13, the date, which has a huge symbolic meaning for Latvians (in 
remembrance of 1905 Revolution events, one of the central streets in Riga is called 13. 
�-�D�Q�Y�—�U�D���L�H�O�D��– The Street of 13th of January). Needless to add, the Saeima building situated 
on the crossroad of two unsecured Old town streets, could have been seen as a target. Self-
confidence of leaders of small oppositional political parties to control people was also too 
high. To make things worse police was just not used to uncontrolled mob violence: Latvia 
is the country, where street fighting gets in to the news. As a result, Minister of Internal 
Affairs ignored worrying signals from security services and has decided to stay in his 
suburban private house to drink some wine. But as I said, the feeling of extraordinary nature 
of upcoming protest was not a classified knowledge. It was in public discourse and mouth-
to-mouth communication. The rally was going on, some politicians were on the stage. But 
people hoped for something more. Youngsters, who climbed at scaffold and started to shout 
“Down with Parliament!” When the rally was proclaimed to be over, many decided to stay. 
Then group of several hundreds of protesters separated from the rally and rushed straight to 
�Q�H�D�U�E�\���-�•�N�D�E�D���V�W�U�H�H�W�����Z�K�H�U�H���6�D�H�L�P�D���L�V���V�L�W�X�D�W�H�G�������7�K�H�U�H�� �Z�H�U�H�� �Q�R���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F���S�O�D�Q�V�� �Z�K�D�W���W�R���G�R����
People were just angry enough to want to storm Parliament, despite it was late evening and 
the building was empty.  

Dozen of policemen, poorly equipped and unprepared for the unfolding change in 
the mood of people, faced people armed with sticks and stones. Windows were broken in 
the Parliament and nearby buildings of National Library, as well as, Parliamentary 
Commissions. Despite all attempts people could not break up throw heavy doors of The 
Parliament. In revenge, they started to demolish police cars and other nearby buildings, as 
well as, making barricades. At this point (an hour since unrest has unfolded) riot police unit 
“Alfa” finally arrived at the spot. Together with Military police they dispersed people. As a 
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result, protesters had to move back to Dome square and to nearby Smilšu street (Ministry of 
Finances was hit this time). Clashes with police were accompanied by looting (e.g. Latvijas 
�%�D�O�]�—�P�V���V�W�R�U�H���R�I���D�O�F�R�K�R�O�L�F���E�H�Y�H�U�D�J�H�V�������,�Q���W�K�H���Q�H�[�W���V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���K�R�X�U�V�����V�R�P�H���J�U�R�X�S�V���R�I���S�U�R�W�H�V�W�H�U�V��
emerged in other spots around Old Town. But, in general, police took control over situation. 
The riot left more than 100 people arrested, and more than 50 taken to hospitals (including 
several policemen and at least one journalist). The next morning country woke up in a deep 
shock trying to comprehend something unseen before.  

 
3.1. Biographical Trajectories of Riga Riot Participants 
 
This chapter describes biographical paths and retrospective perception of the 

events by three activists charged and prosecuted for their participation in the riots. All of 
them – Andris Maziks108, �$�Q�V�L�V�� �$�W�D�R�O�V�� �%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã��and �,�Q�J�X�V�� �=�D�K�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�N�V��– founded 
NGO called “January, 13”. Referring to 2009 events (not just Riga riots, but also “Bauska 
clashes and other protests”) as “revolutionary”. They claimed to take leadership of social 
movement to change politics in Latvia. The stated aims of the organization were “to 
consolidate participants and supporters of revolutionary events”, “to protect activists 
against the court” and “to state and to disseminate of consolidated public opinion109”. 
With 10 posts on the wall last being from 2013 official web page of organization is 
effectively inactive by now. It was different five years ago. 

 
3.1.1.  Andris Maziks: From Everyman To Activist And Wayback  
 
Around ten people joined an idea of riot participants to establish �E�L�H�G�U�¯�E�D 

(“comradeship”, type of non-governmental organization, which can be compared to 
association or grass-root initiative interest group). The main reason behind establishment of 
the organization was to counterweight and check state actions against rioters. Yet idealism 
and politization had soon melted down. By August organization was effectively non-
active110: “the idea to promote just state and society disappeared111”. NGO became the place 
for irregular meetings to discuss politics112. As Andris Maziks explained to journalist: 

 
“There would be more people to join. But as long as it doesn’t hit you [personally], you 
will not act (...) In fact, riots are forgotten already. I think Latvia has an ideal environment 
and mentality of people for all, what is flourishing to flourish113.”  
 
In other interview he was even shorter, saying: “society is ill114”. Noteworthy, 

Maziks mentions some younger members of “January, 13”, who decided to run for 
                                                        
108 All names are real. As the data come from an open sources, there is no reason to anonymize activist 
identities. The names are given in Latvian transcription. 
109 „January, 13” Society official web page, http://www.janvaris.lv/ (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
110 �1�H�D�W�N�D�U�¯�J�D�� �5�¯�W�D�� �$�Y�¯�]�H�� �Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U�� �R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�� �Z�H�E�� �S�D�J�H�� http://nra.lv/latvija/28486-joprojam-mekle-29-13-
janvara-grautina-dalibniekus.htm (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
111 Ibid 
112 Ibid 
113 Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
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elections115. He is sceptical to their motives, saying ironically: “they say they want to work 
for the best of the country now. It is impossible to know, how it will turn out afterwards116”. 

“January, 13” became inactive for the next two years. The rebirth of activism was 
connected to first hearings of the cases of rioters in court. As a result, several press 
releases were written in the late 2011-early 2012. Maziks was mentioned as head of the 
organization at that point. Rhetoric of organization was radical, prosecuted fellows were 
called “politically repressed117”. It might look like Maziks continued to be politicized. Yet 
one thing should be noted in this regard: as soon as court made a decision, the head of 
organization paid 1000 Lats ($2000) fine and disengaged from organization. This was the 
moment “January, 13” stopped its existence. 

Journalists made a contact with Maziks in 2014. He was back to his usual life, 
living and working abroad. The only change was that before the riot it was Ireland, but 
now it was Germany. He was not the leader of oppositional, revolutionary organization, 
but just another Latvian, who left his country “protesting with his legs”. In other words, 
Maziks experienced depolitization, returning back to the level of interest in politics he 
had right before the riot. One possible explanation might be that there was no personal 
interest engagement anymore. Injustice and powerlessness in relations with the state had 
no practical (like court hearings) meaning again. Explaining the reasons, why he decided 
to participate in the rally that evening, he said:  

 
“ I was not there for a rally. I just wanted to share my emotions118.”  
 
As you can see, the former activist tried to avoid rational choice exaplanation 

behind his action. Now, being politically passive, he was referring to his politization as an 
act of irrational behaviour. This fits “close-to-home” grammar described by Thevenot 
(2014) and Eliasoph (1997). “By chance” Maziks confronted the state. As a result, his 
personal domain, familiarity engagement was threatened. He had to switch to public 
regime, “engagement of justification” logic, in order to resolve threats to his personal 
well-being. As soon as, the threat was over, he returned back to his private, cynical 
position. Exaggerating powerlessness and joking over it became his tactics again: 

 
“ It was played out. It was controlled “letting off steam” to shift public attention from 
unpopular decisions to riots119.”  
 

                                                                                                                                                        
114 �1�H�D�W�N�D�U�¯�J�D�� �5�¯�W�D�� �$�Y�¯�]�H�� �Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U�� �R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�� �Z�H�E�� �S�D�J�H�� http://nra.lv/latvija/28486-joprojam-mekle-29-13-
janvara-grautina-dalibniekus.htm (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
115 It is unknown whereas these youngsters were among rioters, or not. Although, unlikely for people under 
investigation to participate in elections (criminally convicted citizens are exempted from MP candidancy by law). 
116 �1�H�D�W�N�D�U�¯�J�D�� �5�¯�W�D�� �$�Y�¯�]�H�� �Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U�� �R�I�I�L�F�L�Dl web page, http://nra.lv/latvija/28486-joprojam-mekle-29-13-
janvara-grautina-dalibniekus.htm (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
117 TVNet on-line news portal, http://www.tvnet.lv/zinas/latvija/397534-
pirma_tiesas_sede_vecrigas_grautinu_kriminallieta (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
118 Latvijas Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
119 Latvijas Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
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Now he did not believe (or rather made himself not to believe he does not 
believe) in January, 13 events as some revolutionary grass-root social activism. Instead, 
he refers to it, as top-down conspiracy, which means he was “a victim” of uncontrolled 
fights between politicians “out there”. Despite he was an actor, he did something political 
and riot did contribute to dismissal of Godmanis Second Government, all of it was 
dismissed. Instead of letting himself sour and think of reasons why social movement 
failed, he decided to perceive it as an elitist project, simultaneously making himself a 
passive object of political process. 

 
3.1.2.  Ingu�V�� �=�D�K�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�N�V���� �)�U�R�P�� �9�R�O�X�Q�W�H�H�U�L�Q�J�� �7�R�� �$�F�W�L�Y�L�V�P�� �$�Q�G�� �'�R�Z�Q�� �7�R��

Everyman 
 
�$�Q�R�W�K�H�U�� �I�R�X�Q�G�H�U�� �R�I�� �³�-�D�Q�X�D�U�\���� �����´���� �,�Q�J�X�V�� �=�D�K�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�N�V���� �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�G�� �D�� �V�O�L�J�K�W�O�\��

different path than his fellow. First of all, he was civically active before riots. For 
example, he was a founder of “History Researchers’ Society120” (“HRS”). As a member 
of this organization, he participated in cleaning of Daugavgrivas fortress and Litenes 
concentration camp territory121. He had wife and baby-girl at the time of the riot (this was 
underlined by “HRS”, as a sign of a “good citizen” in an open statement in support of 
�D�U�U�H�V�W�H�G�� �=�D�K�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�N�V��122. He came to Riga from Bauska (the town I will talk about a lot 
in the next chapter) together with several other acquaintances. He did not take part in 
demolishing anything, but participated in rally and was next to Saeima building at time of 
the riot123. Nevertheless he was one of few taken to prison straight after the riot. Again, at 
time of criminal process and court hearings, he had been signing calls to support 
revolutionaries, who “tried to change Latvian society and politics”124. The activist had 
been unemployed for over than two years at that time125. Later he will explain it by the 
�S�U�H�V�H�Q�F�H�� �R�I�� �K�L�V�� �Q�D�P�H�� �D�P�R�Q�J�� �W�K�R�V�H�� �D�F�F�X�V�H�G�� �L�Q�� �O�R�R�W�L�Q�J�� �³�/�D�W�Y�L�M�D�V�� �E�D�O�]�—�P�V�´�� �V�K�R�S�� �L�Q�� �P�D�V�V��
media126. He gave an interview in 2012, stating that court is not fair and decision is 
known before the end of the hearings127���� �%�X�W�� �=�D�K�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�Ns’ suspicions turned out to be 
wrong. He was freed of charges fully next year128:  

 
“We were positively shocked with the fact that you can trust Latvian court, that fair court 
is possible in Latvia.”  

                                                        
120Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/aculiecinieks/news/witness/vestures-petnieku-biedribas-
pazinojums-par-zaharcenoka-apcietinajumu.d?id=23141353 (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
121 Ibid 
122 Ibid 
123 Latvijas Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
124 „January, 13” Society official web page, http://www.janvaris.lv/ (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
125 TVNet on-line news portal, http://www.tvnet.lv/zinas/latvija/397534-
pirma_tiesas_sede_vecrigas_grautinu_kriminallieta (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
126 Latvijas Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
127 Youtube video portal, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JgCO9oyD2Rg (accessed 11.04.2015.)   
128 �%�D�X�V�N�D�V���'�]� �̄Y�H�� �Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���Z�H�E���S�D�J�H�� http://bauskasdzive.diena.lv/vietejas-zinas/tiesa-tris-bauskeniekus-
attaisno-157 (accessed 11.04.2015.)   
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Several months before his personal “conflict” with the state were over, he 

withdrew from “January, 13” organization. Long criminal process and unemployment 
contributed to dissolution of his family129���� �$�V�� �V�R�R�Q�� �D�V�� �L�W�� �E�H�F�D�P�H�� �S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���� �=�D�K�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�N�V��
left the country to go working abroad130. His grammar and engagement is slightly 
different from the one of Maziks’. Despite he is not active in politics too, the attitude 
towards Riga riot is different. He is not to blame state or top-down conspiracy in failure 
of formation of anti-austerity movement. Instead, he blames the people for lack of 
solidarity and passivity: 

 
“Latvia had a chance to transform radically, but because of passive people... (...) there is 
the feeling of unfinished work [among activists] (...) what we lack – the people lack – is 
unity131.”  
 
In other words, Zah�D�U�þ�H�Q�R�N�V�� �G�L�G�� �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�� �G�H�S�R�O�L�W�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���� �E�X�W�� �L�W�� �K�D�S�S�H�Q�H�G�� �L�Q�� �D��

slightly different manner than it was with Maziks. On the one hand, it was not a return to 
the pre-riot point, but rather falling even deeper. On the other hand, he did not become 
fully cynical. He consider his engagement and activism period as a truly attempt to 
influence politics. It is just that it was unsuccessful attempt. He switched to personal 
domain, in order to restore human and social capital losses he experienced as a 
consequence of risky activism. He might return to activism again. Probably, it can happen 
abroad, in a “friendlier” environment for civic activism.   

 
3.2.  �$�Q�V�L�V���$�W�D�R�O�V���%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã�����7�K�H���$�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W 
 
The third activist – �$�Q�V�L�V���$�W�D�R�O�V���%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã��– represents an exceptional example of 

�D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�P���D�Q�G���S�R�O�L�W�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���W�U�D�M�H�F�W�R�U�\�����%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã�����Q�D�W�L�Y�H���W�R���/�D�W�J�D�O�H���U�H�J�L�R�Q�����K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G��
in politics and social activism for a very long time. Representing Latgalian minority 
(officially, they are catholic Latvians living in the eastern part of Latvia and speaking a 
dialect), he speaks of himself as folklorist132 and “Eastern-like street” activist133. To add, 
he is relatively popular folk band singer and musician. His activism goes back to several 
years before the riot. For example, he was advocating for Latgalian culture 
preservation134135. The records of his “social activism” go back to 2002 (“Riga Folk 

                                                        
129 Latvijas Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
130 Ibid  
131 Ibid 
132 �$�Q�V�L�V���$�W�D�R�O�V���%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���Z�H�E���S�D�J�H����http://ansis.lv/ (accessed 20.04.2015.) 
133 Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/news/national/politics/pedeja-partija-izsledz-no-savam-
rindam-ansi-ataolu-berzinu.d?id=39107647 (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
134 �$�Q�V�L�V���$�W�D�R�O�V���%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���Z�H�E���S�D�J�H����http://ansis.lv/papers.lv.php (accessed 20.04.2015.)  
135 Rigas laiks newspaper official web page, http://www.rigaslaiks.lv/Raksts.aspx?year=2014&month= 
12&article=5 (accessed 20.04.2015.) 
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Music Society”)136. This is not mentioning his professional experience, which involves 
cooperation with Soros Foundation since 1998137.  

�%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã�� �L�V�� �F�R�Q�V�L�G�H�U�H�G�� �U�D�G�L�F�D�O�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W���� �)�R�U�� �H�[�D�P�S�O�H���� �W�K�H�� �U�H�D�V�R�Q�� �J�U�D�V�V-root liberal 
�L�Q�W�H�O�O�H�F�W�X�D�O�� �³�7�K�H�� �/�D�V�W�� �3�D�U�W�\�´�� �R�X�V�W�H�G�� �K�L�P�� ���G�H�V�S�L�W�H�� �%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã�� �Z�D�V�� �D�� �F�R-founder) was a 
disagreement on electoral campaign strategies138. As it was said by the party member: 
“Ansis is naturally aggressive. Many things he prefers to do violently139”. The activist’s 
answer was harsh too: 

 
„The core of the Party consists of Western-like snobe people, who like to come together, 
have a glass of red wine and have a chat. I am more Easter European-like revolutionary 
minded. I prefer active and sharp action140.”  
 
In contrast to his co-members of “January, 13” movement, he continues struggle 

with a court. The last long-written speech and open letter he published dates to January, 
this year141. Another difference is that he does not regret his participation: 

 
“ I think, it is proportionally [action considering you would like] to say you opinion and 
raise awareness in a crisis situation142.”  
 
Furthermore, he continued with public good engagement type and activist frame, 

saying that the riot “ousted the government of Godmanis143”. Respectively, the riot was 
meaningful, justified action by Latvians exercising their rights to stand against the 
government, which did not perform well. As he coins it, “civic society differs from non-
civic society by going out and actively speaking out its opinion144”. To add, his 
explanation of the reasons he participated in the riot is different from his fellows. In 
opposite to them, he states that it was a rational, free choice, rather than emotional 
mistake under influence of others145.  

�7�R�� �F�R�Q�F�O�X�G�H�����$�Q�V�L�V���$�W�D�R�O�V���%�•�U�]�L�¼�ã���L�V���W�K�H���R�Q�O�\���O�R�Q�J-lasting social activist among 
all 12 people under investigation. He had been active before the riot, came to the streets 
consciously, making a political act, which was consistent with his values and political 
views. The court against him just made him even more active, as personal issue became 
involved. Nevertheless, he continued to practice activism by referring to common good, 

                                                        
136 Ibid, http://ansis.lv/about.lv.php (accessed 20.04.2015.)  
137 Ibid 
138 Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/news/national/politics/pedeja-partija-izsledz-no-savam-
rindam-ansi-ataolu-berzinu.d?id=39107647 (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
139 Ibid 
140 Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/news/national/politics/pedeja-partija-izsledz-no-savam-
rindam-ansi-ataolu-berzinu.d?id=39107647 (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
141 Ibid, http://www.delfi.lv/news/comment/comment/ansis-ataols-berzins-runa-13-janvara-tiesas-apelacijas-
instance.d?id=45433636 (accessed 15.04.2015.) 
142 Ibid 
143 Ibid 
144 Ibid 
145 Latvijas Sabiedriskie mediji news portal official web page, http://www.lsm.lv/lv/raksts/zinju-analiize/zinas/pieci-
gadi-kopsh-13.janvara-grautinja-izpostiitas-dziives-un-atz.a74682/ (accessed 11.04.2015.) 
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civic, political and social rights and inequality. He is still active as a public person, 
addressing social issues. Respectively, his activism stays at the same level it had been 
always been. 

 
 
4.  Bauska Hospital clashes: “All our guilt was holding hands of each other” 
 

 
Pic. 2: Old lady seen throw the glass mask of riot police officer, stand-off at A7 highway in 

�%�D�X�V�N�D�����������������������������V�Q�D�S�V�K�R�W���I�U�R�P���/�7�9���3�D�Q�R�U�—�P�D���Y�L�G�H�R���I�U�R�P���<�R�X�W�X�E�H146. 
 
In short, the second case was a clash between anti-riot special unit “Alfa” and 

several hundreds of local residents in Bauska town. Protesters blocked the highway A7 
for hours, demanding cancelling decision to close down the regional hospital.  

The case has its similarities and differences with two other cases resented in the 
paper. The main difference is that events took place outside the capital, in Bauska, middle-
sized town (approximate population is 10,000) near to the Lithuanian border. It is regional 
centre of Bauskas novads, which had population of 28,000 by the time of the conflict147. 
Furthermore, this was neither consequence of top-down organized protest, nor step-by-step 
development. Instead it was the case of self-organization by means of The Internet. As to 
similarities, they include involvement of riot police, harsh and aggressive criticism of activists 
by the governmental representatives, as well as trials over participants.  

Latvian healthcare system was the context of the conflict and reasons Bauska 
inhabitants took the issue seriously enough to misbehave and violate the law. The system 
was inherited from the Soviets. One of the main features of it was the high number of 
hospitals and places-per-person. That approach comes from the idea of free and universal 
healthcare as a right of each citizen no matter his income or place of living is. By 2009 
Latvia had higher number of hospitals per capita than in most of other European 
                                                        
146 Youtube video portal, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sD_mV7uEFA  (accessed 11.04.2015.)   
147 Latvian Agency for Citizenship and Migration Affairs, �/�D�W�Y�L�M�D�V�� �L�H�G�]�¯�Y�R�W�—�M�X�� �V�N�D�L�W�V�� �S�D�ã�Y�D�O�G�¯�E�—�V (2009), 
http://www.pmlp.gov.lv/lv/assets/documents/statistika/2009%201pusg/2ISPV_Pasvaldibas_iedzivotaju_skait
s.pdf (accessed 05.04.2015.) 
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countries. Accessibility of medical care was the core of the system. Obviously, plan 
economy never accounted market logic of efficiency. Therefore, huge hospitals were built 
in small towns. The system had never been revised significantly since the restoration of 
independence right until crisis hit the country.  

By September 2009 implementation of austerity measures proposed by 
international loan-givers and adopted by technocratic neo-liberal government had been 
ongoing in the country. Pensions, childcare, education spending were reduced and 
reformed to market-oriented liberal model. Healthcare was not an exception. Although, 
reform of regional medicine (aimed at reducing number of hospitals) was adopted, there 
was huge debate within government and Ministry itself. Newly elected Healthcare 
�0�L�Q�L�V�W�H�U�� �%�D�L�E�D�� �5�R�]�H�Q�W�—�O�H���� �N�Q�R�Z�Q�� �I�R�U�� �K�H�U�� �V�R�F�L�D�O-democratic views, tried to slow down 
reforms despite pressure of Ministry of Finances and Prime-Minister Valdis Dombrovskis 
(Holavins 2013). The government of Valdis Dombrovskis, who took the place of Riga 
riot time Prime-Minister Ivars Gormanis, had not received legitimacy throw elections yet 
(new Parliamentary elections were scheduled for 2010). Therefore, neither Prime-
Minister nor his neo-liberal fellows could openly use crisis-as-an-opportunity frame (Hart 
and Tindall 2009). 

Despite negative opinion of the Minister, the reform was initiated. Among the 
first hospitals to be closed (to be precise – reorganized from multitask full-scale hospital 
to minor emergency centre) was in Bauska. One of the biggest issues addressed by the 
population was that women had not to be taken to the hospital to give birth anymore. It 
happened on August, 27th148. Since then all women were had to be taken to hospital in 
Jelgava (which is 50 kilometers from Bauska) or Riga (65 kilometers).  

For couple of days comments at the online version of local newspaper became the 
place for worried people to share their dissatisfaction and disagreement with the reform. 
As a result of on-line discussions, the idea of the protest emerged. It was neither agreed 
with authorities, nor well-prepared, as it had to happen before hospital was closed down. 
As a result, several hundreds of people of all ages – from teenagers to old ladies, as well 
as middle-aged of both genders blocked two bridges – �R�Y�H�U�� �U�L�Y�H�U�� �0�•�P�H�O�H�� �D�Q�G�� �0�Ì�V�D����
which are part of Tallinn-Riga-Vinius via Baltica highway. As one of protesters, middle-
aged entrepreneur Valdis Vilks said: “We have to remind we are still alive here. Will we 
be alive, if taken to the hospital in Jelgava?149” Extremely worried unemployed woman 
(former teacher and culture-related municipal worker, mother of two and grandmother) 
“said in tears150”: “How can you close down the hospital? At any moment any of us could 
have need for doctors!151” There were members of birth-giving department, who had been 
fired, as well as pregnant women, supporting their doctors and nurses152. Noteworthy, 
local police department chief refused to give an order to disperse people, while Speaker 
of regional Parliament stayed with protesters for two hours to answer all questions and to 

                                                        
148 Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/archive/bauska-versas-plasuma-protesti-pret-slimnicas-
reorganizaciju-1410.d?id=26541601 (accessed 13.04.2015.) 
149 Ibid, http://www.delfi.lv/archive/nosledzas-protesti-bauska-jaunas-akcijas-sola-ceturtdien-
1823.d?id=26546151 (accessed 13.04.2015.) 
150 Ibid 
151 Ibid 
152 Ibid 
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explain that local authorities were refused in financing hospital by the state-level 
institutions153. 

 
4.1. The Day Everymen Were Activists 
 
Situation has changed dramatically, as state police special union “Alfa” arrived to 

Bauska from Riga. Anti-riot police had undergone huge training since Riga riot earlier 
this year. This time it was not surprised and confused (reports on miscommunication and 
inability to decide what to do emerged in mass media after January, 13). Instead it was 
well-organized special unit group. Policemen used steaks to push people from the 
highway. Several people were arrested. No governmental official arrived at the spot. In 
opposite, Minister of Inte�U�Q�D�O�� �$�I�I�D�L�U�V�� �/�L�Q�G�D�� �0�Ì�U�Q�L�H�F�H�� �V�W�D�\�H�G�� �L�Q�� �5�L�J�D�� �D�Q�Q�R�X�Q�F�L�Q�J�� �K�H�U��
support for actions of police, as they “were absolutely correct, and this was fault of 
people, who violated the law154”. Despite the initial tone of the government has changed 
�L�Q���W�K�H�� �Q�H�[�W�� �I�H�Z�� �G�D�\�V�����0�Ìrniece kept her hawk position: “I do not change my mind. We, 
guards of the law, will be harsh again, if it will be necessary! The organizers of 
unauthorized rally must be identified. It is likely they had different motives than to 
protect the hospital. They might represent some party.155”  

The reaction of Bauska inhabitants was quite negative towards such rhetoric. 
Opposing Minister’s opinion, the local resident said: “People have noone to share their 
pain, this is why they took the streets. It was not pre-planned. For example, I did not take 
part in the protest, because I did not know it is going to happen156”. People took the 
streets again on September, 3 to meet Healthcare Minister Baiba �5�R�]�H�Q�W�—�O�H���� �7�K�L�V�� �W�L�P�H��
they did not block highway, peacefully protesting against hospital closure, as well as, 
reaction of the state authorities157. Overall atmosphere was tense. Yet clashes did not 
happen, and Minister could leave safely. Since then no major actions were taken up until 
October, 1, the day court had hearings over four Bauskans - Igors Maiše, Edgars 
�=�H�O�W�L�¼�ã, Gatis Stelps and �,�Y�H�W�D���.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D - participants of clashes with “Alfa” riot police 
accused in violation of law. There were on-line calls to block road in front of the court 
building, which could lead to repetition of August events. In order to prevent it, 50 state 
policemen were present in Bauska day before and at the day of hearings. Some were sent 
from other region158. This turned out to be disproportional, as just around 30 local 
residents arrived to the spot159. 

Three activists (one did not arrive to court) were met with applause. The court 
�E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J�� �Z�D�V�� �F�U�R�Z�G�H�G�� �W�R�R���� �8�S�� �W�R�� �W�H�Q�� �S�R�O�L�F�H�P�H�Q�� �Z�H�U�H�� �F�R�Q�Y�R�\�L�Q�J�� �=�H�O�W�L�¼�ã���� �6�W�H�O�S�V�� �D�Q�G��
�.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D�����&�U�R�Z�G���F�K�D�Q�W�H�G���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Y�H���V�R�Q�J�V���D�V���D���W�U�L�E�X�W�H���W�R���D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�V�����I�H�O�O�R�Z���U�H�V�L�G�H�Q�W�V�����F�D�O�O�H�G��

                                                        
153 Ibid 
154 Kas Jauns magazine official web page, http://www.kasjauns.lv/lv/zinas/8203/bauskas-nemieri-aptureti 
(accessed 14.04.2015.)  
155 �1�H�W�N�D�U�¯�J�D�� �5�¯�W�D�� �$�Y�¯�]�H�� �Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U�� �R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�� �Z�H�E�� �S�D�J�H����http://nra.lv/latvija/1722-murniece-sola-sodit-
piketetajus.htm (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
156 Ibid, http://nra.lv/latvija/1722-murniece-sola-sodit-piketetajus.htm (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
157 Ibid 
158 Ibid, http://nra.lv/latvija/3666-5-latu-del-bauska-dezure-50-policistu.htm (accessed 14.04.2015.)  
159 Ibid 
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to �F�R�X�U�W�� �I�R�U�� �³�S�X�V�K�L�Q�J�� �S�R�O�L�F�H�P�H�Q�´�� �D�Q�G�� �³�V�L�W�W�L�Q�J�� �R�Q�� �W�K�H�� �U�R�D�G�´������ �=�H�O�W�L�¼�ã�� �Z�D�V�� �L�Q�� �I�L�U�V�W�� �O�L�Q�H�� �R�I��
protesters. He admitted confrontation with police, but said it was justified and limited160. 
Court punished him with 5 Lats ($10) fine, he refused to pay. Stelps avoided immediate 
punishment, as he came drunk to the court “being nervous and unused to media 
attention161�´���� �.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D�� �U�H�I�X�V�H�G�� �W�R�� �D�G�P�L�W�� �I�X�O�O�� �E�O�R�F�N�D�G�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �K�L�J�K�Z�D�\���� �P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J��
protesters letting emergency drive by, as well as car of Lithuanians being late for ferry in 
Riga162.  

There are no records on Igors Maiše since he did not show up in a court October 
15, 2009. His family still lives in Bauska. The daughter left to Riga for studies though. 
There is information on some Igors Maiše (which is not that common name) caught by 
Lithuanian police and charged by 12 month ban from driving163. Yet it is unclear, whereas 
it is the same person or not. Anyway, there are no sign of his involvement in any social 
movement since August events in Bauska. As to retired long distance trucker Edgars 
�=�H�O�W�L�¼�ã��received 5 Lats ($10) fine, admited he was a wrong-doers („these are laws of out 
state, we should follow them164”). Old man never appeared in social media, news, or any 
official state data since then. There is no information on political activism of the guy who 
arrived drunk to The Court - Gatis Stelps - either. 

 
4.2.  �,�Y�H�W�D���.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D�����7�K�H���:�R�P�D�Q���:�K�R���6�W�D�\�H�G���7�K�H���$�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W 
 
Different path took �,�Y�H�W�D���.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D, as she became one of local activist leaders for 

a while. For example, she was the one to initiate sending handcuffs in parcel to Minister 
of Internal Affairs. She led people’s assembly on October, 17165. In opposite to her fellow 
activists she continued with political activism. At some point she became one of the 
leaders of “Tautai pietiek!” (“Enough is enough for People!”) Movement, which was a 
prominent one in 2011, organizing protests against high electricity tariffs166. Same year 
the movement tried to transform itself into grass-root based political party “The Free 
List” 167. The first attempt to register party happened in Bauska first. The next one 
happened in a week later in Riga. Both failed (no sufficient number of party members)168. 
�1�H�Y�H�U�W�K�H�O�H�V�V�� �.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D�� �F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�G�� �Z�L�W�K�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�P���� �)�R�U�� �H�[�D�P�S�O�H���� �V�K�H�� �Z�D�V�� �D�P�R�Q�J��
Latvian antiglobalist movement supporters in Bauska Court in October, 2011169. “Tautai 

                                                        
160 Ibid 
161 �1�H�W�N�D�U�¯�J�D���5�¯�W�D���$�Y�¯�]�H���Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���Z�H�E���S�D�J�H����http://nra.lv/latvija/3666-5-latu-del-bauska-dezure-50-
policistu.htm (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
162 Ibid 
163 Klaipeda City Police official web page, http://klaipeda.policija.lt/lt/duomenu-bazes/jie-vairavo-
apsvaige_510/1570.html (accessed 14.04.2015.) 
164 Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/archive/bauskas-nemierniekam-piecu-latu-sods-otrs-ierodas-
tiesa-zvinguli-1502.d?id=27118251 (accessed 15.04.2015.) 
165 Wasabi on-line news portal http://news.wasabi.lv/lv/ppl/society/97290 (accessed 20.04.2015.)  
166 IR magazine official web page, http://www.ir.lv:889/blogi/politika/2011-gada-24-marta-tautai-pietiek-
mitina-rezolucija (accessed 15.04.2015.) 
167 Ibid, http://www.irir.lv/blogi/politika/nestavi-mala (accessed 15.04.2015.)  
168 �%�D�X�V�N�D�V�� �'�]�¯�Y�H�� �Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U�� �R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�� �Z�H�E�� �S�D�J�H����http://bauskasdzive.diena.lv/lietotaju-raksti/atliek-partijas-
brivais-saraksts-dibinasanu-7164 (accessed 15.04.2015.)   
169 Ibid 
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pietiek!” twitter account has the latest twits back in 2011. Some social network activities 
�G�D�W�H���W�L�O�O���������������,�Q���V�R�P�H���Q�H�Z�V���D�Q�G���S�U�H�V�V���U�H�O�H�D�V�H���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H�V���W�R���.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D���L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�V�� �P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J��
her role in Bauska clashes (in other words, she used it as a political capital). Nevertheless, 
�W�K�H�U�H�� �L�V�� �Q�R�� �L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�E�R�X�W�� �,�Y�H�W�D�� �.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D�� �S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�P�� �I�R�U�� �W�K�H�� �P�R�U�H�� �W�K�D�Q�� �W�K�U�H�H��
years. It is unknown, whereas she really experienced depolitization, or just turned to mass 
media-blind types of it. At least, we know that radical grass-root activism was not 
successful in to bringing her in to professional politics. 

 
5. Camp of Unemployed: “I got a job. No interest in politics anymore.” 
 

 
Pic. 3: Commune of Freedom Street at Winter 2009-2010, the poster says “Power is within The 

People”, photo by Delfi.lv 
 
This activism example was not a one-day protest, as Commune existed for ten 

months. Nevertheless patterns of people disengagement with politics are similar to those 
experienced by some of participants of Riga riot and Bauska clashes. All five leaders of 
long-lasting Commune withdrew from it and experienced depolitization. 

It was November, 30 in 2009, when people were surprised to find lonely men 
sitting at the alley just in front of the Cabinet of Ministers building. Mass media rushed to 
learn what is going on. People started to come and ask unknown man about the reasons 
he decided to sleep on the street. Soon the country knew the name of the protester: Gints 
�*�D�L�·�•�Q�V, at that time unemployed worker. He started hunger-strike against governmental 
crisis management policies. It was the right time to do, as unemployment rates beat 22%, 
making Latvia the worst country in The EU by this criterion at that time170.  

                                                        
170 Latvian Ministry of Welfare, �3�D�U�� �%�H�]�G�D�U�E�D�� �6�L�W�X�—�F�L�M�X�� �9�D�O�V�W�¯�� �������������*�D�G�D�� �'�H�F�H�P�E�U�L�V��,  
http://www.lm.gov.lv/upload/darba_tirgus/darba_tirgus/bezdarbs_12_2009.pdf (accessed 10.04.2015.) 

http://www.lm.gov.lv/upload/darba_tirgus/darba_tirgus/bezdarbs_12_2009.pdf
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The same day unknown „experienced political activist171” brought him a tent, 
which will become a symbol of the protest and the beginning of The Camp of 
Unemployed. Despite freezing cold December (temperature reached -20 C172), several 
other people joined the action. It soon became a small community, which was supported 
with warm clothes, tea, toys and money by feeling for people. Even though Gints was 
taken to hospital in the mid-December, the Camp stayed until he returned. At that time 
Muslim-turned Latvian �1�Ì�U�V���6�L�G�H�U�V��became the second informal leader of the camp. He 
took an opportunity to fight alcoholism among protesters, introduce clear social agenda 
The Camp stayed for and consolidate people for these ideals. An important challenge for 
activists was to defend their grass-root initiative against attempts of some political parties 
to take the lead of it. The most notable conflict happened between activists and „Children 
of Šlesers” protest rally organizers (members of youth organization of Latvian First Party, 
�W�K�H�� �S�U�R�M�H�F�W�� �R�I�� �R�S�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �R�O�L�J�D�U�F�K�� �$�L�Q�—�U�V�� �â�O�H�V�H�U�V������ �/�D�W�Y�L�D�Q�� �)�L�U�V�W�� �3�D�U�W�\�� �D�G�G�U�H�V�V�H�G��
difficulties of small and middle-sized businesses, while The Camp participants were 
standing for the poorest and the most disadvantaged social groups. Political party activists 
had to withdraw. 

At the peak there were around 30 to 40 people at the spot. Few more dozens had 
been arriving each morning to stay until the evening. Effectively, Camp of Unemployed 
became „Commune of Freedom Street” (after the name of the main street of the city – 
�%�U�¯�Y�¯�E�D�V���L�H�O�D��- where The Camp had been settled). It might be that the name has reference 
to well-known graffiti slogan „there is the street, but there is no freedom173” too. 
Protesters were not at hunger-strike anymore. Neither were they just unemployed people. 
Instead there were reports about students, entrepreneurs, national minorities, beggars174. 
There are noteworthy participant accounts on daily life of commune. For example, Gints 
�*�D�L�·�•�Q�V�� �V�D�L�G�� �W�K�D�W�� �K�H�� �K�D�G�� �E�H�H�Q�� �X�V�L�Q�J�� �E�D�W�K�U�R�R�P�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �E�X�L�Oding of Cabinet of Ministers 
during the day and bathroom of porche „Reval Hotel Latvia” restaurant: “Guards were 
helpful and even shared hot coffee with us175”  

Activists stayed in the tents and occupied the main alley in order to remind 
politicians about unemployment and social inequality issue. Government respresentives 
ignored Commune mostly (although Prime-Minister Valdis Dombrovskis made his 
midnight visit to Commune in the late January, 2010). The camp, eventually, survived 
�Z�L�W�K�G�U�D�Z�D�O���R�I���*�L�Q�W�V���*�D�L�·�•�Q�V���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���&�R�P�P�X�Q�H���D�I�W�H�U���K�H���Z�D�V���R�I�I�H�U�H�G���W�K�H���M�R�E���D�W���5�L�J�D���)�U�H�H��
Port by the decision of Riga Council Vice-�0�D�\�R�U���$�L�Q�—�U�V���â�O�H�V�H�U�V�����W�K�H���R�O�L�J�D�U�F�K���P�H�Q�W�L�R�Q�H�G��
above). At that time the founder of the Camp said that „parasites had waded 
Commune176”. Nevertheless other activists stayed at the place for the next few months. 
Subsequent decline of number of the participant led government to order demolition of 

                                                        
171 Delfi on-line news portal, http://tv.delfi.lv/ru/video-rated/lkgFe2JD/?p=all (accessed 10.04.2015.) 
172 Ibid, http://www.delfi.lv/reporter/news/witness/u-kabineta-ministrov-na-den-vozrodyat-palatochnyj-
gorodok.d?id=35453321 (accessed 15.04.2015.) 
173 ”Iela ir, Br��̄Y�¯�E�D�V���Q�D�Y�´ 
174 Kas Jauns magazine official web page, http://www.kasjauns.lv/lv/zinas/13438/musu-zurnalists-naksno-
pie-valdibas-nama-protesta-akcijas-aizkulises (accessed 16.04.2015.)  
175 Ibid 
176 Ibid, http://www.kasjauns.lv/lv/zinas/18047/gaikens-telsu-pilsetina-iemajojusi-paraziti (accessed 
14.04.2015.) 
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the Camp by the police. It happened at night, in July, 2010. Next morning people came 
back and government decided not to escalate conflict, leaving protesters in peace.  

Finally, the last three protesters – Juris Lapšinskis, Grigorijs Fedjkins  and 
Aleksandrs Ozols - left Freedom Street empty in September, 5 in 2010177. Most of 
activist got jobs, or turned to other, non-political, activities by that time. Despite some 
activists achieved their personal goals, situation in the country was not much different 
from the one at the beginning of The Commune. Unemployment rates were around 19% 
(which was called a success by the state, as Spain became the worst country at that 
point)178. Austerity measures had been continued. Yet the potential – resources, such as 
public support, human and social capital did not lead to development of wider social 
movement. 

If we look at every mentioned person’s politization trajectory, then we can se 
�F�O�H�D�U�� �V�L�P�L�O�D�U�L�W�L�H�V���� �7�R�� �V�W�D�U�W�� �Z�L�W�K���� �W�K�H�� �I�R�X�Q�G�H�U�� �R�I�� �7�K�H�� �&�D�P�S���� �*�L�Q�W�V�� �*�D�L�·�•�Q�V���� �K�D�G�� �Q�H�Y�H�U��
engaged in activism since he got a job. His demand had been satisfied. Personal interest 
engagement lost personal interest pillar. As a result, activism was not a rational option 
anymore. On the one hand, the logic behind depolitization leaves a space for repetition of 
politization scenario. Yet the action was extreme and unusual and involved so much 
�P�H�G�L�D���D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���L�W���V�H�H�P�V���L�P�S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H���W�R���U�H�S�H�D�W�����*�D�L�·�•�Q�V���O�R�V�W���F�U�H�G�L�E�L�O�L�W�\���D�V���D���³�F�R�P�P�R�Q��
good” activist since his withdrawal from Commune. Respectively, the new attempt would 
be hard to capitalize in to positive outcome. Similar path undertook the last person living 
in tent in front of Government windows. Juris Lapšinskis had been working as a caretaker 
and a guard until he was fired. Then he had been struggling to get a job, learning about 
The Camp of Unemployed. The motivation to join was “to find a job179”. Living in The 
Camp was convenient, as he could avoid paying rent and communal bills. For a bad luck, 
Lapšinskis was unlucky not to find a job, as his activist fellows did. As a result, he stayed 
in The Camp for several months longer, than others. He was the only one to confront 
police at summer, when his tent had been taken away. He returned back to stay another 
two months. But finally the end of Commune came with Lapšinskis taken to hospital180. 
Since then he gave one interview to “Ir” magazine in the end of December, just disappear 
from media attention. No records of his activism since 2010 are available. 

�$�V���W�R���1�Ì�U�V���6�L�G�H�U�V�����K�H���L�V���V�W�L�O�O���D�F�W�L�Y�H���L�Q���D���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I���L�Q�V�S�L�U�D�W�L�R�Q���H�Q�J�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W�����+�H���L�V���D��
member of Latvian Muslim community. As a member of it, Siders organized a tour throw 
The Baltic States to popularize Islam181. He also participated in several anti-governmental 
protests soon after his engagement in Commune of Freedom Street182. Since then there 

                                                        
177IR magazine official web page, http://www.ir.lv:889/2010/9/5/beigusi-pastavet-telsu-komuna-pie-valdibas-
ekas (accessed 15.04.2015.) 
178 Latvian Ministry Of Welfare, �3�D�U���%�H�]�G�D�U�E�D���6�L�W�X�—�F�L�M�X���9�D�O�V�W�¯��– �����������*�D�G�D���6�H�S�W�H�P�E�U�¯,  
http://www.lm.gov.lv/upload/darba_tirgus/darba_tirgus/septembris_2010.pdf  
179 IR magazine official web page, http://www.irir.lv/2010/12/29/nosedeja-lidz-galam (accessed 16.04.2015.) 
180 �1�H�W�N�D�U�¯�J�D���5�¯�W�D���$�Y�¯�]�H���Q�H�Z�V�S�D�S�H�U���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���Z�H�E���S�D�J�H��http://nra.lv/latvija/riga/30477-telsu-pilsetina-beigusi-
pastavet.htm?act=print (accessed 16.04.2015.)  
181 Liepajniekiem on-line news portal, http://www.liepajniekiem.lv/zinas/sabiedriba/ticibas-brali-apcelo-
baltiju-lai-stiprinatos-lugsanas-53946 (accessed 16.04.2015.) 
182 Latvian Muslim community web page, http://www.islammuslim.lv/muslims/Latvija/Latvija.htm (accessed 
16.04.2015.)  
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are no data on his activism, except for involvement in life of Latvian Muslim community. 
Respectively, his activism (better to say “volunteering”, using the concepts of Eliasoph 
studies (1997)) did not experience many changes because of participation in Commune. 
Finally, both Grigorijs Fedjkins and Aleksandrs Ozols experienced depolitization. Their 
participation was to a large extent motivated by media attention. Since then Fedjkins 
satisfies this need by publishing photos and articles at online news portals183. Finally, 
there are neither media nor the Internet records on Aleksandrs Ozols since his withdrawal 
from The Camp. 

 
6. Summary 
 
With the help of mass media interviews, as well as, other available documents 

where activists share their biography and political views, I show that majority of one-day 
activists did not stay active. It is unknown whereas they are still interested in politics, 
have impact on relatives and friends, which is alternative way of politization. Yet all of 
them are not active in a sense of coherent, structural, organized engagement. Neither of 
these withdrawn participants, who received media attention and tried to get resources out 
of a new situation, ever gained any positive result, which would sustain their political 
activism. Most of their trajectories represent either „�E” or „�I ” shapes. The only person to 
continued with activism had been an activist for a long time before anti-austerity protests. 
The only everywoman politization lasted longer compare to other activists. Yet according 
to the data I have, she experienced depolitization as well (in all cases I speak about 
depolitization, it should be noted that I refer to publically known activism; interviews 
with the activists should verify data in further research).  

 
To summarize, in all three cases protests did not lead to emergence of social 

movement. Most of one-day activists disengaged themselves to become everymen again. 
Mass media and politicians labelled protesters as radicals violating the law. As a result, 
despite the causes concerned majority of the population, support was limited and did not 
make people to join protesters. Activists’ politization continued until their personal 
interest was over (got a job, court made a decision on their participation). As soon as 
personal domain was left in peace by the state, 9 out of 12 returned back to their routine, 
apolitical life. 2 others continued with activism at the same level they had been involved 
before risk-�W�D�N�L�Q�J�� �S�U�R�W�H�V�W���� �7�K�H�� �R�Q�O�\�� �S�H�U�V�R�Q�� �W�R�� �F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�� �Z�L�W�K�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�P�� ���.�D�O�Q�L�¼�D����
disengaged at some point as well. To add, some of former activist conducted a work on 
rationalizing and explaining to themselves politization period. Most of them turned to 
“close to home and “cynical” rhetoric. Subsequently, the study provides a first snapshot 
on the way everymen justified fluctuation in their biographical trajectories. Furthermore, 
it shows that one-time activism, even the risky one, do not necessarily lead to politization. 
The reasons for that is definitely worth to study further, as they might be as systemic 
(political culture and state policies), as micro-level (laco of motivation and attachment). 
  

                                                        
183 Delfi on-line news portal, http://www.delfi.lv/reporter/archive/authors.php?id=34821146 (accessed 
16.04.2015.)  
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Experiencing Gezi Movement between Imagined Futures and 
Different Memories 

 
Lorenzo D’Orsi1 

 
 
In June 2013 Gezi Park became the core of a protestthat for its practices, its 

refusal of traditional political language and its new imaginary became part of the new 
“movements of square”(Pleyers, Glasius 2013). Although Gezi protest presents global 
features, this paper184 is focused on some of its peculiarity that are linked to the local 
Turkish context. The refusal of the political language took its shape within the 
generational fracture derived from the 1980’s military coup, which wasa sort of 
watershed in respect to the political radicalism of the seventies that led the youth to a lack 
of engagement in the traditional political forms. The youth was depicted in public 
discoursesas “lost generations”, consumerists and not paying attention to the collective 
responsibility (Neyzi 2001 Lüküslü 2013).I will briefly analyse the mechanisms that 
allowed buildinga “collective thereness” (Butler 2013), that is a being together in a 
defined circumstance in space and time.I will also focus on the protestaftermath and its 
contradictions, that is on how the Gezi event has been codifiedand on the relationship 
between the imagined future it produced and the historical background of people involved 
in it.In the first paragraph, I will analyse the park as a liminal space,allowing people to 
overcome their historically rooted social boundaries. Then, I will focus on the breaking of 
expectations and the making of new imagined futures toward which people orient 
themselves. Finally, I will shed light on the role played by memory in taming a disrupting 
event and in the reconstruction of previous social boundaries. 

 
1. The systematic use of violence by a common adversary (the police) forced the 

protesters to stand next to each other and to develop a shared emotional experience that 
worked as social-glue, by subverting the logic with which the repressive actions 
wereconceived. The defence of the park didn’t only represent an exposure to State 
violence, but also an exposure to forms of otherness. The Gezi movement was 
characterized by the participation of different segments of society, which used to 
represent themselves as distant for political reasons, lifestyles, religious choices: leftist 

                                                        
1. Ph.D. candidate at Bicocca, University of Milan 
184 The analysis is based on ethnographic data collected during the protest and in the following 
year. I worked through the plurality of subjects involved, by focusing on young adults born in the 
eighties. Even if people involved in the demonstration belong to different age cohort, the core of 
protesters was made up of people between 20 and 35 years. 
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militants, Islamic groups, LGBT associations, Kemalists185, nationalists, ethnic and 
religious minorities and the so-called “apolitical” youth. The external siege and the 
internal cohabitation transformed the park into a liminal space186 (Turner 1967), often 
described by protesters as a “place out of time”, that distinguished the park with respect 
to the adjacent Taksim Square (D’Orsi 2015b). Besides the cultural and political 
divergences, the park became a space for transgression of symbolic boundaries and codes, 
which brought about the disruption of the usual categorization of social reality. The new 
collective self was a “belonging in becoming”, not ensuing from a common political ideas 
but from an affective bond and a new way of “doing-together” (McDonald 2010) that 
created unexpected feelings of intimacy and a strong “emotional energy” (Collins 2001). 

This doing-together was not only made up of practices of protest, but also 
ofpracticesconcerning everyday life: eating together, singing together, sleeping together, 
and practicing yoga together. It was at the roots of a possible new collective life based on 
mutual learning: leftist militants taught how to build barricades, doctors set up an area of 
rescue, parents brought food, other people organized libraries and gave lessons. These 
practices were so horizontal to allow an easy role-exchange between the actor and the 
audience: the being in the Park was already sufficient to become actor of this new 
collective experience. A good ethnographic case is represented by �\�H�U�\�•�]�•�� �V�R�I�U�D�O�D�U�Õ��
[tables of the earth], the evening meal celebrating the breaking of fast during Ramadan 
that was organized by Anti-capitalist Muslims to overcome the polarization between 
religious and secular fractions. The eating together of people with different attitudes 
towards religion and lifestyles proved to be a skilful use of symbolic resources. It was a 
mutual learning of different cultural codes and a practice of reappropriation (de Certeau 
1988) that showed the epistemological relevance of cultural policies in redefining social 
reality for movements of protest (Escobar 1997).  

The resemantization of everyday practices allowed people to cross social 
boundaries, making the park a transformative space of the relationship between the self 
and the other. The actors in the park put aside the elements that built the historically 
rooted differencesbetween social and cultural groups in Turkish society. The short 
coexistence was neitherthe vanishing of historical sedimentations at the basis of the social 
conflicts nor a mere tolerance of reified positions, rather a “cohabitation” characterized 
by the transformation of differences from reasons of conflict into cultural resources 
(D'Orsi 2015a). The Islamic groups parading next to LGBT communities, young 
nationalists declaring they finally understood Kurdish experiences, and leftist militants 
from strict minority becoming part of a huge movement show how the transformation of 
the park went along with the transformation of the self.By acting on the Self of the 
people, the Gezi liminality opened people to new social configurations, alternative to the 
                                                        
185 The different Kemalist positions refer to the reforms introduced by Atatürk in 1923 and can be 
intended as a top-down process of secularization often understood in terms of Westernization or 
self-colonization. 
186 Liminality comes from the Latin Limen (threshold, edge). In Victor Turner’s perspective, it is an 
interruption in the ordinary time flow that allows people to reflectively distance themselves from a context 
taken for granted. This space allows subjects to disassemble the codes of ordinary life. The limen is a zone of 
threshold where new social rules can be introduced and critic reflections on cultural elements are possible, by 
performing them with the body and practices of actors. 
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existing dominant codes. The collective history of which people became part enabled a 
different self-awareness, where the actors simultaneously become the subjects and objects 
of reflection. As Touraine wrote: “social movementsare the movements through which a 
person, a class or a group detach from the representations of themselves that social life 
imposes on them” (2003:52).  

 
2. According to a Melucci’s expression (1996), the protesters became “prophets” 

of a life that was imagined in the same moment it was lived, transforming the park in 
autopian but real space. We cannot well comprehend the collective dialogue in the park 
with the Habermasian perspective (1989) focused on the logos, because it was made up 
on the doing-together of practices. Indeed, the attempt to structure Gezi movementaround 
a discursive logic reintroduced micro-dynamics of differentiation and interrupted the 
circularity between actor and audience that the living-together had fostered. 

Since Pierre Bourdieu (1997) the almost perfect coincidence between objective 
tendencies and subject’s expectations makes the experience a set of already confirmed 
anticipations, Gezi Park can be understood as an “experiential shock” (Jasper 2011), 
disrupting the categories that codifies social reality. Selen, a leftist girl, said: 

 
“For the first time a Kurd, a nationalist, a Muslim and I are all together. You think you 
know the reality very well and then suddenly ... boom! Gezi Park was one of the greatest 
thrills of my life. It’s not something I can explain with all my previous world experience. 

 
By breaking the circularity between the previous experience of world, the other’s 

behaviour (the behaviour people think the others should have) and the ability to imagine 
the future,Gezi Park represented a “break of expectation”. It was a “disorder of the 
thought”,that disrupted the way people are used to classify the others.  

In the protest aftermath, people tried to carry what they lived in the park in their 
ordinary practices, by creating urban gardens, talking with Kurdish neighbours, producing 
documentaries, developing lifestyle inspired to the commonality of the park. Gezi 
movement was structured around the denial of the traditional political language and its 
impact was on the biographical level rather than on the political realm. This is the case of 
Elcin a woman who always supported Kemalistvalues and who, before Gezi, neither 
participated in political demonstrations nor spent time with religious people. By 
talking,eatingand practicing yoga together with veiled girls in the park, she realized she had 
much more in common with them than she expected. In contrast to what she calls “the 
previous Elcin”, she hired two veiled women in her company to carry her Gezi experiencein 
her life. Thus, Gezi experiential shock fostered a multiplication of subjects’ possibilities 
with respect to the restrictions imposed by the normative power that makes certain things 
not merely impossible but unthinkable. In the Park, the new ability to protest went together 
with an increment in the “ability to aspire” (Appadurai 2013), namely the ability to change 
the conditions for recognition (of the self and others) within which the subjects are 
embedded. By assembling symbolic sources in an unpredictable way, protesters challenged 
dominant codes and announced to society and to themselves that other conceptions of 
reality were thinkable. Therefore, Gezi movement can be intended as a process of 
subjectivation (Touraine 2013) and as a practice of imagining alternative futures. Following 
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Appadurai (2013) the future here is not intended as a possible scenario, but as a cultural 
artefact, filled with emotions and expectations, namely as a horizon within which people 
can think of themselves and towards which they can mobilize.  

Most protesters shared a feeling of future hopes, but this emotion was only partly 
the same for everybody, because people overburdened Gezi expectations with meanings 
related to their previous experience. �$�\�ú�H�J�•�O, a young leftist said: 

 
“ I cannot describe what Gezi represented to me. For the first time I was no longer alone, 
no longer a minority! The left is a very small group and when we protest we are always 
alone in the streets. Gezi made real the collective protest I dreamed since I was a child. It 
gave me a lot of hope, because we were strong like in my parent’s past. I thought that we 
could do something for the future. And even in a funny way. What happened has its roots 
in the 1980 coup and people finally understood what kind of society we live in. We 
[young socialists] always thought our generation was a lost generation because it was a-
political, but now we know that is not so…”   
 
The young woman relates Gezi movement both to her political idea and to her 

familiar background187. Her excitement stems from her being part, as militant of a 
minority party, of a mass movement and, as daughter of not-recognized victims, from her 
being in a conjuncture that broke the social construction of indifference she always 
experienced. As other young leftist, �$�\�ú�H�J�•�O interpreted Gezi Park as a breaking point in 
the narratives representing the post-1980 youth as a “lost apolitical generations”. 
However, after the evacuation of the park, the leftists militants were again alone in 
theirprotests (i.e. May 1th) and, facing the new isolation, revived the previous narrative 
about the youth. These narratives can be understood as rhetoric through which young 
socialists define their groups and mark the distance from their peers. Their reproduction, 
interruptedin the park, is an example of the rebuilding of those boundaries marking the 
differences. As recalled by Fredrick Barth (1969) crossing social boundaries doesn’t lead 
to their dismantling, because discursive practices, habitus and the ways of staying in 
public space restore them. Althoughdaily practices became the place to carry what people 
experienced in, they also restoredthose symbolic, social and political boundaries that the 
Gezi liminality had previously interrupted.  

 
3. Moreover, in the Gezi “collective thereness” the others didn’t enter in the 

space of actions and ideas of one political self. Rather, each one partly contributed to a 
“collective rethinking”. Another example can clarify the point: Duygu, an“a-political” 
girl, said that in her family Gezi park was seen as the Kemalist revenge against Islam. 
After Gezi she argued with her mother because she no longer wanted the national flag in 
her room, and with her boyfriend, a leftist militant, who re-included Duygu in the “lost 
generations”. Therefore, individual and collective subjects felt part of a collective self, in 
respect of which they oriented their expectations, but their imagined futures were 

                                                        
187 The leftist political organizations were the main target of the military repression of the 1980 coup and their 
memories are still often silenced. The violence, imprisonments and tortures suffered by former militants have 
never been recognized and the coup is often publicly represented as a necessity to restore the peace in a 
divided country. 
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characterized by deep aporias because the aspirations of each one only partly coincided 
with those of the others. 

Following Affergan (1997), the meaning of an event is not only intrinsic to the 
facts themselves but also depends on the place it assumes within a narrative. Gezi Park 
became an “event” when social actors recognized it as an unexpected occurrence that 
produced a gap in the circularity between experience and expectation. Nevertheless, Gezi 
Park was embedded in a set of narratives not perfectly overlapping with each other. The 
different interpretation of Duygu, her family and �$�\�ú�H�J�•�O shows how Gezi Park was 
wrapped in similar but different narratives. The analysis of Gezi memorialization stresses 
this point. For example, leftist militants turned the guys killed by the police into Sehitleri 
(martyrs), in the wake of the leftist martyrs of the seventies. If memory is a way to tame 
the past (Candau 1998), this memorialization should be seen as way of controlling a 
disrupting event. Although Gezi liminality put into question historical boundaries 
between groups (Kemalists-versus-Kurds, leftist-versus-apolitical), memory partially 
restored them, by embedding the protest into an interpretative grid conveyed by the past. 

Therefore, Gezi movement provoked an over-investment of expectation that only 
partially coincided with theone of the others. The new expectations of the protest were 
connected to the future but also canalized by the past of subjects with different historical 
and social backgrounds (Bourdieu 1972). The different attributions of meaning to Gezi 
event, based on the history and symbols of the various subjects, produce different stories. 
Therefore, to facilitate the disappearing of this experience was not the low relevance of 
the event, but a surplus of meanings that fostered a proliferation of memory revivals, 
imagined futures and dissonant interpretations. 
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Understanding the latest social movements in Spain (2011-2015). 

A theoretical approach of the 15m. 
 

Antonio Álvarez Benavides1 
 
Abstract:  
 

Citizenship was articulated as a social science concept by the differentiation between 
civil, politic and social rights that Marshall proposed in 1950. Nevertheless because of 
globalization, translational migrations, new social movements and the transformations of 
identities and their referents, Marshallian citizenship has been questioned. New claims, 
new demands of recognition and new social practices have transformed the classic 
references on which citizenship relays, such as time, space or nation. In this paper we 
explore the different academic proposals that aim to address the future of citizenship, 
social movements and political practices and systems of Western liberal democracies. We 
will focus our analysis in the Spanish context and the last well-known social movements 
as the 15M but always taking into account the complexity of the local-global realities. 

 
Key Words: 15M, social rights, new social movements, politics and citizenship.  
 
Introduction.  
 
2011 was a significant year in many ways and at many places, but for Sociology, 

whose death or crisis was heralded by many since at least two decades ago (Pérez-Agote, 
1995; Lamo de Espinosa, 1995; Santamaría, 2002, 1994; Wieviorka, 2007), it definitely 
is a special year. 

That year, some of the predictions forecasted by several of the most relevant 
social scientists during the first decade of the millennium were confirmed and came into 
play through a series of social movements like the Arab Spring, the indignados 15M and 
different Occupy-movements, all of them unavoidably related and interwoven to each 
other, with different objectives and in different contexts, but with certain similarities that 
make us talk about, or at least think about, a change of historicity. 

In this text, we will use the 15M or the indignados movement in Spain as a means 
of analyzing these changes, to characterize them, and to point out, from a theoretical 
approach, where do those moving actors spring from, and what are their potential future 
articulations, emphasizing the transformation of politics and citizenship. As a theoretical 
referential frame, we will approach three basic questions to analyze these new realities: 
new social post-2010 movements, the hyperglobalization and the new articulations of the 
citizenship. 

 
1. Assistant Professor at the International University of La Rioja  (UNIR) 
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New social movements.  
 
New social movements are not as new as they appear to be or, at least, to talk 

about new social movements has been a constant for Sociology since the 1970’s. 
Michel Wieviorka (2008), in a book that was published before the new social 

movements, described two great theoretical approaches that had analyzed social 
movements during the second half of the 20th century. On the one hand, the so-called 
resource mobilization theory stated that different social organizations mobilized their 
resources to ensure that their interests and goals are introduced, maintained and spread 
inside the social and political agenda. The most significant authors of this trend are 
Charles Tilly (1978, 1984) and Tarrow (1997). The second analytical approach, that of 
social actors, embodied by Alain Touraine (1978), emphasizes the subjectivation 
practices of actors that are found in a dominant situation and fight to control their own 
historicity, their own definition of the collective sphere. 

Besides these two analytical approaches, Michel Wieviorka (2008-117-137) 
points out three key moments within social movements: up to the 70’s, when labour 
movement established the foundations for the sociology of social movements; late 60’s 
and early 70’s, when new social movements are born with ethnic, cultural, and ecological 
nature, and global movements from the 1990’s onwards. 

Labour movement arises because of the dominance relationship between 
working-class and the employers. Its framework for action is the nation state, and, albeit 
it has certain internationalizing ambitions, it is basically a local and national movement. 
Its political participation is put in concrete form through its relationship with different 
political parties at a national level. There is class-consciousness and, therefore, 
subjectivity, defined in social terms from a clear dominance relationship. 

New social movements, term that was coined by Alain Touraine (1978), still have 
as a frame of reference the nation state, although they are starting to put forward a 
transnational dimension for movements such like the anti-nuclear or the ecologist ones. 
Their social opponent is no longer as easy to identify as it was for labour movement, and 
many times it is diffuse and hard to define. These new social movements have a greatly 
significant cultural constituent, since they are against culturally standardizing definitions, 
claiming this way their right to be different. Although they propose a new relationship 
with politics, they ended up being institutionalized inside the normalized political circuit, 
mainly in the leftist parties. Within these movements, the subjectivity both of the actors 
and the collective is significant. 

In the third place, we can find the so-called global movements, born in the 
context of globalization and post-modernity. The nation state framework is no longer 
pivotal for these movements. According to Wieviorka (2008) what makes these 
movements really global ones is their actors’ consciousness. All mobilizations include 
recognition demands, their opponent is diffuse, neoliberal globalization, the markets, etc. 
These movements have a strong cultural weight. The most interesting thing about their 
relationship with politics is the construction of new spaces to do politics in them, 
especially at an international level; a good example of which are the international anti-
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globalization forums of Seattle or Porto Alegre. If the subject of labour movement was a 
social one, that of the new social movements is a cultural one,  

“ in the mist of global actors, there is a wide space for individuals’ subjectivity. This 
subjectivity is personal, characteristic of each singular person, not reducible to a specific 
cultural or social anchor (...). This way, each one can choose their fight, their 
mobilization, their collective identity, but they can also manage their participation in the 
action in their own way, at their own pace, or even finish it if they wish to do so. In the 
past, participation and commitment might be dictated or modulated by the situation; 
currently, it is a personal decision. Then, the subject is not political, social or cultural, it is 
a virtual subject that will eventually transform itself into action, and by which the 
subjects, transformed into actors, have an influence on their trajectory, produce their 
experiences, define their options, create, and develop their creativity, while contributing 
to a collective mobilization (Wieviorka, 2008: 133).” 

 
Besides these three moments or these three great groups of social movements, a 

large number of specialists (Pleyers and Glasius, 2013; Fuster, 2012) point out to a fourth 
type of social movements, in which Arab Spring, 15M and the different Occupy-
movements might be included. The so-called post-2010 movements have a series of 
common characteristics. Besides more or less symbolic aspects, like the use of the V for 
Vendetta’s masks in demonstrations, common interests and a clear support of non-
violence, according Glasius and Pleyers (2013), we can show three big shared features: 

A resources’ infrastructure that is put in concrete form through networking, 
meetings and exchanges that happened in the last decade. The actors themselves feel 
mingled with each other or inspired by similar movements. This way, Spanish Indignados 
claimed that they felt inspired by the Icelandic revolution or the Arab Spring; #YoSoy132 
movement and 15M Occupy-movements and demonstrations in Turkey, by the Arab 
Spring and 15M, and so on. 

The impact that globalization had on them: a neat example of it is the global 
economic crisis. Activists belong to a precarious generation (Pleyer and Glasius, 2013), 
they grew up in a neoliberal environment of labour insecurity, cuts of public services and, 
eventually, a global financial crisis. They also belong to a global generation that uses the 
internet and social networks in a regular manner, for their mobilizations, too; besides, yet 
another one of their basic characteristics is that this generation is the so-called best 
prepared, since they have a significant intellectual training.  

A series of common demands: democracy, social justice and dignity. During the 
Arab Spring, demonstrations asked just for democracy, while in Western countries, 
representative democracy was questioned and the need of the citizens’ participation was 
posed. 

In these very demands, we can see the most significant differences with regard to 
the anti-globalization movements of several years ago. An important aspect is the 
emphasis on social justice at a local, national level. In these movements, nation state 
context is stronger than it was a decade ago (Pleyers, 2013), since they have an obvious 
local, national anchor, even though their demands have a similar international constituent 
or enemy, the triumph of neoliberalism, or common situations like corruption or the 
absence of a true democracy. Besides the demands of social justice and democracy, these 
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movements, in their practical actions, in their demonstrations and experiences, implement 
practices and actions of social justice and democracy. 

In short, post-2010 movements have some traditional characteristics, but they 
have new articulations as well. 

 
Hyperglobalization 
 
Obviously, one of the central questions in all new social movements, especially 

in the West, has something to do with the economic crisis and the triumph of 
neoliberalism at the international level, what I described as the “neoliberalism’s self-
fulfilling utopia” (Álvarez-Benavides, 2012). 

The economic crisis has proved that neoliberal globalization reached its highest 
degree of domination. But a set of unexpected consequences also appeared. 

A great number of studies, researches and theoretical reflections arose, mainly in 
the 1990s, dealing with a change of political, economic and cultural paradigm affecting 
all countries and all individuals, at both a global and a local level. Globalization took 
shape within a new historical moment in which mobility and global relationships -
interconnections- of all kind prevail. From this approach, shared by authors like Jameson, 
Anderson or Beck, by spreading US cultural pattern, cultural differences are 
homogenized and individuals who obey the market’s demands and a globalized economy 
are created. Globalization implied to adopt cultural and economic guides, mainly from the 
USA, that have been gradually introduced into every Nation State through large 
international organizations and treaties, like IMF, the World Bank, WTO, GATT, etc. 
Neo-liberalism was and is the ideological trend that supports this new way of 
understanding the world, and it was put into practice since the financial markets’ 
deregulating politics carried out by the administrations of Reagan, Thatcher and Kohl. 
Thus, national economies began to accept the new globalizing push and replaced their 
traditional specific structures by the structures and standards imposed by international 
organizations. All of this involves damage to Democracy, since States have gradually 
withdrawn, especially the so-called Welfare State, to be able to take part in the globalized 
economy. 

Global economic crisis has made visible all the negative consequences, at 
political and economic levels, of neo-liberal guides applied to international relations. 
Welfare State, which meant the culmination of the political design of the Nation States 
arisen in the Modern Age, is in crisis and is being replaced by a weaker State, which 
yields responsibilities to the market at the same time and cuts social rights to its citizens. 

However, globalization has had unexpected consequences, as well, that neo-
liberal ideologists and programmers, and a great deal of authors who criticize 
globalization too, didn’t foresee, while multiplicity of identities and demands of 
recognition took shape as one of the main aspects of the new global era. Pérez-Agote 
(1995), even though he shares many “postmodern” authors’ theories, has softened them 
since the 1990s, stating that, although the world tends to Westernization, homogenization 
is more an illustrated origin assumption than a reality. The globalizing and modern or 
post-modern rationality spreading process is not one-way and doesn’t always create 
homogenization. García Selgas (2002) states that globalization, besides being a whole set 
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of processes basically far from the individual, is a phenomenon much wider; it involves 
the multiplication of crossing, mixing and friction spaces and sites between different 
cultures, and the transformation of subjective references. Identity will no longer be 
something static, but a building, interactive, narrative and political process. Multicultural, 
multiethnic and plural contexts reshape the identities’ starting points. As Wieviorka 
(2002: 278) states:  

 
“ formerly, each identity was understood as a relatively stable and defined whole looking 
for reproducing itself and for being recognized in spite of adversities. However, 
everything changed after the turn of the millennium.”  

 
This is exactly the main characteristic of globalization, the multiplication of 

identities, the multiplication of the anchors around which they are put together and the 
gradual visibility of these differences within the public space, something that goes 
beyond the homogenization attempt that the most radical Conservatism tries to spread all 
over the planet, through economic, political and cultural peculiarities linked to a unique 
way of understanding life. Mass communication, which for many authors was the channel 
or the means through which the cultures, economies and politics of those countries 
involved in globalization are homogenized, has facilitated as well the exponential 
multiplication of the information we receive through those channels. 

Therefore, we could talk about a second phase of globalization in which 
standardization gives way to diversity in its wider sense, and above all, in which, mass 
media are no longer controlled by the greater agencies, at least when it comes to the 
production and broadcasting of information. Social actors become creators of information 
and meaning, overcoming the debate between individualism and communitarianism, 
because we express nuances and complexities every time, claiming our ways of being and 
looking, but that didn’t keep us from building collective identities that foster the protest 
and the political action. 

This second phase of globalization is characterized by the fact that the global 
dimension of the social, political and economic matters is now incontestable and doesn’t 
take anybody by surprise; it is the environment, the context in which every one of us, or 
almost, move in a certain comfort. Globalization is no longer new, neither a framework 
for the action of financial and economic elites, nor a subject of discussion within Social 
Sciences, but a place in which ordinary people, the citizens, and mainly the new 
generations, those who were born in the Information society, in a global society, can live 
with ease as the changing context in which they were born and live. They don’t 
experience a break with the past, because post-modernity and  globalization are part of 
their lives from the beginning. 

Definitely, globalization is hyperglobalizing, our whole life is global, virtual and 
informational, but, surprisingly, it is local and material, too. 

 
New ways of citizenship.  
 
Social demands are common to every social movement, and, since the 70’s, when 

cultural and identitarian elements begin to grow important, recognition takes shape as a 
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pivotal issue for Western democracies. This recognition is seen in the incorporation of 
differences to political and social institutions, and, therefore, to the citizenship. 

We owe the first great definition of citizenship from Sociology to T. H. Marshall, 
who, in 1950, established that citizenship is made up of three elements or parts: the civil 
one, the political one and the social one. The civil element is made up of individual 
rights, like a person’s freedom of speech, thought, religion, property and justice -legal 
equality. The political element means the right to take part in the practice of political 
power. Finally, the social element includes the right to safety and a minimum economic 
welfare, but also to live the life of a civilized being according to the prevailing standards in the 
society (Marshall, 2007: 23). For Marshall, citizenship 

 
“ is the status granted to a community’s full members. Its beneficiaries are equal with 
regard to rights and obligations it implies. Although there is not an universal principle 
that determines which are the rights and obligations, societies in which citizenship is a 
developing institution create the image of an ideal citizenship that helps to evaluate the 
success and is the target of aspirations (Marshall, 2007: 37).” 

 
The problem was that not all the individuals were considered as members of that 

community and, therefore, they hadn’t the rights, basically political and social ones, 
guaranteed by the condition of citizen, because they depended on the person’s social 
status, which determined the kind of justice and political participation he or she could 
develop. For these reasons, citizenship broadened its definition and incorporated political 
and civil rights for more and more groups and individuals, through social mobilizations 
and, basically, thanks to workers and trade unionists’ movement. 

The incorporation of these differences and the transformation of liberal 
democracies -as this system is understood as guarantor of social rights- have been 
approached in different ways.  

Authors like Bourdieu and Amin, from a structuralist approach, believe that the 
ethnocentric management of cultural and ethnic diversity comes from international 
Capitalism and Neo-liberalism, which, through the market’s logic, impose a global 
definition of what and who is good, of what and who is bad. Both authors see in 
internationalism and Socialism the symbolic and political contraction that should take 
shape as alternatives to Capitalism and ethnocentric democracies. For Samir Amin 
(1997), the new Socialism should be much more internationalist and, at the same time, it 
should actively contribute to rebuilding regional associations that are capable of opposing 
the peoples’ internationalism to that of capital. Internationalization, thus understood, 
would mean a moderation of global market’s excesses by regulating its development’s 
pace and by adapting it to the acceptance of migrations and to the building of political, 
democratic, multi-centric spaces. Bourdieu (1998, 1999, 2001) poses internationalism as 
an exit from the symbolic domination system through intellectuals’ work. Since a genuine 
Democracy cannot exist without a genuine critical counterpower, and since the 
intellectual forms part of this critical power, he or she must necessarily redefine his or her 
position and discourse; it is unavoidable for philosophers, authors and thinkers to take 
back their ability to act within public realm, impregnating it with the intellectual logic of 
argumentation and refutation under the cover of collective work conditions in which a 
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realistic ideals’ universe is rebuilt, being able of mobilizing wills, but not confusing 
consciences. Intellectuals, trade unions and workers alike must focus their critics and 
efforts around the State’s rebuilding, as a way to reestablish the social State.  

The problem of these theoretical answers is that they didn’t take into 
consideration two basic factors. The first one is the fact that social movements’ 
internationalism is not a situation that must be looked for, but a reality that has already 
been confirmed by transnational studies. The second one is the fact that individualization 
processes are increasingly common and that these subjectivation processes have direct 
implications on collective matters. Regarding citizenship, globalization didn’t produce 
homogeneity, but it questioned Marshall’s notion of citizenship (Sassen, 2003: 92). These 
new citizen identities fuelled the debate around the distinction between legal citizenship 
and substantive citizenship, since legal equality is seldom based on substantive equality, 
that is, social and political rights’ equality (Sassen, 2003: 95), and, if these conditions 
don’t happen, we can’t talk about Welfare State (Morán, 2003).  

Another option that is posed to further develop citizens’ rights is the 
representativity’s broadening or extension, which would mean basically broadening the 
citizenship inside the States. The difference between these theories and the more 
structuralism ones is that they highlight social actors more than the representation 
systems’ transformation itself. In this case, actors, and not intellectuals, are the ones that, 
from their demands of cultural and identitarian recognition to the society they belong to, 
claim for the rethinking of the citizenship’s anchors as the only possible foundations of 
contemporary Welfare State. 

From a liberal approach, authors like Bauböck (2004, 2004a) or Kymlicka 
(1996), state that classical definitions of nationality are inadequate because they ignore 
the changes that took place due to globalization, supranational integration and 
international migrations. The nation suffers a political and cultural crisis, so that it can no 
longer be the main source of individual identification nor the only Welfare State’s anchor. 
The way in which Bauböck conceives citizenship must recognize four different interest’s 
types: that of the States to maximize their sovereignty, that of the international 
community to diminish inter-State conflicts, that of migrants and ethno-national 
minorities to increase their autonomy, and that of democracies to minimize exclusion. All 
of which are indispensable in order to talk about a social State. 

Authors like Benjamín Tejerina (2005), also took part in the debate about the 
appearance of new cultural claims and their implications on the citizenship’s 
transformation as a factor that generates civil, political and social rights. Tejerina states 
that citizenship’s and political participation’s classic models have changed, as well as the 
political public space in which politics take place. 

 
“Some forms of citizenship that are tested in contemporary social movements don’t focus 
on politics as a privileged field of recognition nor as a world of social production, but on 
a post-privatist or pre-political sphere as a privileged field for personal transformation -to 
be and not to represent, to know and not to recognize- and for a symbolic order of a face-
to-face relationship. Thus, besides the traditional notion of separation between public-
political matters and private-personal issues, new notions arise: a) when it is stated that 
the public sector doesn’t exist without the private sector’s participation, hence political 
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action involves necessarily “my” personal contribution; b) when it is stated that the 
political field is deeply personal, since the search of a personal coherence requires public 
action -becoming aware of one’s way of living facing a general problem-; c) when it is 
stated that political issues are what affects the intimate field, and so only the 
transformation of the intimate field is genuinely political -what everyone of us can do in 
our private life as a part of a day-to-day struggle. These notions lead to the participation 
in the social mobilization, to the appearance of new notions of citizenship under the 
conditions of individualization and collective identity’s production that characterize 
contemporary society, in a perpetual rethinking of public domain’s limits (Tejerina, 2005: 
94-95).”  

 
The interesting thing in Tejerina’s approach is that it doesn’t pose the necessity 

for a representativity’s change nor the management of identitarian differences, but, on the 
contrary, it highlights how actors themselves transformed places and ways in which 
politics are made. This could be a way of putting recognition forward, a way that is 
different from the former two, since transformations don’t take place within the 
intellectual or institutional domains, but in the own citizenship’s field, where the rights of 
the so-called Welfare State itself reside. 

Mari Luz Morán (2005) shows a good example of these transformations 
analyzing the demonstrations against the Iraq war staged in Madrid in 2003.. The first 
thing that was transformed was the space itself, and a proof of this is the 
deterritorialization of the conflict, which occurred against a country with which we hadn’t 
relations and which hadn’t attacked us, the decision of invading it was made outside our 
borders because of issues that seemed to affect global security, the public opinion that 
refused it was also global, but it had a national dimension in each one of countries that 
supported those decisions, etc. The way in which demonstrations are held is transformed 
too, since demonstrations were staged so that they coincided with other ones in many 
Spanish cities and all over Europe under similar mottos. Communication gained a pivotal 
role in these new demonstrations, since they involved the mobilization of lots of people in 
very different places at the same time, while there was a desire for social visibility based 
on the knowledge of mass media’s broadcasting and impacting ability. 

2010 Arab Spring and the Spanish Indignados -Indignant- movement were the 
confirmation of the transformations heralded by some of this autors, but, above all, a 
proof, almost unimaginable a few years ago, of the birth of a new kind of citizenship. A 
basic factor in the transformation of citizenship’s anchors is the transformation of mass 
media. Postmodern authors described the mass media’s homogenizing effects and social 
control ability, but, with the development of technology, specifically the Internet and 
social networks, the way of communicating has changed. If, as Morán mentioned, in the 
anti-Iraq war demonstrations people returned home and watched themselves on television 
after few minutes, now it’s the demonstrators themselves who produce their own 
information. 

In the Arab Spring, the use of instant messaging and social networks via cellular 
phones allowed the world to know repression and mobilizations in Tunisia, Egypt, 
Morocco, Yemen, etc. On one hand, military and police repression was reported, making 
aggressions and murders visible and creating a global public opinion which became 
involved in the mobilization in different ways, while, on the other hand, it was an 
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immediate communication channel between the demonstrators themselves, who convened 
the demonstrations or reported where repression was taking place. Arab Spring became a 
global matter and the participation in the mobilizations didn’t limit itself to the concerned 
countries, but there were demonstrations all over Europe, and even more, a direct 
involvement of those countries’ migrants, including the second and third generations, but 
also of European natives, who, somehow, felt as if those claims were theirs. A sort of 
identification with the individuals involved in the demonstrations took place. 

 
Where was 15M born? 
 
Spanish 15M movement means as well an unheard-of evidence of the total 

transformation of space, identities, politics and, therefore, citizenship. These 
demonstrations have an obvious local and national dimension, since they arose because of 
the lack of political alternatives in 2011 Spanish municipal elections due to our country’s 
electoral system, but, above all, to the concomitant and numerous corruption cases that 
came to light during those months and the gradual cuts of social rights. But it was, and it 
is, a movement with the characteristics of the global society itself, because it spread to a 
global level with demonstrations all over the planet, and it claimed to be the brother of 
the Arab world’s and Iceland’s demonstrations, among others. Mass media broadcasted 
the events globally, but citizenship had, without a doubt, a pivotal role in the broadcasting 
and “control” of the information, as a large number of studies have shown (Vallespín, 
2011; Romero, 2011; Pleyers, 2013; Postill, 2014) 

This movement is included in a new type of citizenship of actors, a citizenship 
with a strong national anchorage, but at the same time, with global practices, imaginaries 
and ambitions. The 15M movement has obviously a past and a present, whose framework 
is Spain, because it was born out of the lack of political alternatives, the institutional 
corruption, the job precariousness, the banks corruption, the evictions, etc., but it is a 
movement with a past too. 

Social movements in Spain have a different framework than the rest of Western 
social movements, since Franco’s dictatorship didn’t allow any kind of protest or 
alternative to the national-catholic dogma. This way, the first social movements that were 
born during the Transition, in the mid-70’s, have a strong local, neighbourhood-based 
constituent, in order to demand political rights, but mainly goods and services (Alberich, 
2007: 76). 

With democracy and the first elections, these movements stop sharing a 
standardizing and neighbourhood-based nature, many of them become institutions within 
the new structures of the State, within the new political parties, under the umbrella of the 
new democracy. From the associacionist  point of view, this fact doesn’t mean that social 
mobilizations disappear, but they shatter, and many more associations arise, albeit always 
with a strong institutional relationship.  

A third scene could be the 1990’s, a period that, according to Alberich (2007: 
81), is characterised by the presence of strongly institutionalized social movements, the 
so-called subsidized associationism, and the continuity of certain radical movements, like 
the squatters or extreme-left and extreme-right movements. But, at the same time, new 
social movements with a cultural and identitarian nature are born, having clear political 
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and recognitional ambitions, as part of the citizenship. Some examples are the gay and 
lesbian movement, countercultural movements, first ethnic demands (Muslims, gypsies), 
and ecological movements. Moreover, the first Spanish NGOs are founded and 
volunteering experiences a significant development. The way in which citizenship is 
questioned or analyzed within these movements has something to do with the liberal 
perspective, a break with the State or national politics is not put forward, but they demand 
recognition and an egalitarian participation in public matters. 

One decade later, and in tune with what happened in the rest of our surrounding 
countries, global movements arise. National context changes, diversifies and new issues 
appear in demonstrations. In the global context, new social movements mobilize against 
neoliberal globalization, taking part actively in world forums and in demonstrations in 
front of G-7 international meetings, like Davos, or in the alterglobalization forums, like 
Porto Alegre (Pleyers, 2007). Demonstrations against the Iraq war were another crucial 
event, as María Luz Morán pointed out, with a clear international constituent, but with a 
national one, too. This twofold dimension, local-global, national-international, begins to 
be present in every mobilization. There are obviously demands and movements that have 
a clear national reference, such as Vivienda Digna (Decent Housing), V de Vivienda (H 
for Housing), PAH (Platform of the Affected by the Mortgage), or Juventud Sin Futuro 
(Youth Without a Future), which are born in a period of economic growth in Spain that 
doesn’t generate an improvement of the quality of life of the majority of the citizens, 
especially the young. Nevertheless, in spite of the fact that these movements have a clear 
national reference and they talk about local politics, they are obviously influenced by 
protest movements against neoliberalism globalization. 

In these movements, we can recognize the kind of citizenship that is proposed 
from a structural perspective, that pays attention to national matters, but, especially with 
an international nature, as the symbolic and real counterbalance to the planetary spread of 
neoliberalism. 

It is interesting that these social movements are born in a period of remarkable 
economic growth, a period of development of the service sector, thanks to, among 
different factors, the increase of immigration, in which Spanish real estate market 
becomes the most important in Europe, in which Spain becomes the seventh world 
economy. In this context of seeming prosperity, there are some citizens, several sectors, 
that are excluded, like working-classes, which, in spite of lower unemployment rates, live 
in an unregulated, precarious and flexible job market, in which trained young people 
experience a great deal of hardship to become economically emancipated and 
independent from their families. Wages are low, but housing prices soar, and for the 
young people to own their own home becomes impossible or only feasible through 
outrageous mortgages that banks happily grant, but that restrict the future of this new 
generation with mortgages up to 40 years. 

This is the 15M’s breeding ground. Starting from the Transition, Spain has lived 
an increasing process in regard to social rights and economic development. But, although 
there was a significant economic crisis during the 1990’s, the truth is that neither 
unemployment rates nor the social rights setback were experienced in such a pronounced 
way like they currently are. The lost generation, the generation without a future, the 
neoliberal generation, didn’t have neither the opportunities nor the expectations that their 
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parents had. This new movement answers to new forms of alienation in a new globalized 
world controlled by the financial capital (Perugorría and Tejerina, 2013: 425).  

The 15M movement shows that neoliberalism remains unquestionable at an 
international level, but above all at a national level, and the lack of internal political 
alternatives is undeniably the starting signal for the Indignants movement. If Spanish 
anti-globalization movements wanted to be a counterbalance to the neoliberal 
international influence, the 15M proves that that neoliberalism succeeded globally, and 
that the crisis was the culmination of the neoconservative revolution. 

In the first part of this text, we saw how the 15M had its own characteristics and 
also some shared ones, common to social movements born after 2010. The coming back 
to the national framework (Pleyers, 2013), even with clear global references in the 
context of this movement, such as different issues like social justice, dignity and 
democracy, are basic aspects that articulate the demands that a precarious generation, 
without a future but fearless, is making through their everyday practices. 

According to Perugorría and Tejerina (2013: 435), Pleyers (2013), Díaz García 
(2014) it’s no longer the ideology or the identity what creates the membership to the 
15M, but to share problems, regardless of each one’s past, although they relate to politics 
in a way that is different from the traditional manners. 

 
“Most 15M members do not portray themselves as activists or militants. In their 
viewpoint, these terms are associated to the ‘old way of doing politics’ (‘la vieja 
política’), based on ideological or partisan affiliations. 15M members reject these 
‘acronyms and flags, because they divide’ (interview with Miguel Arana). In turn, they 
think of themselves as members of a community of persons; they thus encouraged the 
development of individual messages and personalized hand-made placards (Perugorría 
and Tejerina, 2013: 433)” 
 
These movements are born in a context in which form and places to do politics 

are different and plural, but, at the same time, there are traditional elements in their ways 
of doing politics.  

 
“The 15M encounter thus combines online activism with more ‘traditional’ forms of 
militancy. On the one hand, it embraces the digital age sociability, where ‘everybody is 
getting together’ in social media and can ‘organize without organizations’ in order to 
‘change the world without taking power’ (Holloway, 2002). This form of activism is 
inspired by the idea that grassroots organizing no longer needs an organizer, a mediator; it 
follows the ‘do-it-yourself-with-others’ spirit. On the other hand, the 15M is based on 
traditional repertoires: camps, assemblies, and demonstrations are characterized by the 
physicality of bodies being present in a spatial meeting place (Gladwell, 2010). 15M 
members create group commonality through face-to-face, ‘strong-tie’ offline activism, 
but also through online ‘weak-tie’ association. Their territorialized way of doing politics 
from-the-bottom-up through the occupation of the public space, and the disembodied 
political praxis mediated by the possibilities and constraints offered by the Internet and 
online social networks seem to be complementary, and not mutually exclusive. The two 
flanks strengthen one another; adding speed, a new dimension (Merrifield, 2011). We 
contend that this mutual reinforcement is facilitated by the structural affinity of their 
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methods: assemblies and online networks are both characterized by direct participation, 
horizontality, and open deliberation (Perugorría and Tejerina, 2013: 433)” 

 
New elements coexist with some traditional ones inside the 15M, but in all their 

mobilizations, ambitions and demands, there definitely is a new relationship with politics, 
with the political matter, both at the internal level and the external one. One of the questions 
that have been posed both from the inside of the 15M and from the outside of the movement, 
is how these mobilizations could transform, change, and have an influence on institutional 
politics. It seems that traditional political parties didn’t know how to, or were unable to, attract 
the activists of the new movements, so, as it happened in some of the surrounding countries, 
new political parties or initiatives arose, with some kind of relationship with the 15M, more or 
less intense, among which Podemos (We Can) stands out. 

 
The institutionalization of the 15M: Podemos.  
 
The first question that anyone could make to oneself is whether Podemos really is 

the political embodiment of the 15M or not. For most international mass media and 
traditional political parties, it is (RadioCable.com 26/4/14). In fact, for traditional politics, 
that is, for specialized political parties and journalists, neither 15M nor Podemos have 
been understood as a true political actor. This way, during the first few days, the 15M had 
even the support of the People’s Party of Madrid (Qué, 20/5/11), because they thought 
that they were demonstrating against the PSOE, in the government at that time. 

The interesting thing is that the options around the social movement and their 
eventual political transformation into parties like Podemos has always been moving 
between acquiescence and, subsequently, fear. When Podemos run for the European 
elections of 2014, it run like a friendly party of dissatisfied college students, but, once it 
obtained four seats in the European Parliament, the discourse changed drastically and 
Podemos started to be called a populist movement, born in the presidential offices of 
Venezuela, with a clear totalitarian nature, etc. All of this increased when, in the 
following months, Podemos made it to the CIS’s polls as the first political group in voting 
intentions. 

It seems that all this criticism had an effect on the potential voters, since the 
voting prospects dropped, but above all inside the party itself. Trying to spread the 
movement to different population groups and with an obvious interest in knocking down 
the main two political groups and putting an end to the established power, Podemos 
ended up being institutionalised. Its political platform, both economically and socially, 
has been gradually softened, reducing its transformation’s aspirations. Its discourse has 
become smoother and smoother, and governance pacts with both big Spanish political 
parties or, at least, with PSOE, seem more than likely. Its practices, too, the way in which 
they made their lists or political platforms are far from the new democracy inside the 
15M, choosing to do whatever it took, and cutting significantly their own internal 
democracy and the identity of the new social movements. 

The Secretary-General of Podemos, Pablo Iglesias himself, explained the 
relationship between the 15M and his party in an interview:  
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“What does Podemos inherit from the 15M’s legacy? A crucial political lesson to anyone 
who wants to understand how social processes work, and who wants to do politics in the 
21st century. The 15M movement taught us that the strength doesn’t lie in asking 
someone for their ID, you can’t go out there asking for certificates of ideological purity. 
The 15M is not a movement, it is the society in motion, and from there it moved to the 
PAH and the “floods” aftershocks. The 15M is, so to speak, the way of sowing a new 
common sense that breaks with the absence of democracy. We just want to become yet 
another tool of that active society, but nobody can take over mobilized society (La Marea, 
20/5/14).” 
 
This gap between the 15M and Podemos is more and more remarkable, and the 

lack of ideological purity mentioned by Pablo Iglesias has become in the last months an 
ambiguous political message to please, or not to annoy, the potential number of voters. 

Podemos is a good example of how it seems that in a party’s politics the 
important thing is how it looks, more than the essence, and there is an excessive mistrust 
about the aesthetical aspects, but very little ideological content. Not just because of the 
contents themselves, but for the absence of spaces in which discussing, proposing and 
planning those political platforms. If sometimes the 15M was recognized as being 
excessively deliberative and assambleary, Podemos chose to close itself gradually both to 
members and to internal debates and creative proposals of real initiatives. 

15M’s transition, from a basically youth movement into a political party that 
aspires to national government and, for this reason, tries to get along with different kind 
of voters, has undergone the use of traditional forms and principles of doing politics, but, 
above all, its institutionalization. The political practices of public squares, of the Occupy-
movements, are showing themselves very slowly and very inconspicuously in 
conventional politics. It is true that there is a new way of doing public politics that is 
present in social actors, in public squares, in social movements, but those practices stay in 
the apparent for the political parties that were born after the 15M. 

A sentence by the party’s number two, Juan Carlos Monedero, explains the 
meaning of this last paragraph of the text quite well: We come from the 15M, but we are 
not the 15M, we are the politicization of their arguments (Europapress, 14/12/14). That 
is, even though the new social movements post-2010 like the 15M are a reflection of a 
new citizenship and new ways of doing politics, their transformation into a group that is 
able to compete in the traditional political channels, in the representative democracy, 
unavoidably requires their institutionalization. New political parties, either by necessity 
or cadence, end up acquiring conventional structures, ways of internal government and 
political platforms, with nuances, with differences, but that the majority of the citizenship 
is able to recognize and that may be far from these new ways of doing and understanding 
politics of the new social movements. 

Thus, we could assert that there are two arenas, two separate fields whose 
connections are still unclear, diffuse and intermittent. In both of them, politics are done, 
but the influence of the conventional politics, the politics of parties, is still much more 
powerful than the politics that are done within the new social movements. Even so, it is 
important to note that, although these communications are diffuse, the 15M, “the citizens’ 
floods”, or related movements, obtained visible political and social goals, with a 
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remarkable and huge significance, such as stopping a great deal of evictions, making the 
judges paralyze the privatization of public health services, investigating and presenting 
charges against several corrupt politicians and bankers, including the former minister and 
former IMF director Rodrigo Rato, etc. 

 
Conclusions 
 
Social movements’ sociology is a complex discipline and finding nuances and 

differences between some movements and others is very difficult, but the truth is that, 
during the last decades, we have seen several shared characteristics in some of these 
movements, and that there is an increasing trend within these mobilizations towards the 
appreciation and demands of cultural issues, that eventually become subjective, in an 
international context at first and finally transnational. 

The 15M and the so called post-2010 movements show a set of shared features 
that are related to globalization, to the planetary triumph of neoliberal economy and to the 
subsequent privatization or their lives. It is a pacifist movement that puts forward new 
ways of doing politics both inside the movement itself and outside it. It is a movement 
that demands more democracy, dignity and social justice, with a significant symbolic 
constituent and a strong relationship with other transnational movements, but that poses 
specific demands in the international arena as well. 

The new social movements ask for, and answer to a new concept of citizenship, a 
new way of doing and understanding politics, but this is not shown in political parties 
with the same symbolic component and this new way of understanding these new politics. 
The most significant party born out of the 15M was Podemos, that gradually moved its 
practices and proposals away from the 15M’s content or identity. The institutionalization 
of Podemos is going through the adoption of the traditional parties’ procedures and 
structures. 

All this makes us consider that there are two different fields where politics are 
done, the conventional one and that of the new social movements. It seems that this is 
made evident through different ways of thinking about citizenship and the participation in 
the public matters, socially and politically. Traditional ways of politics and citizenship 
coexist with new citizenships and new ways of doing politics, and these two realities 
don’t necessarily have to exist in a dichotomy situation, but the transfers between each 
field are still infrequent and intermittent, and the supremacy of the traditional, 
conventional ways is still unquestionable at an institutional level.  
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Countercultural Movements in Central – Eastern Europe. 
Between the New Critical Tradition and Peripheral Narration 
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   Is it reasonably to talk about the revolt in 1968 in terms of the counterculture? 
Assuming aesthetic or semiotic concept of culture to be true, we could say that the 
counterculture is a political or civil undermining of exclusive status of pointlessness of 
culture. Revolt in 1968 can therefore be described as a counterculture, if only because of 
the interest in the working class, putting the emphasis on individual commitment and 
creativity, emphasizing the importance of political issues, etc. However, the most 
important is, we can define a revolt in 1968 as a counterculture for another reason. I 
propose to put the counterculture as a critical redefinition of the dominant culture and the 
process of emerging a critical acceptance of alternative counter-cultures. Counterculture 
in this sense would be a committed criticism and transformation of existing relationships 
and social structures. According to this concept, activists of 1968 are changing culture 
with full awareness of the consequences of their own actions (ie, in a practical sense) and 
at the same time they are able to work out their own  theory of resistance to the social, 
cultural and political mainstream (ie, in a theoretical sense). This ability to self - 
questioning is, according to Leszek Kolakowski, a constitutive feature of European 
culture. And if it is actually true, then we can try to capture the counterculture as a kind of 
new ideology and narration, allowing to re-reading of the intellectual history of Europe in 
a critical way, but not appealing at the same time or to the heritage of Marxist thought, 
nor to the classical critical theory of the Frankfurt School.   

In the proposed approach counterculture is a kind of “transcendental category”, 
outlining the conditions for the possibility of re - writing a new critical intellectual history 
of Europe. The core of this history is an anti-authoritarian humanism. While social 
changes are possible as institutional changes, which explains the failure of the 
counterculture in the political sphere, as a social movement seeking to transform the 
existing social order, historical changes may have their cultural roots. The revolution in 
the sphere of social imagination, or more simply, a transformation of consciousness, can 
be translated into historical changes, including the transformation of cultural models, and 
thus the ways of perceiving and experiencing the world. Counterculture slogans: 
"Revolution of imagination" (rebellion and utopia in one), although, as we know, have 
not changed nor disproved the existing social order, but they have contributed to the 
historical changes. Europe did not remain the same Europe after countercultural revolt in 
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1968 and the contestation itself has become a kind of "foundational myth" in the new 
social imagination. Counterculture remains, in my opinion, the prototype event for all 
types of thinking about contestation and liberation movements, which emphasize 
individual and collective autonomy, as well as refer to the emancipatory interest 
(characteristically, it is just counterculture, not a tradition of the European 
Enlightenment). All this does not change the fact that the context of the revolt is the 
concrete historical situation, not an abstract "at one time".  I would like to focus on the 
analysis of this particular historical coincidence and consequently, on the organizational 
and social structure of the protest movements in Europe. I would rather show the general 
specificity of the countercultural movements in Central – Eastern  Europe than focus on 
the analysis of specific protest movements. The understanding of history of European 
protest movements facilitates comparative perspective (underling  transnational aspects of 
the protest movements to capture the similarities between the various national 
movements, common narratives and cultures of memory  and also to figure out the 
consequences and relevance of domestic resistance in Eastern Europe as well as in 
Europe as a whole.) 

The subject of my scrutiny are the countercultural movements in Central and 
Eastern Europe - Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and East Germany. At first glance, it 
might seem that the Parisian May and Polish March `68 were deeply historically, and 
most of all culturally divided. It seems that the tales about the revolt, but also about the 
political and cultural evolution of generation of `68, on both sides of the Iron Curtain, do 
not combine into any coherent narration. The works of some historians may lead to such a 
conclusion (see. Fraser 1998; Marwick 1998; Glicher - Holtey 1998; Horn 2008) In 
Western Europe, as is widely known, criticism was directed towards the norms of 
traditional nuclear family, moral conformism, or superficiality of liberal democracy.  On 
the other hand, in Eastern Europe, young activists, (such as, for example Jacek Kuron and 
Karol Modzelewski in Poland), were looking for new social space for the reform projects 
of radical changes. [for example attitude towards the USA: whereas activists in Western 
Europe  attacked the US for its imperialistic policy, mainly for intervention in Vietnam, 
dissenters in Eastern Europe used American commodities such as music or clothing to 
express their dissatisfaction with  life under the communist regime]  

Then, the following questions arise: can activists on both sides of the Iron Curtain 
be considered as a part of the same cultural and political revolt, revolt exceeding the 
limits of narrowly defined social groups, countries or regions? Can we talk about the anti 
- totalitarian (also in the cultural sense of this term) or anti - imperialist face of 
contestation in general? Should we treat 1968 as a common “foundation myth” or event,  
unifying European memory?  Could the revolt of 1968 become a part of the collective 
memory of the whole united Europe after decades of divisions of the Cold War? Is it 
possible to perceive the counterculture as a part of a new European integrationist 
ideology? 
In recent years, however, the works of historians, emphasizing the transnational nature of 
social change, that analyze the interrelationship on a deeper level, moving away from a 
purely chronological similarities, have been published. These authors, however, focus 
more on the political aspects than on cultural (Gildea, Mark, Warring 2013; Klimke, 
Scharloth 2008). Bearing in mind the “transnational turn" in the historical sciences,  I 
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want to concentrate on showing the structural similarities and not only those that arise 
from the fact that these events were happening at the same time in history. Such analyses 
would require a broader cultural perspective and not only comparative historical analysis. 
In my proposal I would like to take advantage of the perspectives of cultural sociology, 
so-called “Strong program of cultural sociology” coined by Jeffrey Alexander (Alexander 
2003: 11 – 26) and the historical sociology forged by Alain Touraine, especially his 
concept of “historicity” and “self - producing society” (Touraine 1973). These two 
overlapping approaches would also go beyond the dominant sociological analysis of the 
counterculture as a conglomerate of social movements (macro-sociological  perspective). 

The perspective of historical sociology enables us to treat the protest movements 
not in terms of macro-sociological convention, ie either in terms of mobilization of 
human resources  (the old social movements), or in terms of the network social 
movements, operating in "flexible framework of action" (the new social movements), but 
in terms of the ability of society to create its own history (via individual and cultural 
emancipation). In turn, the perspective of cultural sociology allows to show that the year 
1968 is also a construct and narration. By analogy with the well - known cultural trauma 
studies and the research into social construction of the Holocaust as moral universals, 
conducted by Jeffrey Alexander, we could say that the counterculture is also subject to a 
process of social construction of meaning (Alexander 2003: 27 – 84). Moreover, it seems 
that the sociological analysis enables us to set a specific “mental formation” in a broader 
historical framework. This analysis puts the emphasis on the cultural dimension of social 
change rather than political, suggesting that the counterculture was more universal 
phenomenon, which goes beyond the local historical circumstances.   

There are works of historians, who are using oral history approach to make a sort 
of "decentering" the 1968 protest narration, showing that it is not only the narration of 
Western Europe (Gildea, Mark, Warring 2013). Rewriting the history of contestation of 
`68 and the history of countercultural movements consist in, in my opinion, including the 
history of Eastern European countercultural movements into the main narration, that has 
been carried out (almost exclusively) from the central position - Paris or West Berlin - so 
far. The process of constructing social meanings (Alexander 2003) has been held in this 
manner, apart from the peripheral European history. The relevance of this proposal is first 
of all based on an analysis of the contestation in Eastern Europe, and then on reflection: 
whether it is possible to create a coherent view of the counterculture as a consistent meta- 
narration, or  ideology, emerging in the aftermath of the breakdown of meaningful meta – 
narrations, including primarily Marxism. Attempts to revise and later a total refutation of 
Marxism, which has been the key reference point for the countercultural generation (both 
in Western and Eastern Europe) are recognized not as a rejection of certain political 
beliefs, but as the collapse of faith in the organizing power of this ideology and its ability 
to give meaning to human activities. However, this does not necessarily mean the 
continuation of the "triumphalist narration," which says that the impulse of the 
contestation was liberated in 1968 and has materialized in the fall of communist regimes 
in Central and Eastern Europe in 1989. According to this vision, re-democratization 
processes and the political unification of Europe after 1989 could be treated as a natural 
consequence of the revolt of 1968. On the contrary, the case of Eastern Europe seems to 
be more nuanced, because the memory of the 1968 (eg. Polish March) is largely the 
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memory of eyewitnesses, absent from the public sphere ("confiscated memory") (Baczko: 
1984). Communist authorities in Eastern Europe deprived participants of events of the 
year 1968 of rights to vote and it was  tantamount to question a sense of their rebellion, or 
even more, it brought the presence of these events in history into question. Hence, 
countercultural movements in Eastern Europe were not so much a reaction to landmark in 
political history, as resistance to the "dead time and the lack of history" .This must be 
emphasized, because the collective consciousness of young French and Germans in West 
Germany was quite different from the consciousness of young Czechs in Czechoslovakia 
or Poles. The latter was not a collective consciousness of an entire generation, but rather 
the awareness of the excluded minority. As a result, the category of 1968 generation 
itself, in Eastern Europe seems to be very limited. Being generation is an effective way 
"to install in the symbolic sphere", rather than characteristic of historical change. 
Therefore, the category of generation gap (useful in the case of Western Europe) becomes 
at least problematic in the case of Eastern Europe.  

In my article I intended to contextualize the protest movements within broader 
cultural and political processes and transformations of postwar European history.   
We could certainly speak about some specific strategies and features which are common 
components of European counter-cultural movements: happenings, subversive anti – 
ritualism, numerous references to the avangardist and neo – avangardist movements from 
Europe such as surrealism, Situacionism or Provo.  It's not about symbolic expression of 
dissent addressed to the public, but the point was to change activists themselves. 
Exposing hostile response of society and the authorities, protests were designed to raise 
the awareness of the society`s repressive character. These protest strategies were 
obviously adopted selectively, depending on regional protest movements, according to 
different political, ideological and cultural structures of particular countries. The most 
transnational aspect of protest movements (shared in  Western as well as in Eastern 
Europe) was probably alternative countercultural lifestyle, inspired by global popular 
culture, music, or new aesthetic emerging in international art. It was combined with 
hippie ideology into a cluster of symbolic forms that became an source of mobilization all 
over Europe. Given very limited space of freedom in dictatorships in Eastern Europe, 
young activists exploited these aspects of Western European culture to express their 
discontent. Communist authorities treated long hair, unconventional clothing or rock 
music as a manifestation of Western decadence and dangerous  ideology (for the system). 

The second unifying factor was an identity crisis and most of all, fundamental 
dissatisfaction with the existing political system.  As it was outlined in the report of the 
Bonn Conference in 1969: “Armed with a sophisticated knowledge of society`s ills at an 
earlier age than ever before, more and more European young people are becoming 
actively hostile towards the prevailing values of their elders and towards the official 
government ideology in both East and West Europe. Evidence in several countries — 
notably France, Germany and  Eastern Europe—indicates that radicalism has taken root in 
secondary schools where it was never known before. This is an important indication of 
what can be expected from future student generations.” In conclusion, nobody nowadays 
doubts that Eastern and Western societies were profoundly transformed as a result of 
activity of protest movements of 1968. Today this activity are slowly passing into the 
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European socio - cultural memory. The legacy of 1968 is to some extent ambiguous, 
because is blamed for destruction of traditional family structures and values or even for 
atomization of society, but on the other hand is perceived as foundational date for 
liberalization and democratization processes and consequently for the fall of communism 
in Eastern Europe in 1989.  
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The movements in searching of a new democracy:  
going beyond liberal thinking 

 

Yavuz Yildirim189 
 
After a decade of the “newest” social movements of new century as titled 

“anti/alter-globalization” or “global justice movement” which had the biggest structure in 
World Social Forums, now new cycle of movements creates new spaces to express the 
grievances, to solve or respond to them, and so the approaches to movements are also 
needed to renewal. It can be argued that with the changing of the social movements, the 
concept of “political” becomes more important than the concepts of politics and policies. 
Because the institutional and formal dimensions of the established process are criticized 
by the movements and these movements create new margins to shape the border of 
politics. Movements in CEE region and also middle-east are based on the rejection of 
limited liberal democracies which run for neoliberal hegemony and these movements 
make a new political debate that focusing on what democracy means today. The main of 
the paper is to make sense the efforts of movements in changing of democracy debate. 

This study tries to make a conceptual framework of these movements in 
searching for a new politics. In order to this, the study focuses on the similarities and 
differences to make a general comparison between these movements. The main argument 
of the study is that new movements as new cycle of anti/alter globalization movement 
criticize the liberal democracy and create new spaces for the citizens in political debates 
before policy process of the decision-makers or professionals. The study will not analyze 
the movements in details especially their sociological aspects but much more it will look 
for the potentials for to renew political way of doing. So it must be said that this is a 
conceptual attempt in exploring the newness of the movements which are seeking of a 
new democracy. 

 
The Potential of the Movements 
 
The movements that occurred in last decade have some similarities and also 

differences. The main similarity is the criticism to liberal democracy and its neoliberal 
economic vision. The level of economical crises is different around the regions but people 
are under the risk of potential crises because of the global financial ebb and flows. The 
markets and the principles of the financial domination rule every region of the world. So 
the decision-makers are not people but the markets. So the latest movements are the direct 
actions of the ordinary people to make a change in this up-to-down decision-making 
process. These efforts can be titled as to go beyond of liberal thinking of political way. 
Movements carry on a potential on their own to make a new political framework. In 
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general framework they have a constitutive role in making new democratic debates. Their 
common points are the indignation to public authorities, a different democratic discourse, 
political debates in open space and the closure of economic and political demands. The 
movements in the CEE are also against the domination of financial rules and legitimation 
crisis of liberal democracies. 

When we look the past, the anti/alter globalization movements of first decade of 
2000s indicate the importance of horizontal relationship and now mobilizations depend 
on much more daily-life relations, streets and sporadic events. The different locations of 
the world are witnessing of the raising voice of the ordinary people and they are making 
new political base of the new century through social movements. Despite of their 
difference on socio-economic levels, a kind of connections or common points can be seen 
their demands and struggles. This study tries to analyze these points of the latest 
movements that are needed to understand outside the old concepts of political science. It 
is hard to conceptualize these new struggles because of their actuality, this an ongoing 
process and they still under the effect of new situations but the core of this study is that 
these movements have a potential to change making politics in the new century. 

Then, the route of the changing could be seen in Occupy and 15M/Indignados 
movements and Arab uprisings, anti-austerity protests in Greece, student movements in 
UK and Gez�L���3�D�U�N�Õ���U�H�V�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H���L�Q���7�X�U�N�H�\�����7�K�H�V�H���P�R�Y�H�P�H�Q�W�V���D�U�H���W�K�H�� �R�Q�O�\���Z�D�\���R�I���R�U�G�L�Q�D�U�\��
people to give attention to the decision making process. In other words, people speak with 
social movements because of the crisis of economical and political system. This is the 
essence of the movement concept historically but nowadays people who mobilize in a 
movement do not wait for a call of institution or something else in formal. While they 
mobilize to protest something concrete they also create a new political relationship 
outside of the ongoing system. They indicate the space of doing politics outside of the 
institutional bodies. It makes a political renewal against the narrow view of state-based 
politics. Their non-violent and civic character strengthens the link with the bottom. In this 
way they figure, or at least search for, new discourses, identity and solutions outside the 
established and current democratic system. Different groups attended these movements 
and there was not only one demand or requisition. So there was no one discourse or 
opposition wing which command the movement. So this process can be seen as to 
constitute a new ‘common’ that constitute social life. These movements had also created 
a new way of opposition that mobilize the people at public spaces. They create their own 
language, mostly in an ironic manner, and make new networks that have not connected to 
each other before. So they do not use specific vocabulary of an organization and rank-file 
membership system to mobilize together. The given options to take political positions are 
rejected and they try to create a new one. Their plural and multi-cultural manner has a 
potential to create a newness to change the established system. So the latest movements 
which born in more complex bodies today, require to reconsider the classical –European 
or American- approaches to the movements that appear in more structural and fixed 
situations of 20th century. 

I argue that these movements can be titled as the “second wave of anti/alter-
globalization movement” with the raising outrage against the neoliberalism. The first 
wave ended with Social Forum process that has a descending effect on movements. Gill 
(2000, 2009) had been entitled the new global movements as “postmodern prince” 
because of their unity in differences, multidimensional manners. And also Hardt and 
Negri (2004) name this new subject as “multitude” who creates their own 
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“commonwealth” with their own potential against the “empire”. The latest movements of 
2011-2013-era can be analyzed in this new framework. This is an ongoing process that 
search for to go beyond of institutional bodies. 

So grass-root movements do not resist just specific policies or units but in general 
they uncover the failure of the institutional politics and representative democracy. But the 
demand was not a reconsidering the liberal democracy but much more redefine or 
reconstruct it. So the democracy is needed a new adjective or descriptive title except 
liberal, deliberative or consensus.  

These movements have constructed a discourse to renew the established 
democracy. This is the first and main common point of these latest movements. Arab 
uprisings, Occupy movements and other radical actions constitute a new politics “that 
shifts away from the goals of state control toward the construction of alternative visions 
for a more socially just society” (Basok, 2014:2). In other words, they demanded a new 
politics outside of the decision making process of representative democracy. Against the 
legal procedures, privileged experts, lobbies or vertical hierarchies, they have wanted to 
represent themselves. The crisis of liberal democracy has been well-known debate since 
1970s and “new” social movements focus on democratic deficit in decision making 
process of the political system in general. While they challenge the policies of specific 
areas newest movements of the new century have the contradictions the democratic 
political system as a whole. 

 
The Places and the Demands 
 
Because of searching of new democratic practical, they have upraised their voices 

in open spaces. The concepts of space, street, city are reconsidered in the struggles of 
these movements. So the public space in general is tried to redefine outside the liberal 
theory. Because open spaces gather the differences and make a new whole beyond the 
legality. The open spaces of cities turned political places with debates, forums and critical 
voices. And also they became the symbols of the struggles like Gezi Park, Tahrir Square, 
Zucotti Park, Puerta Del Sol.  

The appearance of authoritarianism was changing but the essence was the same 
all around the world. The new movements are against the mechanisms of command by 
the financial experts, representatives or one-man power. New kind of authoritarianism is 
not related with just a person or a political party but the unquestionable ruling of the 
financial principles. Politics of social movements create a new subject who says their own 
word outside of the rationality of the markets. In neoliberal system the freedom of 
consumer is not parallel with the freedom of politics. Lots of Arab countries which are 
under the pressure of the one man or family or party authority is articulated with free 
market. But movements demand not just free market but also free thinking and political 
debates. 

So, the articulations of global and local movements can be seen in the new 
liberation concept. This is related with to interfere to their own lives of people. In the 
global level the number of ordinary people who do not participate these movements under 
a title of any institution are raising obviously. The movements have participants from 
different classes or groups of the society but increase their voices to say something for 
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their own lives and to make a change in decision-making process. If a social movement 
could connect the demands of daily-life, it may create an effect in political process. 
Because of the crisis of representative democracy and the democratic deficit, the social 
movements are becoming more crucial in the political debates. Social movements in 
global level try to constitute new public areas where make political debates to discuss 
against the established ones. The street also is one of these public areas.  

 
Conclusion 
 
To sum up, the latest movements of last decade including CEE-mobilizations 

focus on the renewal of political concept, before the politics. They open new political 
demands and visions beyond the liberal one. This has not a new title, they are not renewal 
of socialism. But they are inspired by anarchist tendencies, like down-to-top process, 
anti-hierarchical perspective and to claim their own words outside any institutional 
bodies. The newest movements constitute new politics through their own efforts. 

In the beginning of 20th century the organized power of the people had 
constituted the nation-state and representative democracies but now after a century 
unorganized power of social movements are changing these organizational structure. The 
constitutions, assemblies, parties are losing their importance; instead of them the 
contingent power of social movements carries on the demands of people. Social 
movements in the last terms appear much more in daily-life concerns and conflicts and so 
the streets, open and public spaces are used more frequently. In short, these movements 
exposed the failure of making old-school politics in a vertical hierarchy and structural 
obstacles and they are heading to make new politics in open spaces. 
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Dignity, militant democracy, and defending  
the democratic order 

 
Miles Maftean190 

 
 

Introduction  
 

What does it mean for a democratic state to defend itself? Threats to democratic 
regimes come in various forms. Of these challenges, one of the more difficult to justify, 
from a liberal standpoint, is how to combat internal threats coming from groups and 
organizations that use democratic norms, procedures, and institutions to affirm values and 
achieve goals that are incompatible with democracy (including the goal of doing away 
with democracy and establishing an alternative political order). Today, many democratic 
regimes have institutionalized mechanisms that constrain or fully forbid the room for 
such political action, and remove these agents from the democratic playground. A 
democratic regime that institutionalizes and utilizes such mechanisms, and is authorized 
to protect civil and political freedom by preemptively restricting antidemocratic action, is 
called a ‘militant democracy’.191 

The standard claim in support of militant democracy may be straightforward: in 
order to stabilize the democratic order, a constitutional democracy should be equipped 
with the authority to interfere with the exercise of some of the basic constitutional rights, 
such as the freedom of association, expression, religion, and opinion. Equally 
straightforward seems to be the tension brought by this institution: to safeguard 
democracy, and the values associated with it, a regime deprives some actors of those 
same fundamental liberal values and constitutional rights that it is explicitly trying to 
defend. It seems that principles of individual autonomy, equality before law, or political 
neutrality are either threatened under this institutional arrangement, or at least they 
receive a new meaning.  

Assessing the legitimacy of militant democracy leads to two opposing claims: 
one is either in favor of implementing the preemptive measures to safeguard democracy’s 
existence, or one finds them unjustifiable on the grounds that it is incompatible to the 
values constitutional democracy upholds. To justify militant democracy, there are two 
avenues by which to defend it – instrumentally or intrinsically. What can be seen in the 
vast amount of literature on the subject is the attempt of both constitutional and political 
theorists defending militant democracy instrumentally – there is no need to justify 
militant democracy on any other grounds than simply practical ones – it is a necessary 
institution that must be set in place to combat extremist and other threats to its existence.  

                                                        
190 University of Chicago 
191 Loewenstein, Karl. “Militant Democracy and Fundamental Rights I”, American Political Science Review, 
Vol. 31, 1937.  
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I find many problems with this approach. In the first section of this paper, I will 
explicate the problems with these views by showing how the paradox of militant 
democracy is deeper than these theorists envision and requires a stronger justification. I 
will conceptualize the paradox differently, not as one that sees as the tension between 
security and liberty, but something much deeper. For this reason, I defend militant 
democracy with an intrinsic justification. I believe that militant democracy can be 
defended from the standpoint of its intrinsic benefit – that it protects the underlying 
values of democracy.  In section two, I point out how militant democracy can be used to 
protect a fundamental value underlying many democratic regimes – that of human 
dignity. Here, I will explicate exactly what the role of dignity is in militant democracy. In 
the third section, I explore the German case with my reading in mind, by showing how 
dignity is the fundamental core of all basic rights. In the last section, I reintroduce the 
paradox of militant democracy to see whether an argument can be made to defend this 
institution by means of dignity. I will also highlight some German cases dealing with 
militant democracy can be better justified with reference to upholding human dignity. The 
hope is to explore more deeply an avenue which militant democracy can be justified from 
a liberal standpoint. 

 
SECTION ONE: THE PARADOX OF MILITANT DEMOCRACY  
 
Democracies are faced with internal threats – they come from groups, 

organizations, or individuals who use democratic norms – procedures and institutions – to 
affirm values and achieve goals that are incompatible with democracy. To combat this, 
democratic regimes implement militant measures, by adopting pre-emptive, prima facie 
illiberal measures to prevent those labeled as anti-democracies to subvert democracy 
through democratic means.192 The first to develop the argument for militant democracy, and 
specify the expression itself, was Karl Loewenstein in the mid 1930’s. His approach utilized 
the following methods: normative, analytical-legal, and empirical. Empirically, his thoughts 
were developed through a reaction to the political developments in Weimar Germany and 
other European countries during the inter-war period. He understood that many 
constitutional democracies were unable to prevent anti-democratic movements from seizing 
power democratically. His legal analysis pointed out several shortfalls and weaknesses in 
the democratic system as a whole. In turn, this led him to his normative stance that he 
envisioned could best justify why democracy should be defended against its enemies. 

He believed that a constitutional democracy must be institutionally empowered to 
fight these anti-democratic abuses to the system. He referenced many empirical examples 
to justify this institutional response. He pointed to the danger of extremist ‘emotionalism’ 
apparent in the period of the grave democracy crisis in the inter-war period, with the 
movements and parties that had authoritarian motives, yet slowly were taking power 
through democratic means. The goal of these anti- democrats was, according to 
Loewenstein, to seize power by operating within the democratic institutional 

                                                        
192 Müller, Jan-Werner. “Militant Democracy”, in ed. András Sajó and Michel Rosenfeld’s The Oxford 
Handbook of Comparative Constitutional Law. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). p. 1253. 
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infrastructure.193 For Loewenstein, these “enemies of democracy” did not fall into the 
category of those whose interests that democracy could tolerate, for their end goal was the 
total destruction of the democratic system. For this reason, democracy should identify 
such enemies and take aggressive action against them. What is interesting for us is how 
Loewenstein’s contribution highlighted some interesting paradoxes surrounding the 
concept known as militant democracy. He pointed to the core of the problem inherent 
within the paradox of democracy: “Democracy stands for fundamental rights. How could 
it address itself to curtailing these without destroying the very basis of its existence and 
justification?”194 

He argued in favor of militant democracy by using an instrumental argument – 
democracy is worthy of protection from its enemies because it is a preferable regime to 
other types. Thus, it is a necessary institution. Despite the fact that this approach is 
practical, it does not try to solve the apparent paradox at hand. There is a tension that 
exists between the principled primacy of individual autonomy and the imperative of the 
political stability of the democratic regime. Stability cannot be the only justification on 
this account, because then militant democracy can be used and abused extensively.195 
Furthermore, I do not believe it resolves any of the tension of the paradox of militant 
democracy that I have envisioned. It would merely say that this is a necessity without 
giving any proper justification on the tension that needs to be resolved.196 

Within the literature on militant democracy, I can see that the institution has been 
argued in favor for, or against, with these two values in tension with one another. But I 
believe it is necessary to rise above this tension in order to come up with a more sound 
normative argument in favor of militant democracy. What is necessary to understand with 
militant democracy is that it should not just be argued that it helps the imperative of the 
free democratic basic order. Political stability should not be seen as the ultimate goal of 
militant democracy. I believe there is a better avenue by which to argue in favor of 
militant democracy that seems more promising. This argument I will label as the intrinsic 
justification of militant democracy. This account relies on defending militant democracy 
on the grounds of certain values being threatened. So, one does not argue for stability, but 
for the underlying values of the regime. This is precisely the route taken by Alexander 
Kirshner.197 His intrinsic argument is centered on political participation, and he focuses 
on the right to participate, due to the fact that it “lies at the core of the ethical dilemmas 

                                                        
193 Loewenstein, Karl. “Militant Democracy and Fundamental Rights I”, American Political Science Review, 
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raised by popular challenges to democracy”.198 Following Kirshner, I develop my own 
intrinsic argument centered on human dignity.  

Within the debate on militant democracy, the problem of dealing with an unstable 
order is intuitive. For, without stability, there is no political community. Therefore, the 
argument goes, there is a necessity for a stable community in order for individuals to have 
a meaningful life together. But I would not argue with this premise. I question whether it 
is an unqualified stability which is a value in itself, or is it stability which is in function of 
certain reasons why we are together. For me, dignity can make the connection – stability, 
then, is instrumental to dignity. I would argue that stability and order is fine, but it is of 
instrumental value, and here is where dignity matters. Stability, itself, is not of 
instrumental value. If, within the order, there are values of importance for why it will 
survive, then it is a different story. The order needs to demonstrate that the reason it 
applies coercion against individuals is exactly because it protects these very substantive 
values. What justifies stability is exactly the substantive value. Reformulating the 
paradox in these terms, I can now ask the same question: what tension would remain if 
curtailing liberties upheld dignity? I would argue that the tension is not as profound. It is 
possible to rise above this apparent paradox of militant democracy, which emphasizes the 
tension between individual autonomy and the imperative of the stable order. Rather, I 
posit that what should be seen is simply upholding dignity, and thus, the limitation of 
certain rights in order for this to happen. 

In the next section, I will attempt to draw out the significance of using dignity as a 
means of justifying militant democracy. The first difficulty that I will address is the 
identification of dignity in a constitutional order. I will then explore the German case with 
these readings in mind, since the Basic Law’s foundational principle is that of dignity.  

 
SECTION TWO: THE TERRAINS OF DIGNITY – MORAL PRINCIPLE 

AND LEGAL CONCEPT  
 
“Human dignity shall be inviolable. To respect and protect it shall be the duty of 

all state authority”. These are the opening words of Germany’s Basic Law of 1949.199 

Dignity stands as one of the most fundamental basic rights in Germany – it is paramount 
to the moral status of individuals, and serves as a foundational right, one that cannot 
seemingly be intruded upon. Foundational rights “may mean no more than that they are 
rights which are properly attributed on a universal basis to all human beings”.200 The 
importance that I place on dignity points to the principled primacy of individual 
autonomy. When I refer to the primacy of individual autonomy, I am simply stating that 
autonomous individuals “define their nature, give meaning and coherence to their lives, 
and take responsibility for the kind of person they are”.201 This implies that autonomous 
people have controlled the formation of their character, values and beliefs – have ‘defined 
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Geoffrey Pleyers, Ionel N. Sava (eds.) 123 

their nature’ and then structure their life in accordance with them. Thus, they are self-
governing, because what motivates them and justifies the particular content of their life is 
their own creation. While dignity is explicitly stated as one of the most fundamental 
rights in Germany, there is an overwhelming amount of literature202 that contests the 
value and usage dignity does have in law. 

But there is one specific problem surrounding the concept of dignity that I will 
readily address in this paper: how is dignity, as a moral principle, transferred to the 
constitutional order? If dignity is transferred to the constitutional order, what place does it 
hold? Does it merely serve as a background principle, or is it more explicitly expressed as 
a right? In order for me to defend the claim that dignity can be used to justify militant 
democracy, it is necessary to go through several steps of clarification as to where dignity 
fits in the constitutional order.  

 

Dignity in moral and political theory 
 
In moral and political theory, human dignity can be seen as a kind of 

“unconditioned and incomparable worth”, and those individuals with dignity are 
“uniquely valuable and worthy of respect”.203 As Ronald Dworkin has noted, the very 
idea of human rights depends upon the ‘vague but powerful idea of human dignity’.204 
Dignity is an intrinsic value that depicts individuals as capable of exercising moral 
agency. There are many different theories of dignity that make reference to this definition 
by way of Immanuel Kant. The history of political and moral theory on dignity has given 
many different definitions. Daniel P. Sulmasy has classified dignity into three different 
conceptions that I find useful for the purposes of clarifying what moral or theoretical 
reading I take on dignity. The first conception is “attributed dignity” – it is defined as 
“the worth or value that humans beings confer upon others by act of attribution”.205206 The 
second conception is “inflorescent dignity”, in that a process or state of affairs is 
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congruent with the intrinsic value of the human.207 The last conception is “intrinsic 
dignity”, in that people have worth or value simply because they are human.208209  

I take the intrinsic dignity conception as my reading for the purposes of this 
article. But I do understand that there are a wide variety of readings within this 
conception as well. For this reason, it is necessary for me to go back and read how the 
concept of dignity is further explicated in moral and political theory. 

For now, it suffices to show that this moral reading of dignity has many 
consequences and imposes a type of duty. The primary duty is to recognize and respect 
that each individual has dignity regardless of their status in society or other characteristics 
of individuals that are irrelevant. It is common to use human dignity as a way to condemn 
certain actions, whether it is torture and so forth. An individual with human dignity is 
wronged when he or she is not treated as ends in themselves, but used in some 
instrumental way. Thus, dignity is absolute and an incomparable worth – it cannot be 
compared with, or exchanged for by any other value.210 

 
Dignity as a background moral principle in a constitution 
 
Despite the fact that dignity can be treated as a moral conception in the first 

instance, others disagree, such as Jeremy Waldron. Waldron believes that a philosophical 
explication of dignity does not need to begin as moral philosophy. Rather, Waldron 
believes that it would be better to look firstly at how dignity works as a legal concept, and 
then model what “we would want to do morally with it on that”.211 Thus, it is legal in 
origin, a “juridical” one. But how is it that dignity is first legal and then moral? This 
follows logically from Waldron’s proceduralism. He is, first and foremost, a 
proceduralist. So, when he looks at the concept of dignity, there is an “intimate 
connection with it and the idea of rights – as the grounds of rights, and the content of 
certain rights, and perhaps even the form and structural character of rights”.212 Waldron 
explicitly believes that political morality is about law, and when it comes to dignity (in 
political morality), it orients its place in the legal system.213 So, Waldron’s views stem 
directly from the consequences of his proceduralism. I believe that this is an interesting 
take on how to understand dignity in the constitutional order. But it is more important to 
clarify my reading of dignity – as a background moral principle. 

                                                        
207 Sulmasy claims that dignity is sometimes used to refer to a virtue. It is not attributed, since it depends 
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Ronald Dworkin is one of the major proponents who believe that rights flow from 
moral principles in jurisprudential thought. The Dworkinian perspective begins with the 
fundamental concept of the “principle”, which are a set of standards that do not necessary 
advance or secure some type of social situation (such as economic, political), but rather, 
because justice, fairness, or some other dimension of morality requires them.214 The 
moral content is the most important aspect of the Dworkinian concept of the principle.215 
What is necessary, in a constitutional order, is that provisions are ultimately informed by 
principles. But principles only make up one part of Dworkinian jurisprudence, with the 
second important concept being known of as a right. As I have previously stated, rights 
flow from principles - principles inform the judiciary on the rights of individuals. When 
faced with the assertion of two rights in conflict, judges will also examine the principles 
underlying both. Yet even though morality can be seen as evolving for Dworkin, moral 
principles are foundational. For Dworkin, equality and human dignity are foundational 
principles; therefore, judges should consider them in all decisions they make. Combined 
with Dworkin’s “one right answer” thesis, I posit that by evaluating principles, one 
references the political morality of the community. What this means is that dignity is 
foundational, but “the nature of the principles depends upon the political morality of the 
society which embraces them”.216 

Now, this raises an important question: what exactly is dignity? Is it a legal 
norm, or is it just a background moral principle? My interpretation is that Dworkin 
would say that it is a moral principle. This is largely due to the fact that Dworkin 
emphasizes the necessity of judges to analyze and decide cases with the caveat that they 
always uphold the two principles of dignity and equality. But what I find more 
important here is that Dworkin does not see any problem with saying that dignity is a 
principle. Indeed, it is the embodiment of political morality. Let me assume that 
Dworkin’s argument is sound. There is still another issue surrounding this clarification 
that is important. Some others would still ask the question: how exactly can this pre-
legal concept become legal?  

This is precisely the type of question that serves as the basis of Jürgen Habermas 
critique of the Dworkinian approach. Habermas claims, “All [legal] norms are inherently 
indeterminate”217. Dworkin would agree with this point – he also believes in the openness 
of norms. Dworkin believes that all law is interpretation and that there is a criterion by 
which to interpret it, whereas Habermas disagrees on the statue of moral principles. The 
problem for Habermas is that these norms require additional specifications in individual 
cases, since these norms are “only prima facie candidates for application”, and the fact 
that different norms may lead to different results.218 Habermas emphasizes that legal and 
moral norms differ in their modes of justification. In this sense, moral arguments are 
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relevant to the justification of legal norms, but they do not exhaust the range of possible 
arguments.219 Legal norms govern a particular legal community, which is different from 
moral norms that govern humanity as such. That is why Habermas rightly points out that 
the justification of legal norms must be open to the “ethical-political” concerns. Legal 
norms are much more concrete than moral norms, since they only respond to the need for 
legal certainty. 

Another way that Habermas explicates the difference between legal norms and 
moral norms is to point to the special character of legal justification. Legal validity is 
much different from moral validity. The validity claims relevant to legal norms is 
“legitimacy” while in moral norms it is “rightness”. Thus, there is a major difference 
between the modes of justification and what this requires.  

Dignity as a right – its place as a legal concept 
 
What is the place of dignity as a legal concept? There are two avenues to take 

regarding this question. One avenue is to argue that it is a background moral principle 
that is introduced in the constitution to serve as what is a foundational right. This is the 
view taken by Dworkin. Another avenue would be to say that it is seen more as a right. I 
will defend the former view. 

In my first phase of inquiry, the nature and order of institutions did not surface. I 
was discussing the place of dignity in moral and political theory on a more theoretical 
level. Now, as I begin to try and understand dignity, institutions are being confronted 
with the concept. Whichever moral value we take when discussing the constitutional 
order, there is something different being attached due to the fact that it has become 
political. It went from being moral to political, which has consequences. Since I am 
trying to understand dignity through an institutional world, such as law, then I need to see 
how it functions in that setting. Even though dignity is a legal concept, it works as a 
background moral principle in practice. It is not only the fact that it is accrued as the 
highest value in the German constitution, but it seen in other facets of the constitutional 
order as well. Jurists at all levels (including U.S. and European Courts) – state, federal, 
trial and appellate – are referencing the right to dignity in resolving disputes and 
announcing legal rules.220 These references to the right to dignity arise in specific disputes 
and are tangibly adhered to, but often times it is used by reference to other rights. 

Another reason that I read dignity as a background moral principle is due largely 
to the fact that it plays a role in arguments made by governments that limit democratic 
action. In essence, it is the basic threshold, or human right, that can never be impeded 
upon. When I try to analyze the institution known as militant democracy, it can be done 
by using dignity as the one principle that stands as the mark of legitimacy or illegitimacy 
of certain militant practices. Thus, it is useful for my project to view it as a background 
moral principle that serves as a guide to analyzing the institution. 
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But before I move on and analyze this reading in reference to the German case, I 
want to make one brief summarization, or unifying theme, that seems quite explicit in 
defining what human dignity is. Despite the three readings that I have mentioned), a 
unifying thought emerges when defining dignity: “any definition of dignity (and dignity 
“rights”) acknowledge that every individual has protected specific inner attributes, such 
as thoughts and feelings, and possessed the independence to choose his own course in 
lif e, unfettered by interference from the state or other people”.221 Due to the fact that there 
are a variety of ways that human dignity can manifest itself, especially in a coherent 
jurisprudence, it is necessary to try and understand that it reflects a “consistent value 
judgment that will be based on certain normative choices”. So, it is possible to understand 
how different legal doctrines are derivative of the philosophical underpinnings of the 
right to dignity. That is why I will now embark on an exploration of the German case and 
its dignity jurisprudence. 

 
SECTION THREE: DIGNITY IN GERMAN CONSTITUTIONAL LAW  
 
The first principle of the German Basic Law lists human dignity as the primary 

inviolable right.222 This constitutional explication of dignity is further advanced through the 
dignity jurisprudence that is expounded through the opinions of the Federal Constitutional 
Court (FCC). As I presented, Dworkin argues that morality of a given society can be traced to 
such foundational principles like dignity (and equality).223 He uses the case of the United 
States to show that the founding principles of the constitutional order are equality and human 
dignity, and that judges should consider these principles in any decision they make.224 The 
same can be said in the German case. Jeffrey B. Hall has tried to analyze the similarities 
between U.S. and German jurisprudence through the lens of Dworkin’s philosophy of law.225 
Like myself, he is incorporating dignity into the discussion of the German case by examining 
many different decisions that the court has taken in dignity jurisprudence. For example, in the 
Abortion Reform Law case, the court stated: 

 
The Basic Law contains principles […] which can  
only be explained by the historical experience and by 
the moral-ethical recollection of the past system of 
National Socialism. The almighty totalitarian state 
demanded limitless authority over all aspects of 
social life and, in pursuing its goals, had no regard for 
individual life. In contrast to this, the Basic Law established 
a value-oriented order which puts the individual and his 
dignity into the very center of all its provisions.226 
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The FCC went as far as saying that “the Basic Law is not value neutral”227, and 
would resolve cases “according to the value established in the Basic Law and the unity of 
its fundamental system of values”.228 This unity is an important concept that has 
theoretical and jurisprudential weight. But how does the court understand this “unity”? I 
believe that it is a type of hierarchical unity that places dignity on top. Of course, this is a 
concept that would need to be further analyzed. But I would like to make one point 
regarding this hierarchical unity. 

Although dignity is fundamental to the system of values, what is not clearly seen 
in many cases, such as those dealing with militant democracy, is that dignity serves as the 
predominant value. When analyzing the practices of the constitutional court, I have found 
that it is not very clear on whether the predominant value they should be upholding is 
dignity. In fact, when dealing with militant democracy cases, the predominant approach is 
to discuss the tension between stability and liberty. For the German Constitutional Court, 
democratic stability is of normative value. This is clear when dealing with militant 
democracy cases – it does not adhere to the value of human dignity. Stability serves as 
the predominant value that comes into conflict with the liberties of others. Thus, the court 
justifies militant measures by upholding that democratic stability is substantively good, so 
good that it can limit the rights of individuals. I find this type of justification troubling. I 
believe that the reason some might be against militant measures is due to the fact that one 
may question whether democratic stability does serve a normative value. At the very 
least, some may question whether certain limits on rights may go too far in defending the 
democratic order. This type of critique of militant democracy may be sound, but I believe 
that it does not hit at the core of why militant democracy should be set in place. I would 
argue that the predominant value that should be upheld is human dignity, not democratic 
stability. This type of thinking transpires in some decisions in the German constitutional 
court. I will highlight these cases later, but I just want to posit here that human dignity is 
what should hold the normative value in all militant democracy cases. What would this 
type of argument entail?  

In essence, dignity may act as a trump over other competing liberties or collective 
policies. What can be seen is that the German constitution embraces a value-oriented, 
substantive vision of democracy (which contrasts quite sharply to the workings and 
understanding of procedural democracy). There is a core foundational value that seems to 
be outside of the reach of the democratic process. That value, dignity, must be guarded in 
every way possible. This is an interesting point that seems to coincide with my argument 
in favor of militant democracy. What I see is that the German constitution is home to both 
human dignity and militant democracy. The standard problem with militant democracy is 
that it upholds stability over individual autonomy. I argue that this is the wrong value to 
attribute the justification of this institution. I believe that human dignity serves as a better 
justification. This offers a new interpretation on the problems surrounding militant 
democracy. It will rise above the tension that has been in the militant democracy literature 
to this date. But first, I must explain in more detail what I see as a substantive democracy 
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and show it differs from a procedural democracy, while showing what will be some of the 
consequences.  
 

Substantive democracy, procedural democracy, and militant democracy 
 
As I have previously stated, I am defending militant democracy by focusing on 

the concept of human dignity. The centrality of this concept requires that I redefine my 
understanding of liberal democracy, which is in itself procedural. One can read 
procedural democracy the following way: liberal principles have second order rules that 
must be set in place (i.e. how lawmakers are elected, how they make laws, electoral 
democracy, majority rule, etc.). Jeremy Waldron is one author that defends this view. He 
believes that the normative point of democracy is equal respect.229 Democratic decision-
making respects each person’s point of view on collective matters. That is why he insists 
that the procedural manifestation of equal respect is legislative supremacy. Still, equal 
respect is partly a matter of how you are treated, not just what procedures are used to 
make decisions.230 Lawmakers can make any law that is procedurally correct, but then 
they have the possibility to do whatever they wish with the procedures. That is why there 
are procedural mechanisms, such as checks and balances, which limit this type of action. I 
would argue that these procedural mechanisms are not enough, because I believe that 
there are substantive values that should be protected against majority rule. These values 
are far too important to be guarded simply with procedural mechanisms. Therefore, I see 
that a democracy could be wrong because it can violate these values, more specifically, 
the value of human dignity, even if it is procedurally correct. The question, then, is how 
to limit democracy.  

Proceduralists are often not happy with the different types of constitutional 
constraints that those theorists under the umbrella of substantive democracy embrace. 
Constitutionalists, on the other hand, would argue that they offer a compromise between 
proceduralism and substantive constraints. This is due to the fact that constraints are 
necessary in order to protect substantive values. I believe that it is necessary to go beyond 
this simple distinction between proceduralists and constitutionalists.  

I would argue more in favor of a substantive vision of democracy. I understand 
that there are procedures set in place, and I do not question any of these procedures, but 
procedural rules themselves need some type of justification that comes from the outside 
of the procedures. There are values that are guided by human dignity. And this is 
something that no procedurally correct democratic decision can ever violate. In this sense, 
my vision of democracy is substantive, following the German court, which says there are 
objective moral values that cannot be trumped by any democratic decisions. Democracy 
is then constrained by those values. That is how I understand substantive democracy. It is 
an integrated reading that does not dispense with procedures, but that procedures are 
based on these values.  

Liberal democrats would purport that values do have a foundational role (such as 
individual rights, political equality, etc.). And I would posit the same, with the caveat that 
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I am looking specifically at dignity in the case of militant democracy. And in these 
militant democracy cases, I posit, contrary to the German court, that the value that best 
justifies these measures is dignity (not democratic stability). 

Following Janos Kis, I agree with the following: “Democracy is a set of 
procedural requirements. It states the way the rules of the polity should be made, 
amended, and repealed so that no one could reasonably object to their enforcement. It 
says nothing about the content of the rules”.231 However, I agree with the following claim 
-that democracy and its procedural requirements are derivative of the substantive criteria 
that liberalism provides. Liberalism makes the claim of offering the best justification for 
constitutional democracy because it removes obstacles from the course of realizing this 
substantive criterion (such as liberty, equality, collective self-government, etc.) than its 
rivals. In conclusion, my view of substantive democracy, expressive of basic political 
values (with dignity at its highest) incorporates democratic values, such as political 
equality, equality before the law, free speech, and so on, as derivative. 

This type of reading is important for me for the following two reasons: I can now 
ask whether procedurally correct decisions are legitimate. The criterion for asking this is 
dignity. I am not claiming disregard to procedures. Instead, I am using an integrated 
reading, stating that these procedures are derivative of the value. Another reason that I 
take this type of reading is due to the fact that it is not as extreme an argument as others. 
Dworkin’s argument is that majority rule, representative democracy, and other procedures 
of democracy are not necessary as long as moral rights are upheld. My idea here is to use 
dignity as a baseline criterion to judge state actions, as well as specific institutions, such 
as militant democracy. I believe that militant democracy can be introduced and defended 
as legitimate in any state, provided it is introduced in the right manner. It is justifiable in 
any liberal context, provided that certain conditions are met.232 

Now that my view is more defined, let me return back to the German case. What 
I see is a broad protective dimension of human dignity. But it serves as a background 
moral principle that is used in practice. The Court is informed by this principle and tries 
to explicate its decisions based on this. It does not necessarily serve as a legal right, 
because the concept is so vague. Dignity issues may come to a court in the guise of 
liberty or personal autonomy. This can raise other issues or questions in regard to the 
concept to the degree that it cannot be deciphered or defined relationally due to the fact 
that it shares so many similarities with other rights (such as liberty, autonomy, etc.). I see 
two concerns here that should be readily addressed. I will try to clarify these points now 
before I go more into detail as to what actions may infringe upon human dignity. The first 
concern here is how does dignity differ from personal autonomy. The second concern 
would be why am I actually choosing dignity. 
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I see autonomy as a more general concept that is institutionalized and legalized 
through a range of rights. When individuals have autonomy-enabling capacities, these 
capacities can be see in many different settings. The embodiment of autonomy in the 
institutional setting is formulated through the catalogues of rights. Thus, it is a type of 
general moral concept that has its expression through these different rights. Dignity is 
similar, but still stands apart from autonomy. One cannot understand autonomy as a “right”. 
Dignity is explicated as the baseline that is hierarchical to other rights. One cannot say the 
same about autonomy. Dignity is a special, legal right with moral undertones.  

Human dignity means that an individual or group feels self-respect and self-
worth. Thus, it is harmed by unfair treatment premised on personal traits or circumstances 
that do not relate to individual needs, capacities, or merits. But it is also harmed when 
these groups or individuals are marginalized, ignored, or devalued. With this in mind, it is 
easy to see how the legitimacy of nearly every law or court’s decision can be understood 
in simple way: does it adhere to human dignity? Since dignity is the paramount right, it 
entails that other values cannot trump it. In actuality, other rights are adjusted or 
interpreted in a manner that would bring them in harmony with human dignity. 

There have been arguments in the FCC233 and other courts, such as the European 
Court of Justice234 that deal with the “balancing” of rights. The question regarding this 
balancing is the following: what to do when two rights are in conflict? German judges, as 
well as other European judges, administer a proportionality test.  This test provides a 
checklist of “individually necessary and collectively sufficient criteria that need to be met 
for behavior by public authorities to be justified in terms of public reason”, as well as 
depicting which interests enjoy prima facie protection, and finally, what act infringes on 
these interests and requires to be justified in terms of public reason.235 To put it more 
succinctly, the proportionality test “provides the criteria to determine which concerns take 
precedence under the circumstances” and “whether [these] limits…are justified”.236 So 
what can be seen in the proportionality test “cases” are questions dealing with first order 
political morality – it assesses which conditions are necessary and sufficient for one right 
to take precedence over another. In these cases, no one is wrong, and no one has done 
anything necessarily illegal, but it just so happens that upholding one right means 
downplaying another right. 

What I find in these proportionality test cases is the rationalist argumentation as 
to which rights deserve to be upheld against other rights. Within many of these cases, the 
rights in question are the following: freedom of speech, assembly, liberty, equality, and 
so on. While these are interesting cases, I do not believe that proportionality is necessarily 
needed in defending cases where human dignity is harmed. Dignity is the inviolable right. 
There is a difference between what is required to do in order to uphold dignity in 
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comparative terms with other rights. I would like to make this distinction much more 
explicit by referencing Dworkin once again. 

Dworkin uses the term “strong rights” to refer to the balance that a judge makes 
between competing moral principles within society.237 An example of such a “strong” 
right would be freedom of speech. Free speech is a right against the government that it 
cannot stop one from speaking, even if the government thinks stopping the speaker would 
have great benefits to society. Now, I believe that dignity is in another distinguishably 
different category. Dignity cannot be trumped no matter the circumstances. Dworkin calls 
these rights “human rights”. Yet strong rights may be trumped, in the sense that there are 
other matters that must be considered and judged on a case-by-case basis. Dworkin 
believes that there can be times in which it is justified to infringe on these rights. For 
example, Dworkin allows for collective goals to override strong rights only when some 
grave threat to society is present.238 

This infringement of rights for the purpose of adverting grave effects upon the 
community as a whole is just the type of logic that underlies those theorists who argue in 
favor of a “militant democracy”. While Dworkin does not necessarily address the 
institution of militant democracy, Hall’s interesting reading of Dworkin assumes that 
Dworkin would logically argue that grave threats could be met through the limitation on 
certain rights. On a case-by-case basis, it seems easy to justify militant measures, as far as 
there is some “grave harm” threat, as Dworkin noted himself.” 239 The reason that I am 
introducing this is to check whether it can be used to help explain more aspects of 
militant democracy. 

But what remain at stake in the debate for militant democracy are not just those 
“grave” threats. There is a normative reading of democracy that transpires in an interesting 
way in the German constitutional court. But it is difficult to argue why this institution is a 
necessary component for a liberal democracy, outside of the necessity from ‘grave threats’.240 
This conceptualization of militant democracy, as an institution that saves the community from 
grave threats, does not solve the entire problem. It is not simply about grave threats to the 
collectivity, but also on the individual level as well. The burden here is not to merely 
understand whether there is a grave threat to society, but to understand whether certain 
individuals, groups, or associational actions are detrimental to others’ human dignity. Then, 
there becomes a turn in conceptualizing militant democracy – not as an instrument combating 
“grave threats”, but as a necessary institution that upholds human dignity. This is the 
argument I will make in the next section, and I will look specifically to the German case, 
since dignity is the inviolable right that cannot be trumped. 
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SECTION FOUR: UPHOLDING DIGNITY THROUGH MILITANT 

DEMOCRACY  
 
How is dignity protected in the German case?  First, any assault upon human 

dignity is a human rights violation, according to the Basic Law. This follows that no 
collective justification, such as security (as the argument goes for militant democracy), 
into this realm is possible. Furthermore, the “objective order of values” in FCC 
jurisprudence is a distinct characteristic that places dignity as the top value. The concept 
was first announced in the Lüth decision: 

 
[The Basic Law’s] section on basic rights establishes 
an objective order of values, and this order strongly 
reinforces the effective power of basic rights. This  
value system which centers upon dignity of the human 
personality developing freely within the social community, 
must be looked upon as a fundamental constitutional  
decision affecting all spheres of law.241 
 
Some theorists, such as Hall, do not believe that values are hierarchically ordered. 

Rather, he depends a great deal on the factual context to which they are applied. For 
instance, the FCC may trump free speech rights while the opposite may be true in other 
cases. What matters most is the context, and then the values that can be trumped are 
derived from them. At the very least, context matters just as much as the rights in 
question, for the context may highlight the comparative harm that comes from the 
limitation of one person’s right to the other. I posit that this view is wrong, and that it is 
precisely this logic that judges use when hearing cases that implement “militant” 
measures and thus, there is no overarching normative defense for militant democracy to 
be applied in all cases. I believe that if dignity is the highest order value, and thus can 
never be trumped, an argument can be made in the sense that militant measures are 
justified on the grounds that they uphold dignity, not just the democratic order itself. 

As I previously mentioned, even Dworkin noted that “grave threat” allowed for 
the curtailment of “strong rights” for collective goals. The argument for German militant 
democracy is in the same vein. There are restrictions of rights for the purpose of 
adverting grave effects upon the community as a whole. The imperative of political 
stability is advanced here, as opposed to the autonomy of individuals. This came about 
for many reasons, but one notable reason is the fact that the Weimar Republic’s 
constitutional democracy made the grave mistake of not having appropriate mechanisms 
to combat antidemocratic action.242 As a response, the Basic Law’s drafters wanted to 
correct such deficiencies and incorporated the power to restrict actions and speech that 
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threaten the basic democratic order.243 So, for example, Article 9 of the German Basic 
Law guarantees freedom of association, but not for those associations “whose purposes or 
activities are directed against the constitutional order”.244 

In the Socialist Reich Party Ban Case, the FCC ruled that any political party can be 
banned if it has a “fixed purpose constantly and resolutely to combat the free democratic 
basic order”.245 This is due to the fact that the Court reasoned that the “state could no longer 
afford to maintain an attitude of neutrality toward political parties”.246 What the FCC saw 
was a threat from a totalitarian party, therefore it was justified to restrict freedom of 
expression and association (the “strong rights” Dworkin was referring to).  

Similarly, article 21, paragraph 2 of the constitution also accounts for the way 
that German democracy is “militant”. As it states, “Parties that, by reason of their aims or 
the behavior of their adherents, seek to undermine or abolish the free democratic basic 
order to endanger the existence of the Federal Republic of Germany shall be 
unconstitutional”.247 Recently, the FCC debated on the attempt to outlaw the neo-Nazi 
party (National Democratic Party of Germany) that eventually failed.248 The case is 
interesting for several reasons. To begin with, the militant measure failed. The party was 
not banned. But what I find the most interesting in the case, and what I believe can 
account for another way to normatively justify militant measures, is the way the court 
discussed article 21.  

Article 21 was intended to protect the Germany constitutional system against the 
“abstract” danger of parties seeking “to undermine or abolish the free democratic basic 
order”. This is a preemptive strike that limits access to the democratic playground, so to 
say, as a way to prevent the rise of any anti-democratic movement that might do away 
with democratic foundations. The majority of those who were debating the case believed 
that it was necessary to make this link between an “abstract” danger and any actual 
danger posed to the free democratic basic order.249 It is an intuitively good logic – they 
simply stated that if there is a case of an actual threat to dignity or life, then the Basic 
Law requires an additional legal obligation on the FCC to provide protection against such 
threats. This is key in understanding my argument. 

Militant democracy has always been argued in favor for, or against, with two 
values in tension with one another – the autonomy of individuals and the imperative of 
political stability. I believe that it is necessary to rise above this tension in order to come 
up with a more sound normative argument in favor of militant democracy. What is 
necessary to understand with militant democracy is that it should not just be argued that it 
helps the imperative of the free democratic basic order. Political stability should not be 
seen as the ultimate goal of militant democracy. Rather, it can be used to foreclose attacks 
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on human dignity by means of some specific organization structure, or political party. If a 
political party, group, organization, or individual acts in such a way that harms the 
dignity of an individual, then the use of militant measures can be better justified in this 
way, as opposed to appealing to the democratic order itself. 

For this reason, I am looking at many other cases in the FCC. I want to first ask 
whether the courts are using arguments from dignity to justify militant measures. If the 
courts are not, then it is possible to show that one can defend the claim to use militant 
measures, from a liberal standpoint, by introducing the dignity argument. Let me be as 
clear as possible and show what this analysis would look like through a close reading of 
the FCC’s 2003 case on whether it should ban the NDP party. 

 

Dignity in the NDP Party Ban Case 
 

Let me begin by stating that this case is about militant democracy. Many of the 
discussions within the case are typical to that of a militant case, in the sense that they are 
arguing whether there is a possible threat to society. Thus, the prosecution stated that the 
party’s “struggle” was to the system and makes the “national community” again. They 
went as far as to say that human dignity and fundamental rights were being targeted in an 
aggressively combative way, that the party wanted to do away with parliamentary 
democracy and the multi-party system.250 The FCC then went on to discuss how the Basic 
Law purports that all should be in conjunction with constitutional principles and the rule 
of law, even those who disagree with these principles.  

Since there are those who are “enemies of freedom”, or to put it less drastically, 
those opposed to the current constitutional order and want to combat it, the state has at its 
disposal Article 21, paragraph 2 that can be used as an effective tool that will protect the 
liberal order. Thus, they believe that it can be used as a way to ward off dangers in time 
where rights are being threatened. The majority opinion put a special emphasis on trying 
to take into account not only the “abstract” danger required to hold a political party 
unconstitutional, but also any actual danger posed by the respondent to the “free 
democratic basic order”.251 What this meant is that the Court had a specific preventive 
mandate to counter any actual danger to the basic tenets of the Constitution caused by 
political parties.252 Now, this discussion is, again, typical of militant democracy cases. 
They are trying to find a way to come to terms with what to do with the facts of the case 
and see where militant democracy may fit into the constitutional scheme. And they are 
quite apparent on when the Basic Law imposes an additional legal obligation on the FCC 
to provide this type of prevention – it is when there is an actual threat to dignity, life and 
physical integrity of individuals. Thus, if the court were able to establish all necessary 
facts to come to the conclusion that there is an actual danger to the “free democratic basic 
order”, then they would have been under a legal obligation to ban the party.  

At this point in the case, the court seems to be discussing aspects of stability, and 
the threat to stability, and whether there should be a limitation of liberties through the 
application of militant measures. But just prior to discussing the apparent threats, and 
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applying different readings to whether there is a threat, the court said something that is 
very important for my analysis. When introducing the discussion on threats, the majority 
(in essence, all of the judges) emphasized that Article 21, paragraph 2 was not only 
designed to prevent dangers to the existence of the “free democratic basic order” but to 
also foreclose attacks on human dignity by means of the specific organizational structure 
of a political party.253 What would this imply? First, it shows that there is no 
disagreement on whether dignity should be protected as a legal right. Secondly, there is 
agreement that dignity can, and should, be protected by militant measures. Logically, it 
follows that there is no tension between dignity and militant democracy, since militant 
democracy is derivative of the need to secure dignity. As the court stated: “Clarity is 
required in this respect also, whether the part, in a typically organized manner, carried 
attacks out on the dignity of man, without thereby already the free democratic basic order 
should be as such endangered”. So the court believes that threats to human dignity are 
also threats to the democratic basic order. But they insist upon posting that dignity comes 
first, and this is important for me for the following reason: it provides a legitimate basis 
for militant democracy. My interpretation is that this agreement with the judges on 
Article 21, paragraph 2 is that it changes the legitimacy basis on the whole discussion of 
what to do with a threat. The legitimacy, in fact, came from the relevance of dignity.  

This logic is on par with the “objective order of values” that I mentioned in the 
beginning of this section. It would follow that the only value to justify such measures by 
would be that of dignity. Thus, it may act as a trump over other competing liberties or 
collective policies. It is not enough to say that militant democracy can limit freedoms in 
order to defend itself. But when it is argued from the dignity view, the notion is 
intuitively simple – human dignity is foundational for all of political morality and any 
notion or rights must be founded upon it. But being foundational does not mean that it is 
used as just a background principle, as I explicitly showed in the first section of this 
paper. Indeed, the court agrees, as does so by stating that “[We are] responsible especially 
[for] the protection of individual legal interests such as dignity, life and health…Article 
21, paragraph 2 of the Basic Law [is] used therefore to consider the legal options and 
powers of public authorities, through which they can effectively fulfill their mission to 
the constitutional protection only”.254 

Now, this 2003 NDP case is one that is quite important for my argument that 
dignity is the threshold by which to judge the legitimacy of militant practices. But I 
believe that the same analysis can be applied to many others cases. I argue that better 
arguments can be made on the limitation of rights through militant measures with a 
dignity reading, as I tried to show in the previous section. What would this reading look 
like in other cases? Let me briefly revisit one other. 

When revisiting cases of the FCC that deal with limitations on “strong rights”, it 
is easier to justify their decisions by viewing it as a potential threat to dignity (or real 
threat to dignity). The FCC, in the Holocaust Denial Case, found that a speech denying 
the existence of the Holocaust would qualify as an insult to Jews as a group.255 What the 
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FCC did was examine the history of the Republic and found that the nation required 
overturning the apparent existence of a rule that would allow for such action. What was 
the reason for this?  

 
The historical fact itself, that human beings were  
singled out according to the criteria of the so-called 
“Nuremberg Laws” and robbed of their individuality 
for the purpose of extermination, puts Jews living in the 
Federal Republic in a special, personal relationship vis a vis 
their fellow citizens.256 
 
The phrase “robbed of their individuality” is one that refers to dignity. These 

individuals were robbed of their dignity, and now, they are in a type of relationship with 
others that accounts for their past. Although this is not a case that justifies any militant 
measures, such as a party ban, the logic underlying it is one and the same – appealing to 
dignity creates a well-rounded normative justification for the curtailment of certain 
fundamental principles.  

 
CONCLUDING REMARKS  
 
My goal in this short period of time was to address the contours of an alternative 

argument that may be used to justify militant democracy – my argument is one from 
dignity. But the project at hand is much deeper. I have begun to conceptualize the 
paradox of militant democracy in a different light – not as the tension between security 
and liberty, but something fundamentally deeper. The current argument in favor of 
militant democracy (i.e. securing against “grave threats”) is addressing only a portion of 
the paradox of this institution. In this paper, I tried to move away from this reading of 
militant democracy and begin to open up an avenue by which to explore the institution 
further. The next step is to clarify the normative justification of using dignity, and then to 
clarify what threatens dignity. In turn, I will argue that how militant democracy helps 
address these deficiencies of human dignity in democratic societies. 
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The Facebook Generation, Elections, and Political Tribes.  
The case of Romania 

 
Vasile Dâncu257 

 
Facebook is often referred to as a ‘continent state’, with a population larger than 

China’s. It is one the main technological utopias that have aspired towards freedom, 
unlimited communication, participation, information, a world of no constraints and no 
borders. In the meantime, dozens of critiques against this aspirational and utopian 
ensemble have been raised. Rebecca MacKinnon, in a recent work258, names this territory 
Facebookistan, a state regulated in an authoritarian and paternalistic manner by its 
founders and legislators, its judges, juries, and police.  

Postmodernity is defined as a“synergy between the archaic and technological 
advance, between progress and the primitive”Michel Maffesoli often says when 
describing our present world. The myth of progress is defunct. In a world deprived of 
magic, the future no longer makes usdream. Instead, it is distant and uncertain. Magic is 
re-introduced into our world through the mystical, the fantastic, through a re-
mystification of the market, and it is within this horizon that the Facebook generation 
dwells.  

Recent studies in cognitive psychology indicate an increased influence of 
emotion over political rationality. Emotions not only influence the rational decision-
makingprocess, they manage to occupy an important place in processes of thought and 
decision-making. Antionio Damasio’s researched, most often carried out with patients 
who have suffered some form of brain damage, have shown that emotion is involved in 
rational thought, especially when it comes to planning action or decision making, and that 
a weakening inthe capacity of emotional reaction can often lead to irrational behaviour. A 
theory that comes close to the study of reactions and political behaviour is the theory of 
Gray, which identifies three emotional systems of the brain. The theory of affective 
intelligence(Marcus, Neuman and Mackuen,  2000)259, based on Gray’s theory, is another 
theory that explains how “emotions and reason interact interact to produce a thoughtful 
and attentive citizenry”. Fact is, emotional reactions most often precede conscious 
perception, and emotional data can be coded according to two basic emotions: anxiety for 
the negative and enthusiasm for the positive. The first emotional system, according to 
Gray, is the dispositional system, the one that tackles normal situations. This system 
influences decision-making as emotional responses are saved in the area of dispositional 
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memory, where they remain ready to be utilised in similar circumstances. These 
emotional responses become habits and are thus employed in normal situations 
withrelatively similar circumstances, and if events unfold as expected, then the individual 
feels content, or what the authors describe as enthusiasm. The second system is the 
system of supervision, and has the role of identifying new and potentially dangerous 
circumstances. This system searches for new information and is generally associated with 
anxiety. When an unexpected situation arises, such as was the obstruction of the diaspora 
vote during the presidential elections of 2014, it may generate a destabilisation of habit, 
an interruption of routine (abstinence from vote, individual passiveness, or lack of interest 
regarding the vote of close ones), which triggers the search for new information or 
support by integrating into a newwave ofopinion. The anxiety caused by the denial of an 
important right, the right to vote, and the implicit frustration, impacted on normal 
behaviour, and inflicted a change in the routine of political behaviour. 

Recent theories of sociology and social philosophy regarding postmodern societal 
mutations most accurately explain the new protest waves generated by young 
Facebookers. The world seems to become increasingly tribal, and postmodern tribes are 
groups easily identifiable in our daily lives, in most fields. Three characteristics of the 
tribal phenomenon are obvious in the case of generation Facebook: the prevalence of 
territoriality, the sharing of emotions and intentions, and a return to perpetual childhood. 
Territory constructs an identity, locality being the most important characteristic. In the 
case of the presidential elections, solidarity with the diaspora was spontaneously born, not 
only because nearly half of voters have relatives abroad, but also because many aspire to 
permanent immigration or simply to working abroad, while many others feel like 
strangers in their own country. M Maffesoli260writes that “the social state no longer 
functions” because of the rise of new forms of solidarity, alternative means of expressing 
generosity. As such, we are no longer witnessing a static form of social rooting, but a 
dynamic one. From here stems the myth of puer aeternus, through recourse to story 
telling, myth and fantastic. There is a feeling of saturation with the social contract and 
rationality, with the idea of the adult bound by formal obligations; the Promethean 
personality is replaced by the Dionysian one, the perpetual adolescent. A new type of 
community ideal is born, along with a new public space that is fragmented and created 
through dissemination.Tribes are dynamic, versatile; each person belongs simultaneously 
to several tribes - ideals of a postmodern sociality, and areas of“temporary autonomy”. 

Social bonding is based on a shared emotion, and consent is materialized in a 
collective feeling- consent being defined etymologically as cum-sensualis, meaning 
shared sentiment, common feeling. New tribalism is an apology for the Now, a return to 
carpe diem and hedonism. In this era we have a primacy of image, and instead of an 
apology for reason, we praise sensitive reasoning. In this postmodern neo-tribal era, we 
observe a rejection of traditional institutions: classic family, political parties, patronages, 
syndicates, those institutions that used to ensure that society evolved in line with 
traditional values. At present, what matters more is the emotional ambiance and the 
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sentiment of drowning into an impersonal Us- neutral and stripped of any form of 
contract, obligations or sanctions. 

 
A Re-Thinking of Politics 
 
We are witnessing a decline of modernity which is apparent in the decline of 

ideology, a failure of the idea that humankind is headed towards emancipation and 
progress, towards a higher standard of living, or even towards a convergence of all 
systems into one single one, which could bring about absolute victory for capitalism and 
an end to all ideologies. The legitimacy of our modern social contract is falling apart, and 
with it the entire regulatory foundation of social life. The system of principles and rules 
that articulate the rationale of modern politics is losing its legitimacy as its promises lose 
touch with reality. As long as socio-administrative policies continue to restrict the space 
of expression for citizenship andto deteriorate the mechanisms of representation and 
political mediation, an organic solidarity - based either on the conquering of spaces of 
interaction or on the revolt against institutions and institutional practices- will keep 
growing as a replacement for a mechanic, traditional form of solidarity.  

 
A Shift in the Democratic Convention 
 
The democratic game of today is rejected by societyfor it has been blocked by 

political partiesand monopolised by media instruments and economic actors, who seek to 
preserve a classic socio-economic order. Citizens are passive, stuck in pessimism, 
mistrust and alienation, and it is only the logic of seduction that is at the basis of social 
networking and mass media that can pull them out of theircondition. Social networks 
facilitate the fabrication of a new identity, the formation of unconstricting groups, 
whereone can pick friends, log off whenever one pleases, and relate to emotion as 
expressed by emoticons or other symbols. Citizens seek refuge in this “brave new world”, 
as Huxley put it. It is not a political crisis, as political crisesare easily solvedthrough 
elections, new people, and new ideas. It is a systemic crisis, stemming from the need for 
recreating the political system on new exigencies: transparency through continuous 
mediation, fragmentation and respect for heterogeneity and diversity. Politics should 
learn new ways of handling the social system without domination and without instilling 
alienation or isolation for those who are unrepresented. In the urban jungle, flash mobs 
and street mobs create new ways of togetherness. 

 
Facebook- A New Political Generation? 
 
Those whom we call “digital natives” are usually between 15 and 30 years old. 

They have grown up in a climate of social pessimism, transition without hope, in a 
system of education that deteriorates their chances of employment, whose diplomas have 
been devalued due to a lack of competition, and who, in a proportion higher than 80%, 
surf the world wide web. 

In the political climate dominated by scepticism and mistrust, youngsters have an 
occasional participation, assertive and pragmatic. Each generation reinvents methods of 



142 Social Movements in Central and Eastern Europe 

political participation. We have a negotiation between a new and an old political culture. 
Despite the fact that many present themselves with great campaign strategies, in the 
recent presidential elections of November 2014, none of the candidates targeted this 
segment, unless only passively, as an endorser through numbers of “likes” accumulated. 
The Facebook generation has no models. They have no idols. At one point, Steve Jobbs 
became an idol, but shortly the Facebook generation took an ironizing distance from its 
own enthusiasm. Research has shown that this “generation Y”, as they are called, do not 
believe in an imposed social order or in structural mechanisms of political order, and they 
especially reject the following element: top down social control. An individual’s daily 
experience blends with his militant or social activity, and he is therefore constantly 
connected to the web of webs, which for an internaut represents society. In reality, 
though, an internauthas the option to disconnect from society at any point, and as such, 
some analysts have called this phase of evolution a society of singularities (Leo Scheer), a 
series of separate autisms, containing the following paradox: we do not construct a 
society in which we communicate from the distance, but instead we institutionalize 
distant communication. 

This new democracy is based more and more on increasingly individualized 
techniques of expression. The vote remains important, but is perceived less and less as a 
panacea. A democracy of opinion and protest ispromoted, the political class is rejected, 
and we observe a cynicism and a rejection of ideology. This does not mean that the 
Facebook generation is de-politicized; just that it is politicized differently, and as such 
rejects discourse and attachment to parties or political leaders, and all this without having 
discovered an applicable alternative. They interact politically in a different manner, with 
a sentiment of fragility of existence, of fear and insecurity for the future. A part of the 
generation Y or the ‘digital natives’ have either interacted with a continuous inflow of 
negative information about politicians, political parties or have been brought up in total 
ignorance towards the political scene. WWW is a medium oriented towards interaction, 
communion (in the traditional sense of sharing emotions and mirroring images), and, at 
first sight, contains all the conditions necessary for a higher political participation of a 
vocal, expression, conversation-driven democracy. 

In the past few decades, parties and political actors have deviated towards 
political marketing and towards a hunt for votes. They are increasingly using Facebook, 
but only as a publicity stage or as a posting battlefield. Lately, in fact, politics has been 
failing to put forth a message that could function as a project for the future or as a 
principle of promise, and when politics fails, emotion takes over.  

 
The Transformations of Public Space into Emotional Space 
 
Social networks transform public space into a virtual space, and channel emotion 

influencinga society that is increasingly more sensitive, fragile and scared. More and 
more contemporary research, realized also in Romania261, is revealing a sentiment of fear 
that dominates the tone of discussion groups on social networks. A contemporary author, 
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Daniel Innerarity262 launched the concept of emotional space to define the climate in 
which new generations socialize and political decisions are taken.  

Today public space is increasingly lacking in substance, is increasingly restricted, 
and as such - it becomes clear- it can no longer sustain the political idea of living together 
in harmony. Private space, especially by means of virtual, uncensored communication, is 
becoming a place for exhibiting intimacy, is invaded, monopolised even, by individual 
emotion, shared socially through mechanisms of contagion. The Wikileaks phenomenon 
has proven how sometimes the state can end up losing the battle against a private space 
that advocatesfor new entitlements and shares new ideas and images about undisclosed 
activities of government or about national security. 

In campaigns, what matters more in this new space of public debate is not 
programme, but private life, intimacies and emotional elements. As I am writing these 
lines, Victor Ponta’s pay bill (or not?) from Dubai after losing the elections seem to be 
more important than any other strategic information. Politics becomes a sensitive soap 
opera; the main element of political action is emotion, simulated authenticity, and the 
personal feelings that we share. This emotional space bruises important aspects that used 
to employ not long ago when defining politics or when distinguishing political space.  

 
WutBurger (the Angry Citizen) 
 
In 2010 in Germany, the designated word of the year was WUTBURGER (angry 

citizen)- a word produced by Facebook reality. This new emotional space replaces public 
space, and as a result we observe a dramatization of the political experience, Innerarity 
writes, and an emotional proliferation especially of elements of conflict.The 
communication of Romanian diaspora with the country in-between the two rounds of 
voting very clearly demonstrates this thesis put forth by the Spanish sociologist, has 
transfomed the an emotional realm into indignant communities (communidades de 
indignacion). Such emotional proliferation was apparent in the case of the Arab Spring, 
but also in the case of other recent phenomena. There are no boundaries in a society of 
emotion, and distances disappear even if intense emotion is short-lived. 

One aspect which explains the possibility of a rapid surge of emotion is the 
phenomenon of media conversion263. Different media amplify each other, television 
becomes a resonance box for Facebook and vice versa. We believe that in the absence of 
television and mobile telephony, Facebook would have had a much less powerful 
contribution to the emotional surge against Victor Ponta, who was perceived as 
responsible for the unprofessional handling of elections, a denial of the diaspora’s right to 
vote. Recent research indicates that electronic solidarity is quick, but has no long-term 
impact on politics, which becomes obvious if we simply study the Arab uprisings. 
Emotional currents, if not captured and constructed into an institutional framework, are 
prone to dissipate, and the great promises and expectations of these mighty emotional 
peaks are quickly forgotten by their members. 
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One of Innerarity’s theses states that politics should civilize the emotional before 
passing to a manipulation of passion. It is difficult to say how this could be possible, as 
long as the media best absorbs insecurity through the production of social acts and myths, 
while stories reduce fear and make uncertainty bearable. 

The media plays and important role here because, as Paulo Virilio264notes, it 
amplifies the sentiment of fear, as millions of people live the same emotion 
simultaneously. The “informational bomb” is stronger than a nuclear one as it propagates 
emotion on a global scale and can thus instil panic into an emotionally stricken 
community. We therefore pass from a democracy of opinion to a democracy of emotion, 
and this can very well explain the waves of intolerance, the violent behaviour and speech 
that have taken over social media during the campaign for presidential elections in 
Romania. Virilio also notes, democracy is a fragile regime that needs time, reflection and 
a common deliberation, and these processes are strongly affected by the victory of 
emotion over reason. Romanian voters of 2014 went to the ballots with the indignant 
thought: “a democracy is not a democracy is one can’t even vote”. 

 
The Facebook Generation and Underground Politics. The Case of 

Romania265in Numbers 
 
An international research project led by Mary Kaldor of the LSEhas been 

investigating since 2013a variety of social mobilisations and collective activities in 
Europe that we call “underground politics”. The first results already indicate: we are 
talking about politics at its purest, through different types of protests, actions campaigns, 
and civic initiatives, including those in virtual space; it is a politics of contestation, and 
protests are not generated by the crisis or austerity in itself, but by the failures of the type 
of democracy practiced today. The initial results show that all we see in public displays of 
underground politics are collective projects for the re-imagination of democracy, for the 
reinvention of democraticpractices. Subjects of Kaldor’s research reveal the subjective 
experience of participation in political life in other forms than traditional ones, such as 
methods of consensus building in public market and referendum campaigns where they 
experience a form of direct democracy. We observe that the Internet already has a 
profound influence on political culture.  

 
In the presidential elections of 2014, the candidate Klaus Iohannis shattered the calculations of 
sociologists and politicians by winning through a real revolution of the ballots. The press said that 
Ponta was defeated by the “Facebook party” or the “Diaspora Party”. Subsequent research by IRES 
have demonstrated that one quarter of voters decided between the ballots, and 32% said they were 
influenced by the situation in the diaspora. Most respondents decided who they would vote for in the 
second round of presidential elections (69%), 24% decided about this aspect in the period in-between 
the two rounds, and 6% decided during the campaigning phase before the first round. 2% of those 
surveyed could not answer this question. Television channelsthat broadcasted the protests were a 
main catalyst. Of the 42 % who had a family member abroad during voting, 53% declared to have 

                                                        
264 Virilio, P., L’administration de la peur, Paris, Textuel, 2010 
265http://www.ires.com.ro/articol/282/genera-ia-facebook-�èi-convergen�ìa-media-au-dus-la-victoria-lui-klaus-
iohannis 

http://www.ires.com.ro/articol/282/genera-ia-facebook-


Geoffrey Pleyers, Ionel N. Sava (eds.) 145 

spoken to them about the vote, and 12 % admit to have received advice about it. Of the 12 % who 
claim to have been advised on voting for a certain candidate, 28% claim to have followed the advice. 
Only 6% of respondents claim not to have seen the protests of Romanians abroad on television, and 
94% of those interviewed admit to have seen them. 
The Internet - an important catalyst of protest and contagion. 54% of those surveyed admitted to 
using the Internet, and 46% of them have followed the messages of presidential candidates and their 
online campaigns.Of the 54% of respondents who use the Internet, 58%, so nearly 25% of all voters, 
have an account on a social network. Only 13% of respondents who admitted to using the Internet 
have send or redirected electoral messages or campaign messages over the Internet. As well, 24% of 
the 54% who use the internet have „liked” images or messages of candidates during presidential 
elections, while 76% have not.  
The voters of Klaus Iohannis, declared in nearly double proportion (40.4%) compared to the voters of 
Victor Ponta (22.6%) that the unfolding of diaspora vote influenced their own voting behaviour. 
Women admitted in a higher proportion than men to having discussed voting with a family member 
from abroad during the time of the second ballot. Moreover, respondents over the age of 50 claimed 
this in a higher proportion than those under this age limit. 
Lastly, respondents from Transylvania and Banat proved more likely to having debated voting with 
their relatives from abroad than those residing in other regions of Romania.  
 
Grandparents took advice from their children and grandchildren 
 
Respondents under the age of 35 admitted to having received advice regarding the vote in a 
significantly higher proportion than those over this age. Moreover, the higher their level of education, 
the more likely they were to admit having received such advice.  
 
Among those who have received advice on voting, respondents over the age of 65 tended to follow 
the advice in a significantly higher proportion than other age groups (55.6%). Individuals between 
the ages of 35 and 64 took advice in a lower proportion than those under or above this age limit.  
Respondents with higher education, who have received advice regarding the vote, were less likely to 
follow it (2%), as compared with those respondents with medium or elementary studies (60% and 
33% respectively). 
 
Respondents residing in rural areas have tended to take into account any advice received on voting in 
a higher proportion than those residing in urban areas. This same comparison holds for Transilvania 
and Banat as compared to Moldova and the South of Romania.  
 
Voters for Iohannis more likely to be connected to the Internet and more prone to a “negative vote” 
 
The voters of Klaus Iohannis declared to have taken advice on voting into consideration in a double 
proportion that the voters of Victor Ponta (31.9% versus 14.8%). The voters of Klaus Iohannis 
admitted to using the Internet in proportion of 58.3%, while those of Victor Ponta 16% less. 
Furthermore, the internauts who voted for Klaus Iohannis had followed the Internet messages and 
online campaign of the two candidates in a significantly higher proportion than the internauts who 
voted for Victor Ponta. The proportion of Ponta voters who declared their main motivation behind 
voting was to exercise their right to vote in favour of a certain candidate is significantly higher than 
in the case of Iohannis voters (71.6% versus 66.1%). The latter declared in a much higher proportion 
that their motivation was to vote against the other candidate, Victor Ponta (16% versus 5.2%). 
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Tribes are Looking to the Past, not the Future 
 
One quarter of a century of Romanian political evolution equals change, at least 

considering the speed that society is evolving at. Political tribes share emotion and feed 
from their own history, a powerful emotional history where the preservation of memories 
and purity are important goals. As such, celebrations are interesting, those events that 
keep emotion alive. In Romania, the revolution that took place 25 years ago was a 
moment of initiation, a birth of new tribes, that has since been annually celebrated and 
turned into a simulacrum and a simulation, to use Baudrillard266’sterminology.  

We are here talking of celebrations as elements of social interaction, a 
“Everywhere socialization is measured by the exposure to media messages. Whoever is 
underexposed to the media is desocialized or virtually asocial. Everywhere information is 
thought to produce an accelerated circulation of meaning, a plus value of meaning 
homologous to the economic one that results from the accelerated rotation of capital. (...) 
Information devours its own content. It devours communication and the social. (...) 
Rather than creating communication, it exhausts itself in the act of staging 
communication. Rather than producing meaning, it exhausts itself in the staging of 
meaning.It is useless to ask if it is the loss of communication that produces this escalation 
in the simulacrum, or whether it is the simulacrum that is there first for dissuasive ends, 
to short-circuit in advance any possibility of communication (precession of the model that 
calls an end to the real). Useless to ask which is the first term, there is none, it is a circular 
process - that of simulation, that of the hyperreal. The hyperreality of communication and 
of meaning. More real than the real, that is how the real is abolished. Thus not only 
communication but the social functions in a closed circuit, as a lure - to which the force 
of myth is attached. Belief, faith in information attach themselves to this tautological 
proof that the system gives of itself by doubling the signs of an unlocatable reality.” 

We are living what Jean Baudrillard calls as an “ecstasy of communication”, 
where, in the world of hyperreality, it becomes difficult to distinguish imaginary from 
real, referent from sign, and truth from falsity.  

The latest election campaign excelled in terms of showmanship.Politics is par 
excellence hit by this second game; there is a fusion of copy with original, the copy being in 
fact more convincing than the original. Here appears what another French author, Guy 
Debord terms aspectacle-society, in which artistic resources representative of 
communication are practically inexhaustive, and where politics has tuned into a politics of 
spectacle. Our world follows the prototype of theuniverse created by Disneyland- an 
imaginary universe that imposes itself through by means of its apparently and convincingly 
real nature. The irony of faith for our politics is the meta-referential theme that internauts 
have widely referred to when debating the results of the second presidential ballotbetween 
Mikey Mouse (Victor Ponta) and Santa Klaus (Klaus Iohannis).  

Second only to elections, motions of no confidence are also extremely interesting 
types of spectacle. In fact, motions of no confidence are tele-motions. Everything has 
been thought and planned out to go well on television: the triumphant march of the 
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opposition, the circuit for population signatures, the cameras placed so that people appear 
to be either more or less numerous- depending on the TV station. The balcony cheerers 
are balanced according to a political algorithm, the discourse of politicians with eyes on 
the camera, the themes and rhetoric devised especially for television. Politicians of power 
and opposition have turned into directors on a set.  

Baudrillard writes that a man faced with such substitution of reality is deeply 
affected, he feels powerless, disoriented and suffering from an informational myopia. As 
such, media has radically impacted the structure of human relations. Contemporary media 
are messages leaving no option for an answer, and as such power relations are formed, 
without feedback, representing a unilateral transfer in which people are isolated from the 
message. Human relations are reduced to electronic bonds, whereby the media not only 
transforms, but annihilates them. Media reality and electoral communications reveal how 
often an answer is excluded, since mass media is defined by intransitivity, an anti-
communication character, despite the fact that television and Facebook are based 
increasingly on interaction anduser-created content.  

 
The Effect of Spectacle Politics and Political Tribalism is Stagnation, Going 

in Circles. 
 
As I write these lines, we are approaching the celebration of 25 years since the 

1989 Revolution. There will be a big debate on how much has changed, either for or 
against, focusing on eitherpositives or negatives, depending on who’s doing the talking. 
But if we look closely, we see that many things have stayed the same, like heavy rocks 
that opposed evolution and development of our country. 

One quarter of a century means change, at least at the speed for which society is 
evolving today. So what has not changed? I shall attempt a list, without too many 
examples or explanations.  

After 25 years we still don’t know whether we had a revolution or a coup d’etat, 
we are unsure who shot at us on the 21st and 22nd, or afterwards- when most people died. 
No one answered for the crimes of the Revolution, but investigators had fulminating 
careers in the Justice department. We have several thousands revolutionaries who receive 
veteran benefits, land and are exempt from tax, while the widows and orphans of the dead 
have been forgotten since there is no one to fight for them. 

Fear remains, along with a fearful politics, especially during electoral years, the 
years of change. There is a fear to govern, a fear to take brave decisions even when 
backed by majority support. Politicians rule minimally, dominated by fear of losing 
power, and it is exactly because of this attitude that they did lose it every single time. 
Fear of incorporating political values and fear of having a clear identity turns politics into 
a surrogate: permanent political war between leaders becomes a rationale for being pro 
competition, and even becoming a surrogate for a political programme. A fear of isolation 
takes over the landscape from left to right. For 25 years, politicians have been coming and 
going, but fear remains, like a fog, like a memento of uncertainty and emptiness, of chaos 
and death of the system.  

We have also not escaped the need for a “daddy”, stemming from an acute 
presidentialisation of power. People do not trust in rules, Constitution or institutions, they 
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always desire a president who brings salaries, pensions, peace and everything else. 
Finally, Romania has elected a president with a name that seems predestined to her: Santa 
Klaus. And the new president, even if he does not seem happy about it, will be assaulted 
with homage, letters, kisses and other forms of massaging to his presidential Ego,- a 
centuries old habit practiced on the shores of Dâmbovi�ìa. People are still joyful for 
“getting their country back”, and will soon start slaughtering pigs for Christmas without a 
care on their minds, they will start having fun and warming up to the dream that the 
country will go in a good direction without them, and that they can simply watch salaries 
and pensions grow.  Even after a quarter of a century, Laszlo Tokes still encourages a 
revolt of Hungarians, and Vadim Tudor still write pamphlets against everyone who has 
something to give in return for his silence.  

The discourse of hatred has remained in public space, even if it is now more 
visible in virtual public space. The elderly are under attack for requesting pensions, the 
rural dwellers for not voting progressively, people on benefits of all sorts, rural 
communities that need gas, sewerage or roads. The new diaspora is condemned not for 
eating something other than soya salami, but for voting without contributing to the GDP, 
without working side by side with us. Diversions on water poisoning and lines of 
armoured tanks are part of the Facebook revolution along with Russian tanks, unless we 
stop them with our army of “likes”. 

After 25 years, anticommunism that brings people out in the street has returned, 
although now it is an anticommunism lacking a real object. George Soros’ dictum 
remains relevant: “It is always easier to mobilize people against rather than for 
something.”Autonomy for Hungarians and Szekelys is still at project level, waiting for 
more generous times to draw a small border around the ancient land of Szekelyfold. 

We still have schools, even though their numbers dropped from 30,000 to 7200, 
and is continuously dropping, while in a quarter of a century of freedom we managed to 
build 5 churches for every one school. Our GDP is still small, somewhere at the end of 
the list for Europe, even though it has increased 5 fold as compared with 1989. We still 
have publisher houses, even though the sale of books has decreased by 85%. After 25 
years of democracy, our public intellectuals still write poetic appeals calling the masses to 
the streets to erase governments off the face of the earth. 

Romanian entrepreneurs are still treated as thieves, bandits, and punks, but in a 
higher proportion than during the first year of freedom: back then 80% of Romanians 
thought so, now the proportion is 93%. Foreign investors are seen as heroes and receive 
government support. Romanian investors are arrested for corruption, or else thieves from 
the central or local administration ask them for money or bribes in order to release their 
documents.  

Generally, political myths still function at the cost of strategies for economic 
development: the myth of the foreign investor who comes only to create jobs on Mioritic 
planes, the market economy that brings prosperity, the flat income tax – the only way 
towards wellbeing and economic growth. The IMF and the World Bank give us health 
certificates and plan our budget for the year to come, as themyth of prosperity seems to 
refer to a period of time further away than we initially hoped and imagined back in 1989. 

The state has remained the only source of power, the only form of legitimacy for 
authority. Local administration is oppressed by the centralised state-that construct we 
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have been struggling for in the past two centuries. As such, we only have a simulation of 
local and county level authority, these being mere continuations of central organisms in 
the territory. The power of the centre makes local baronsbabies of central barons. Such 
politics does not represent the community, neither the people, but simply reproduces an 
abstract scheme created by the centre: social democrats versus liberals, pro-Europeans 
versus conservatives, the corrupt versus the innocents etc. As such, after 25 years, central 
power rejects any projects that might be truly relevant to real people and real 
communities.  

Same as in the beginning of this quarter of a century, we have a political Left 
obsessed with maintaining power and domination, and a political Right that cries 
patheticallyin open letters and public appeals, while thinking that giving out state 
property to overnight capitalists is the only true revolution (but they have not read Marx 
who thought the same, only referring to the working class). The leaders of the Right are 
still employees of the state, even if they have developed a small Romanian capitalism. 
Civil society is still absent from public space, but from time to time, some of its 
representatives awaken, either ex-ministers or actual member of parties, and invoke it, 
speak in its defunct memory. Thousands of organizationsfounded mainly by youngsters 
that fight for social assistance, community solidarity or other purposes that have slipped 
the government’s mind are not paid any attention. Instead we are still preoccupied with 
lists of support for intellectuals or open letters to some leader who is running for office.  

Today we praise the youngsters who went out voting or fought on Facebook for a 
new world, in the same manner that we once praised those who went out to die in front of 
tanks, but shortly everyone will forget about them, about their jobs and education 
conditions or about the fact that they must build a career and raise children and then give 
us fat pensions from their work. 

We still don’t have a social project, a roadmap for the future. Government is 
hasty and communicational. After one quarter of a century we have not made a big plan, 
we lead the country like accountants and closed eyes. Our national resources are being 
robbed on a daily basis, and we harass one another as part of the personal wars of our 
leaders. We have lost more of our population than in any of our most devastating wars, 
last year less than 180.000 children were born, and the birth rate is constantly on the 
decrease. No one is panicking; no one is frightened that the unscheduled future has 
nothing to offer. A shocking naivety for a people that is proud to have resisted two 
thousand years of empire invasions- empires that have died, but us, Romanians, endured, 
awaiting the next empires to come and trample us. An intrinsic inconsistency of a nation 
that keeps waiting for nearly a century for the Nobel prize in literature and is constantly 
frustrated not to have received it.  

After 25 years of liberty, “history still takes its revenge on us by repeating itself” 
as Nicolae Iorga wrote nearly a century ago. The explosions of politics as spectacle and 
Facebook are innovating, but at the same time taking us back to embryonic forms of 
political tribalism.  
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Towards vita democratica:  
Urban Soundscapes and the Ruptures of Subjectivity 
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When speaking of democracy, the language of Jacques Rancière becomes 

strangely physical. “Real democracy“, states Rancière in his paper delivered in 1986, 
“would presuppose that the demos be constituted as a subject present to itself across the 
whole surface of the social body”.268 In other words, Rancière links life in democracy to 
the existence of the political subject (in its strong sense) and to its “presence to itself”, to 
its possibility to appear as materially immanent to itself in the reality of the social space. 
In this paper I explore the urban sonic ecologies of Belgrade in order to answer a question 
if there is a potential in the everyday embodied existence for establishing vita 
democratica. Starting off with critical analysis of postmodern philosophy of immanence, 
I try to resituate subject as an actor in the everyday. Not only is this subject a “rare” 
rupture in the fabric of language-body (as in Alain Badiou’s writings), but it would also 
be “unstable”, intuitive (in Bergsonian sense) and carnal. I then analyse how hegemonic 
discourses of capitalism-nationalism establish themselves through the means of urban 
soundscape in Belgrade and discuss two events where I locate these ruptures of 
subjectivity on the plain of immanence which have the potential not only to destabilize 
the social machine of captivation, but also to transform the body of the individual into a 
thinking agent which acts as a political subject.  

I take the clue from Rancière’s paper as an invitation to explore whether we can 
revitalize the concept of subject while conceptualizing the society on the plane of radical 
immanence, as advocated by the Deleuzian philosophical lineage. I would argue that 
radical immanence is not an empty philosophical concept, but a necessary ontological 
vantage point if we wish to theorize vita democratica in practice, if the demos is to 
inscribe itself on the surface of the social body. However, in postmodern philosophy of 
immanence the subject is usually left absent or incapacitated to act. The critique of 
modernist concept of subject as a discursive mirage was poignantly formulated through 
the concept of subjectification, used both by Michel Foucault and Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari. These authors questioned the modern, enlightened subject, understood as an 
independent agent whose political agency is based on his capacity to perform the act of 
free will. Not only does the concept of subjectification teach us that most of the choices 
which appear as free are predetermined by the discursive apparatuses, but also that 
individual as such, reduced to bare life, remains invisible to the society unless accepting 

                                                        
267 Institute of Musicology SASA in Belgrade, Serbia 
268 Jacques Rancière, On the Shores of Politics, trans. Liz Heron (London: Verso, 1995), 39. 
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this predetermined set of label. In other words, the realm of politics, as understood by 
Rancière, is impossible to form as in order to enter the political struggle individual is 
always already captured by the “police”, that is, by the systems of identification and 
categorization through which the society operates. Indeed, Deleuze and Guattari speak 
about the realm of materiality which escapes the social apparatuses – the body without 
organs which is the generator of unmediated desire, the potential of deterritorialization, 
the source of cuts which disturb the flows of capital. However, the body without organs 
as such is inadmissible in the realm of political; it always remains outside the processes 
of negotiation. Thus, the ideal of freedom from the social apparatuses offered by Deleuze 
and Guattari is the model of schizophrenic – person who negates the captivity, whose 
actions are not predetermined, the body where the flows of desire remain unregulated.269 
Albeit, in all its freedom, the schizophrenic remains politically fundamentally 
incapacitated.   

The rise of new philosophy of subject, truth and emancipation can be construed 
precisely as a reaction to this dead-end which postmodernism presented to the thinkers of 
the new left – how is one supposed to question the hegemonic discourses and politics of 
inequality if his own position as an independent political subject acting out of his own 
free will is brought in question? If all subjectivity arises only through process of 
subjectification, how can we defend the merits of our own choices? As thinkers such as 
Rancière refute the current systems of “representative democracy” – or “democratic 
materialism” as dubbed by Alain Badiou – describing them as forms of oligarchy, how 
are they supposed to defend their own position when demanding restructuring of existing 
systems of societal life? In certain extent, both Badiou and Rancière resort to the notions 
of transcendent or universal laws in order to resuscitate the post-postmodern subject, or to 
bring back the “sincerity” of the political subject. When Badiou affirms that “there are 
only bodies and languages, except that there are truths”,270 the mode of existence of 
“truths” is deliberately pushed outside of the “normal” existence. Likewise, for Rancière, 
the truthfulness of fundamental equality which is the basis of the processes of 
emancipation stands out of the discussion as the given. My goal in this paper is to show 
that the existence of the sincere political subject can be based in the realm of pure radical 
immanence in order to perform a philosophical exercise, and out of belief that the 
potentiality of change is real only if it is omnipresent even in the everyday life, immanent 
“across the whole surface of the social body”. Overturning the model of schizophrenic, I 
propose the model of “resilient body”. In this model I start with the presupposition that 
the carnality of one’s body provides one with both existential continuity (where I draw on 
Guattari’s concept of individual as an “existential monad”, and contrary to Deleuzian 
haecceity, a mere thisness by which the individual is reduced to interpolation of various 
acts of social machines and flows of desire), and political agency, as being present and 
acting on the surface of the social body. In other words, the while the existential 
                                                        
269 Cf. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Robert Hurley, 
Mark Seem and Helen R. Lane (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983); idem., A Thousand 
Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis and London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1987). 
270 Alain Badiou, Logics of Worlds: Being and Event, 2, trans. Alberto Toscano (New York: Continuum, 
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reducibility of carnal body provides it with a sense of oneself, its immanent presence on 
the surface of the social body endows it with the political agency. Rephrasing Badiou’s 
maxim, I propose that “there are only somatic bodies and discursive social apparatuses, 
except that there are carnal bodies”. By performing the distinction between “somatic 
body” and “carnal body” I wish to emphasize that there the capacity of the discourse to 
capture the body is always limited and never all-encapsulating. However, there is an 
existential continuum of the body as an organic entity, and in this rephrasing the “there 
are – except that” signal does not imply the transcendent existence – carnal body 
remaining a purely immanent entity – but the existence outside of discourse. 

The field of my exploration is the urban soundscape of Belgrade. The urban sonic 
experience seemingly cuts across social and physical barriers, which makes it one of the 
most potent vehicles of imposing and replicating patterns of cultural hegemonies of 
capitalism-nationalism. However, at the same time, it forms the somatic plane of the 
social body where politics can occur and where subject can inscribe itself and contest the 
policing hegemonies. In order to explore the resistance to the capitalism-nationalism 
machine I start with two particular aspects of today’s Belgrade soundscape: the sonic 
religioscape and the sonic policescape. Contemporary Serbian society can be construed as 
a post-secular, where the narrative of a secular nation based on values of enlightenment 
has collapsed and the religion is drawn back into the political arena and openly and 
actively participates in producing and representing the nation. Moreover, the political and 
historical conjecture contributes to the emphasized role of the church: Serbian Orthodox 
Christianity has been acting as a defining criterion for being a member of Serbian nation 
since its inception, and its importance has been on the rise since the fall of state socialism 
and the outbreak of civil and religious war in the former Yugoslavia. Thus, it is possible 
to speak of “Serbian religious nationalism” as a dominant paradigm in the Serbian society 
which influence the daily life and embodied practices of individuals. The architectural 
space and the soundscape of Belgrade is likewise dominated by the religious nationalism 
– �L�Q���W�K�H���S�X�E�O�L�F���V�S�D�F�H�V�����V�X�F�K���D�V���W�K�H���9�U�D�þ�D�U���S�O�D�W�H�D�X���P�D�U�N�H�G�O�\���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���Q�H�Z�O�\���E�X�L�O�G��
St Sava temple, the monuments and the imagery of the Orthodox is interconnected with 
the symbolic of national commemoration, and while the Orthodox churches face no 
restriction on the sound level they are allowed to exercise, the sounds of all the other 
religions are markedly absent. The importance of the sonic religioscape as the mechanism 
of regulating one’s behavior is even more pronounced due to Orthodox custom of 
performing the sign of cross as the church bells ring. Finally, Serbian Orthodox Church 
customarily uses the bells to intervene in the public space – e.g., supporting nationalistic 
rallies – thus transforming the sound of bells into a clear ideological statement. The sonic 
religioscape of Belgrade has been particularly reinforced in the last years by the 
installment of a new monumental set of bells at the St Sava temple, which are now the 
single loudest everyday event in the Belgrade soundscape, audible in a vast swath of 
central Belgrade. By sonic policescape I understand not only the obvious sounds of 
policing (understood in Rancière’s sense), such as the sounds of police sirens, sound 
events accompanying security traffic diverting, etc., but also privately produced sound 
events which are directed towards property protection (such as personal car alarms, etc.). 
Policescape is here understood as a class-structured social space regulated through the 
paradigm of “security”, thus maintaining the relations of inequality and protecting the 
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property, both private and public. As such, I argue that both religioscape and policescape 
function as regulators of the hegemonic paradigm of capitalism-nationalism, performing 
the acts of classification and identification.  

In order to analyze how subject as a “resilient body” –  the carnal body which is 
irreducible to semiotic models, the residue which is not (or not yet) subjugated to 
mechanisms of discursive social control – exercise its agency in the sphere of the sonic 
politics and opens avenues of dissent and opposition, I will trace the potentiality of the 
body to actively produce resistance towards the social machines of capitalism-nationalism 
– embodied through sonic religioscape and policescape – by being “present to itself” in 
the field of sound. I explore how individuals react to the sounds of religioscape and 
policescape and how their bodies constitute resistance in two particular events which 
have provoked ruptures of subjectivity: the Belgrade 2014 Gay Pride and the October 
2014 military parade. The Gay Pride, the third in Belgrade’s history and the first which 
was held without rampant violence in the streets, was accompanied by the public 
discussion to what extent sexuality should be kept private, with religious and right-wing 
groups demanding that “gays should parade within their four walls”. On the surface, the 
event proved to be surprisingly unproblematic, as it did not provoke simultaneous violent 
counter-rallies as in previous years. However, the city was heavily policed, with majority 
of citizens occupying central public space were diverted away and kept on a respectable 
distance from the course of the pride march. Besides the obvious visual presence of the 
policing force, their omnipresence in the city was also sonically accentuated through the 
presence of police helicopters flying over the central Belgrade. The short march was 
organized through two Belgrade central streets, mostly surrounded by public buildings 
housing the state and the municipality government, and it was accompanied by the 
international mainstream pop music played by the organizers. The moment that drew my 
attention occurred as the protesters were passing by the Church of the Ascension 
(Vaznesenjska crkva) located in Admirala Geprata Street, when the church bells 
(operated through electronic system) started to chime continuously. This sound event was 
spontaneously interpreted by the protesters as directed towards them, and they used their 
voices to express their dissatisfaction and to enter into the open sonic battle for the public 
space. Although recognized as an important event and even reported by the media, this 
vocal protest was surprisingly silenced by the organizers themselves, who stopped the 
march and asked the crowd for a minute of silence. In other words, the organizers acted 
as part of the policing apparatus par excellence – they silenced the political protest in its 
inception and demanded that each actor in the event (or, widely spoken, in the society) 
plays out her or his predetermined role. The event thus turned into a complex sonic 
conflict between the crowd, the organisers, the state apparatus (which demonstrated its 
surveillance power with the helicopters flying over) and the Serbian Orthodox Church. 
From my point of view, this opens important questions in regard to the nature of 
subjectivity, potentiality for democracy and the role which resilient bodies play in this 
process:  

– What triggers the rupture of subjectivity? – Interestingly, the vocal protests of 
the participants were not triggered until the appearance of the sonic punctum – in 
reference to Roland Barthes’s twin concepts of studium and punctum developed in 
connection to the effects of photography on the spectator. While studium encapsulates the 
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effects which can be construed through semiotic methods, the cultural, linguistic, and 
political message of the photography, punctum stands for the direct relationship which 
occurs between the object and the beholder which cannot be grasped linguistically. 
Furthermore, Barthes portrays this encounter as deeply visceral, describing punctum 
almost as a physical wounding of the spectator.271 In other words, my argument would be 
that the rupture of subjectivity appears only when the carnal body of the subject is 
“pushed”, physically “wounded” by the materiality of the discursive apparatus itself. One 
can eve argue that the discursive apparatus is not as endangered when silent, as when it 
tests its ability to inscribe its code in the social reality, by producing excessive intensities. 

– Can we subvert the sonic hegemony? – The participants of this “vocal protest” 
have reported their visceral enjoyment in the resulting sonic and performative event. In 
other words, through their action of vocalising their protest, they have managed to de-
signify the sound of the bells, to reduce them to the innocuous object of enjoyment. 
Again, this draws us back to the question of excessive intensities produced by the 
apparatuses, as I would argue that this excessive intensity is precisely what destabilizes 
the process of encoding the social meaning and opens the window through which the 
resilient body can subvert, deconstruct or destroy the coded message. 

Just nineteenth days later, the government in Belgrade organized a vast military 
parade, the biggest of its kind since the disintegration of socialist Yugoslavia, to honour 
First and Second World War anniversaries. Parade should have been scheduled for 20th of 
October, the day of liberation of Belgrade in the Second World War, but it was moved in 
order to coincide with the state visit of Russian president Vladimir Putin whose presence 
at the parade was highly appreciated by the authorities. However, due to contested legacy 
of the antifascism struggle of the Second World War and current political elites’ 
reluctance to embrace this legacy, the parade was also said to commemorate the 
centennial anniversary of the beginning of the First World War, the historical event which 
is today unambiguously appropriated by the Serbian nationalistic discourse. However, it 
is not the parade itself that I wish to discuss, but the week long preparations and 
rehearsals of the military aviation for the parade which disrupted the everyday 
soundscape of Belgrade. These rehearsals, pre-announced in the television news 
programmes and on internet news portals, again opened the question who has the right 
over the public (sonic) space. I analyze citizens’ responses to these rehearsals both 
through content available on the internet (user-created content on particular news 
announcements and on twitter) and through semi-structured interviews. Citizens used the 
internet space to protest against the week-long rehearsals of the military aircrafts’ 
performance and to give voice to their struggle to cope with these rehearsals. 
Categorizing the discourse used by the internet users and by interlocutors, I have divided 
them into three categories: the first one, which exhibit clear (representative-)political 
position, formulated in opposition to the current regime, the second one, connected to the 
trauma of NATO bombing of 1999, and the third one, which problematizes the moment 
of the noise itself, without either representative-political position, nor articulated 
importance of sonic memory. In the first case, the sound of the parade rehearsals 
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provokes response not only out of its sheer intensity, but as a material signifier of a 
unwanted regime, and the negative attitude towards the sound is not generated because it 
disrupts one’s everyday life in its materiality but because the individuals have had 
premeditated opinions towards the parade itself, as a project of the ruling party. I construe 
these individuals as actors in the semiotic production of space, which are already 
interpellated by ideological apparatuses. Thus, their agency is already pre-determined, not 
acting out of the resilience of the body but as a part of the ideological semiotic 
production. In the second case, individuals linked the experience of the parade rehearsals 
with the experience of NATO bombing 1999. Sonic experience of this historical event is 
very important for understanding its mnemonic legacy. Namely, while the NATO 
bombing wrought havoc on Kosovo, in the capital of Belgrade the major source of 
traumatization was, in fact, the sonic experience of the campaign. In the transfigured 
soundscape of the city relentless sirens announced imminent danger followed by the 
sound of heavy bombardment of military facilities and headquarters, political and 
governmental buildings in the city center and on its outskirts. Thus, while the “message“ 
of the two sound events (1999 NATO bombing and 2014 Military Parade) is dramatically 
different (threat to nation-state sovereignty and citizens’ security on one hand, vs. 
demonstration of nation-state military capacity, purportedly aimed at defending its 
sovereignty and citizens’ security), the likeness and the memory of the materiality of the 
sonic experience links these two events in a way that overrides the differences in 
discursively produced meaning. Finally, in the third case, the individuals protested 
against the sound of the parade rehearsals as such, commenting on the ways it invades 
their private space, or disturbs their bodies. I construe these latter categories of reactions 
as an indicator that a resilient body can produce resistance towards the materiality of the 
hegemonic social apparatus. I particularly try to answer three questions: 

– What is the potential of carnal body as the place of memory? – In the second 
category of reactions it was the body itself as served as the locus of the mnemonic 
processes, and these mnemonic processes proved germinal in subverting and distorting 
the “message“, or the purport of the 2014 Military Parade. When analysing the 
production of social meaning, we usually assume the locus of intertexuality, the space 
where social texts are linked and intertwined, as a given, the one which almost needs no 
material bearing. However, if we place the body (and more specifically, the human body) 
as the locus of memory, then we also need to rethink the potential of social resistance, as 
the one which can rise out of the embodied mnemonic processes and not only through 
discursive practice.  

– Can a resilient body embody the thought and initiate a discourse production? – 
The second and particularly the third category of reactions did not rely on firmly pre-
established discursive formations, and there we can observe how discourse of resistance 
can arise through the agency of the resilient body, the body which is affected by and 
resists/obstructs the materialization or enactment of the hegemonic social apparatus.  

– What is the emancipatory potential of the embodied resilience?  
By discussing these questions I will investigate how these ruptures challenge the 

system of cultural hegemony and I will analyse how they open ground for the modern 
political subjectivity to arise. Concerning the last example, I will particularly delve on the 
issue of the public–private divide as the space where these ruptures arise. Rancière insists 
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that negotiating between individual and community, public and private, is one of the 
crucial conundrums of vita democratica. The public-private divide is also one of the most 
fundamental borders which structure everyday urbanity. One can argue that the ultimate 
position of power in society is the one which allows the oligarch to draw a line between 
what is public, and thus purportedly open to democratic procedures, and what is private 
and remains in the purview of the individual itself. Due to the nature of the sonic 
experience itself, studying soundscape provides ample opportunity to delve precisely into 
this opposition between public and private, both in matters how the borderline between 
private and public is being discursively produced and replicated, and how it is sonically 
negotiated, challenged and violated. Both through examining the case studies and through 
participant observation and focus groups I will investigate how the policing apparatus, on 
one hand, and individuals as political subjects on the other try to articulate, implement 
and impose their views on this matter.  
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Abstract 

 
This paper shows that a reconceptualization of protest along two dimensions – 
situational and generic – allows a better assessment of trends in unconventional 
political participation. Age-period-cohort analysis, in turn, constitutes a well-fitted 
method to disentangle these two aspects empirically. Situational protest can be 
observed through period effects whereas generic protest is captured by cohort 
effects. Applied in the context of postcommunist Europe, this strategy offers 
another tool to move beyond the “paradox” of mass mobilization in the region. 
Based on data from East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia, the analysis 
demonstrates that there was no common period effect on protest during the last 10 
years. Cohort trends do not signala radical shift in protest practices – hence, no 
“generational clash.” However, in all four cases, the 1970 cohort stands out as a 
particularly active one. This phenomenon can be traced back to the context of the 
early socialization of this group which was hit more directly by the political 
effervescence of the transition from communism.  

 
Keywords: protest, age-period-cohort (APC) analysis, political generations, 
democracy. 

 
Two narratives have been competing to describe mass participation in Central and Eastern 
Europe. On the one hand, highly politicized and mobilized societies, it is argued, have defeated 
authoritarian leaders since 1989, exemplifying the idea of democratization from the ground-up. 
This “regional tradition” has found a recent expression in the diffusion of electoral turnovers in 
the so-called color revolutions(V. Bunce and Wolchik 2010). Since 1998, no less than six 
authoritarian or semi-authoritarian national governments have been replaced in postcommunist 
Europe following mass mobilization and popular campaigns in hardly disputed elections 
(presidential and legislative): Slovakia 1998, Croatia 2000, Serbia 2000, Georgia 2003, Ukraine 
2004 and 2014 (Beissinger 2007; V. J. Bunce and Wolchik 2011; Kuzio 2006). 
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On the other hand, many authors affirm that communist regimes have left a weak civil 
society and a disillusioned, apathetic electorate(e.g. Howard 2003; Sztompka 1996). For 
Howard, “the weakness of civil society constitutes a distinctive element of 
postcommunist democracy, a pattern that points to a qualitatively different relationship 
between citizens and the state, and one that may well persist throughout the region for at 
least several decades” (2002, 164).  
Scholars interested in political participation and social movements in Central and Eastern 
Europe are thus faced with two irreconcilable stories. How is it that supposedly weak 
civil societies take the streets and oppose – sometimes quite effectively – those in 
position of power?This apparent puzzle is the starting point of this study.Focusing on 
protest activities, that is, extra-institutional political participation such as demonstrations, 
petitions, and boycotts, this paper offers two contributions. Theoretically, I argue that, in 
order to really capture trends in protest participation and go beyond the paradox of mass 
mobilization in the postcommunist region, one has to understand protest as combining 
two dimensions: a short-term situational dimension and a long-term generic dimension. 
Empirically, I propose a research strategy based on age-period-cohort analysis which 
allows to disentangle the effects of these two dimensions. Situational protest, I suggest, 
can be observed through period effects whereas generic protest is captured by cohort 
effects. This naturally opens up the question of whether Central and East European 
societies are faced with a generational shift in protest practices.  
The text is structured as follows. The first section situates protest activities in the broader 
theoretical framework of political participation. Then, the “paradox” of protest 
participation in the postcommunist region is introduced. In the third section, I propose to 
refocus the discussion on protest participation around two sub-components: situational 
and generic protest. Finally, I expose an empirical strategy based on age-period-cohort-
analysis and apply it to four cases: East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia. The 
paper concludes with a summary of findings.  
 
Protest in Theoretical Context 
 
Protest activities can be subsumed under the broader category of mass participation 
which, by definition, includes all forms of political actions performed by ordinary 
citizens. In contrast to representation or election campaigning which are the sole domain 
of elites, mass participation refers to political actions whose execution – in theory – does 
not depend on one’s position in the political apparatus.  These activities range from the 
simple act of voting to more “demanding” – even illegal – activities such as striking or 
occupying buildings. While these actions are not necessarily altruistic in nature, more and 
more authors agree that they contribute to the development of a “strong democracy” 
(Barber 1984). As Norris puts it, they are “essential to the lifeblood of representative 
democracy [and] intrinsically valuable in themselves” (Norris 2002, 215). Furthermore, 
beyond improving the quality of existing democracies, some studies argue that a high 
level of mass participation can contribute to the emergence and the stabilization of new 
democracies(Bratton and Van de Walle 1997; Ekiert and Kubik 1999). Having 
experienced more than 40 years of a regime whose central feature was to repress 
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“autonomous pluralism” (Howard 2002, 161), postcommunist countries offer a unique 
perspective on mass participation in democratic transitions.  
 
Protest as Unconventional Political Participation 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines protest as “any action, act, or statement 
expressing (emphatic) objection to or dissent from something.” It therefore combines a 
cognitive orientation (dissent or objection) with a medium of expression. While virtually 
any form of political action could be used to express a protest (for example, voting), some 
activities are almost exclusively performed in order to oppose somebody or something. 
For empirical reasons (it is very difficult to trace back the intention behind an action), 
traditional survey research usually frames protest activities as this more restricted set of 
actions.  
This repertoire has been labeled “unconventional” political participation. It is 
distinguished from conventional participation which refers to activities related to the 
electoral process and party politics(e.g. Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978). Contrary to some 
early alarming reports(Crozier, Huntington, and Watanuki 1975), the growing consensus 
is that unconventional political actions – far from destabilizing democracy – serve as an 
important complement to traditional participation(Barnes and Kaase 1979; Dalton 2004; 
Dalton, Scarrow, and Cain 2004; Norris 2002). Peaceful unconventional activities such as 
signing petitions, boycotts and public demonstrations allow citizens to bypass elite-
controlled channels to express their political preferences(Dalton and Welzel 2014; 
Inglehart and Welzel 2005), thereby reinforcing civil society’s role as both a watchdog of 
the state and a sphere of public deliberation (Wnuk-�/�L�S�L���V�N�L���������������V�H�H���D�O�V�R���0�H�U�N�H�O������������. 
As Kaase points out, “these participatory acts, at least the non-violent ones, [indicate] an 
extension of the citizen's political action repertory within the realm of democratic 
engagement, but [do] not signal a turn away from liberal pluralist democracies” (2007, 
793).  
 
The Normalization of Protest 
Many authors recognize indeed that, in established democracies, protest has lost some of 
its disruptive character. Unconventional actions tend to “normalize”(Fuchs 1991): protest 
activities are more frequent and the population of protesters increasingly resembles the 
population at large(Norris 2006, 8; Norris, Walgrave, and Aelst 2005, 200).  This is part 
of a larger process of rebalancing between conventional and unconventional participation, 
coined by Kaase as the “participatory revolution”(1984). As summarized by Inglehart and 
Catterberg, “the bureaucratized and elite-directed forms of participation such as voting 
and party membership have declined, while the individually-motivated and elite-
challenging forms of participation have risen”(2002, 301).  
How this tendency is reflected outside western democracies remains however unclear. On 
the one hand, Norris affirms that “the rise of protest politics is by no means confined to 
postindustrial societies and established democracies” (2002, 198). Using data from the 
World Values Survey, she finds that, in terms of political participation, “semidemocracies 
and even non-democracies were far less different than might have been expected, based 
on the limited political rights and civil liberties in these countries” (2002, 195–196). On 
the other hand, Inglehart and Catterberg observe a “significant decline in political action 
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[…] in both the ex-communist world and the developing countries,” which they attribute 
to “a post-honeymoon period of disillusionment” in the aftermath of the third wave of 
democratization(2002, 306).  
 
The Paradox of Protest in the Postcommunist World 
 
While postcommunist societies had intense episodes of mass mobilization, protest has not 
reached a level of “normalization” comparable to what is observed in Western Europe. 
Since the early days of the collapse of state socialism, postcommunist populations have 
demonstrated their capacity to timely oppose power abuses and electoral frauds, using a 
rich repertoire of political actions (e.g. Tucker 2007). Images of hundreds of thousands of 
citizens descending the streets of Belgrade (2000) or Kiev (2004), eventually forcing 
authoritarian leaders to step down, are there to recall us of the political engagement of 
ordinary citizens of the region. Yet, survey research tells a different story. Most authors 
agree that postcommunist countries – on average – exhibit a distinctively low level of 
political participation(Bernhagen and Marsh 2007; Bernhard and Karakoç 2007; 
Greskovits 1998; Kostelka 2014). That is, psotcommunist societies may take part on 
certain occasions in protests – sometimes massively – but protest as a day-to-day practice 
is still not very developed. Contrary to the affirmation of Ekiert and Kubik, protest did 
not become “one of the routine modes of interaction between the state and the society” 
(1998, 578); at least, not in the same way as on the other side of the Elbe.  
 One hypothesis to explain this particularity is that postcommunist countries share 
a common heritage of totalitarism. As correctly presented by Howard, “communist 
regimes not only sought to repress all forms of autonomous nonstate activity but also 
supplanted and subverted such activity by forcing their citizens to join and participate in 
mandatory, state-controlled organizations” (2002, 160). This systematic suppression of 
pluralism has led some authors to consider whether postcommunist societies had “a 
unique legacy to overcome in democratization” (Bernhard and Karakoç 2007, 542; see 
also Linz and Stepan 1996a). 
Table 1 and Table 2provide an overview of protest participation in Western Europe and in 
postcommunist countries. Based on the results of the last five waves of the World Values 
Survey (WVS),272 they report the percentage of people having ever signed a petition or 
taken part in a lawful public demonstration, in 35 different countries.273At first sight, 
postcommunist citizens seem to participate less in protest activities than in Western 
Europe. This is especially striking for petition signing, where the difference is in the order 
of 20% to 30%. Long-term trends are more difficult to interpret, considering the high 
number of missing values and the high intra-group variance.  
Although illustrative, ageneral problem with aggregate measures such as theseis that they 
conflate period effects and more profound cultural changes. For societies in rapidly 

                                                        
272Source: World Values Survey, Wave 2 to 6, 1990-2014, Longitudinal Data. World Values 
Survey Association (www.worldvaluessurvey.org). Aggregate File Producer: Asep/JDS, Madrid 
SPAIN. 
273 Following the structure of the data provided by the WVS, the results for Serbia and Montenegro 
are displayed separately for the 1995-98 and 1999-04 waves and together for the 2005-2009 wave.  

http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org).
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changing political environments, period effects are obviously pronounced, leading to a 
misinterpretation of the actual trends in protest participation. This highlights the necessity 
of developing new conceptual and methodological tools to explore the double nature of 
protest, as a routinized, but sometimes also exceptional, phenomenon.   

 
Table 1. Trends in Protest Activities: Petitions (percentage of people 
having ever signed a petition) 

1990-94 1995-98 1999-04 2005-09 2010-14 Mean Diff. 274 
 
Western 
Europe 
 
Germany 62 47 49 53 -13 
Netherlands 46 36 41 -10 
Sweden 72 87 79 69 77 -3 
France 66 66 - 
Italy 54 54 - 
Norway 65 69 67 5 
Spain 18 22 26 23 24 23 6 
GreatBritain 58 68 63 10 
Finland 39 50 45 11 
Switzerland 63 68 80 70 17 
 
Postcommunist 
Countries 
 
Russia 30 11 8 11 15 -18 
Belarus 27 10 18 -17 
Hungary 25 14 20 -11 
Armenia 18 7 12 -11 
Romania 17 6 11 11 -6 
Azerbaijan 10 4 7 -6 
Georgia 14 8 11 -6 
Albania 27 22 25 -5 
Kyrgyzstan 8 4 6 -5 
Ukraine 13 8 9 10 -4 
Bosnia 23 22 23 -1 
Croatia 43 43 - 
CzechRep. 26 26 - 
Kazakhstan 2 2 - 
Latvia 31 31 - 

                                                        
274This column displays the difference between the first and the last observed percentage of 
participation. Results are rounded, which explains why sometimes numbers do not add up as 
expected.  
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Lithuania 31 31 - 
Slovakia 35 35 - 
SerbiaandMontenegro 30 30 - 
Moldova 10 18 11 13 0 
Estonia 14 17 15 4 
Bulgaria 7 12 10 4 
Montenegro 15 24 20 9 
Serbia 19 29 24 9 
Macedonia 15 27 21 11 
Slovenia 19 31 32 27 13 
Poland 14 20 24 31 23 17 
Source: WVS 1990-2014 

 
Table 2. Trends in Protest Activities: Demonstrations (percentage of people 
having ever participated in a lawful demonstration) 

1990-94 1995-98 1999-04 2005-09 2010-14 Mean Diff.  
 
Western Europe 
 
Netherlands 19 12 16 -7 
Sweden 30 36 31 23 30 -7 
Finland 13 10 11 -3 
France 38 38 - 
Italy 36 36 - 
Great Britain 16 16 - 
Spain 26 21 26 36 27 27 1 
Germany 24 30 27 27 3 
Norway 26 29 28 3 
Switzerland 16 17 28 21 12 
 
Postcommunist 
Countries 
 
Russia 33 21 15 12 20 -21 
Armenia 28 8 18 -21 
Azerbaijan 20 3 12 -17 
CzechRep. 26 11 19 -16 
Estonia 21 9 15 -12 
Romania 20 6 10 12 -10 
Slovakia 20 12 16 -8 
Hungary 9 4 7 -5 
Ukraine 18 16 13 16 -5 
Poland 12 10 11 8 10 -3 
Slovenia 9 13 9 10 -0 
Croatia 7 7 - 
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Kazakhstan 6 6 - 
Latvia 20 20 - 
Lithuania 17 17 - 
Serbia and Montenegro 22 22 - 
Bosnia 8 9 9 1 
Bulgaria 11 12 11 1 
Kyrgyzstan 11 13 12 2 
Belarus 18 20 19 2 
Georgia 19 22 21 3 
Albania 19 25 22 6 
Macedonia 11 18 14 7 
Montenegro 12 20 16 8 
Moldova 8 18 18 15 10 
Serbia 8 24 16 16 
Source: WVS 1990-2014 
 
 
Distinguishing Situational and Generic Protest 
 
A useful distinction to make hereis between protest as a “situational” and as a “generic” 
phenomenon. As noted by Pippa Norris, in the first case, protest is a reaction to “specific 
events and particular circumstances”; while, in the second, it reflects “distinctive social or 
attitudinal profiles of citizens”(2002, 194). Situational protest is a phenomenon rooted in 
the short term and triggered by specific grievances or a sudden change in the opportunity 
structure. Generic protest, in contrast, is a long-term process anchored in a more profound 
change in political culture (Table 3).  
 
Table 3. Situational and Generic Protest 
 Situational protest Generic protest 
Temporal perspective Short Long 
Factors of change Triggered by specific 

grievances or a sudden change 
in the opportunity structure 

More profound change in 
political culture 

Observed as Period effects Cohort effects 
 
When we talk of the “normalization” of protest, we then refer to a deep redefinition of the 
way ordinary citizens voice their dissent. Understood in the broader context of the 
development of civic skills and the evolution of mass values, the expansion of generic 
protest is a symptom of the move “from allegiant to assertive citizens” (R. J. Dalton and 
Welzel 2014). A transition which, Dalton and Welzel suggest, leads to better-functioning 
democracies.One would indeed expect that a steady rise in generic protest would have 
very different democratic consequences than a series of “peaks” of situational protest 
triggered by a succession of political crises.  
 We have traditionally lacked the methodological tools to disentangle the two 
dimensions of protest. At least in quantitative research, fluctuations in the levels of 
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protest appear mainly as peaks and troughs measured at different points in time. They say 
little about the short and long-term dynamics unfolding through these variations. 
Recently, however, Caren and his colleagues and Quaranta have demonstrated that new 
approaches to age-period-cohort (APC) analysis offer convenient instruments to tackle 
this problem(Caren, Ghoshal, and Ribas 2011; Quaranta 2015). When properly used, 
APC analysis has the capacity to isolate period effects from cohort effects, effectively 
disaggregating situational from generic protest. This is because period effects are 
assumed to be felt by all individuals in a given society, independent of their year of birth, 
while cohort effects are carried over time by a group of citizens who shared common 
historical experiences at similar ages. According to this approach, a profound change in 
protest practices – generic protest – would be perceived through generational 
replacement, whereas situational protest would be captured by period effects.  
In the next section, I follow this research path and explore period and cohort effect on 
protest participation East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia.  
 
Empirical Strategy 
 
Data 
This paper benefits from the large amount of data collected over the years by the 
European Social Survey (ESS).275 The dataset used for the analysis groups information 
about respondents inEast Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia. These four cases 
were selected on the basis the data availability, as they are the only postcommunist 
countries/region systematically included in all six waves of the ESS (2002-2012). 
Limiting the geographical scope of the research to these cases maximizes the time-span 
covered (period effects) and insures greater comparability across cases. Table 4 displays 
the number of respondents per survey-round and country/region: 
 
Table 4. Sample sizes of the ESS per survey round and country/region 

2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 Total 
 
East Germany 1.098 1.019 1.040 967 1.056 1.010 6.190 

Hungary 1.685 1.498 1.518 1.544 1.561 2.014 9.820 

Poland 2.110 1.716 1.721 1.619 1.751 1.898 10.815 

Slovenia 1.519 1.442 1.476 1.286 1.403 1.257 8.383 
 
Total 6.412 5.675 5.755 5.416 5.771 6.179 35.208 
 
In each of the six survey waves, respondents were asked if they had done different 
political actions during the last 12 months.276As we shall see, although the number of 
                                                        
275 Source: ESS Round 1 to 6: European Social Survey Round 1 to 6 Data (2002-2012). Data file 
editions round 1 (6.4), round 2 (3.5), round 3 (3.5), round 4 (5.3), round 5 (3.2), round 6 (2.1). 
Norwegian Social Science Data Services, Norway – Data Archive and distributor of ESS data. 
276 The exact framing of the question for the ESS2 to ESS6 was: “There are different ways of 
trying to improve things in [country] or help prevent things from going wrong. During the last 12 
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rounds and the temporal scopeare smallfor an age-period-cohort analysis, this deficiency 
is partially compensated by the very consistent methodology applied by the ESS across 
time. This avoids some problems such as having to control for different wordings of 
questions or for different survey organizations in the case of pooled data (e.g. Caren, 
Ghoshal, and Ribas 2011).  
Dependent variable 
To measure protest behavior, different forms of non-conventional participation are 
aggregated in a dichotomous variable. Respondents were given the score of “1” if they 
had taken part in any of the following three protest activities during the last year: signing 
a petition, legally demonstrating, or boycotting certain products. Although three separate 
measures would have been preferable from an analytical perspective, this choice is 
justified by the structure of the data. In Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia, only 10 to 15% of 
the population takes part in at least one these activities every year. Approaching these 
political actions separately would have resulted in a heavily skewed distribution, with 
little variance to examine. Combing these three forms of participation also make sense 
from a theoretical perspective. Although protest activities have tended to “normalize,” 
especially in established democracies, they are still differentiated from conventional 
forms of participation.Indeed, when submitted to principal component analysis, the three 
forms of protest studied consistently aligned on a distinct dimension, contrasting with 
other activities such as voting, contacting politicians, and working for a political party 
(see Table 5).  
 
Table 5: Factor loadings of conventional and non-conventional political actions 

 Factor I  Factor II  
   
Voted in last national election -0.07 0.48 
Contacted politician or government official 0.16 0.75 
Worked in political party or action group 0.11 0.73 
Signed petition 0.73 0.15 
Taken part in lawful public demonstration 0.69 0.10 
Boycotted certain products 0.69 0.07 
   

Note: Varimax orthogonal rotated factor matrix based on data from 
DE (East), HU, PL, and SI,in ESS survey rounds 2002 to 2012. 

 
The way the ESS frames questions of political participation – with reference to the last 12 
months – has important consequences for the analysis. Many other national or 
international surveys, including the World Values Survey, typically ask respondents if 
they have ever done or might do a certain political action. They are mostly interested in 
protest experience or potential. Here, the ESS rather focuses on protest as a routinized 
way of expressing dissent. In an age-period-cohort analysis, we can therefore effectively 
                                                                                                                                                        
months, have you done any of the following? Have you... signed a petition? ...taken part in a 
lawful public demonstration? ...boycotted certain products?” The ESS1 differs very minimally in 
the way the list of political actions was presented, using “firstly…”, etc. I consider this difference 
to be negligible.  
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contrast situational from generic protest. When controlling for period effects, we can have 
a higher assurance that cohort differences reflect day-to-day practices rather than the 
residual effect of periods which are not covered by the six waves of the survey.Despite 
their advantages, ESS questions remain nonethelesssubject to social desirability and 
memory biases. 
 
Age, periods, and cohort 
When doing an age-period-cohort analysis, we are basically trying to extract three types 
of explanations for a given social phenomenon. The first explanation, age, is said to 
reflect different life cycles, in which individuals have varying resources and aptitudes. In 
our case, we would expect young people to have more time to protest than middle-aged 
people and more physical capacities than elderly people. The second explanation, 
periods, accounts for specific grievances or sudden change in the opportunity structure. 
Here, incentives and constraints on participation probably varied across time. Finally, the 
third explanation, cohorts, mirrors more profound changes in culture, which result from 
different experiences of socialization.  
In the following analysis, age is coded in three groups: (1) under 35, (2) 35 to 64, and (3) 
more than 65 years old.277 Periods correspond to each survey round. The ESS has 
conducted six waves every two years since 2002, covering a total of 12 years. Finally, 
respondents are classified in nine 10-year birth cohorts, from 1910 to 1990. More fine-
grained cohorts (e.g. 5-year cohorts) would have led to excessively small cohort by period 
cells. 
 
Method 
Separating the effects of these three components has long been considered a perilous task, 
as age, period, and cohort are in a situation of perfect multicollinearity. That is, Period = 
Age + Cohort. This creates an identification problem which renders classical linear cross-
sectional analysis impracticable. Recently, however, Yang and Land(2006; 2008) 
developed a new approach to bypass this problem. Using the tools of multilevel 
modeling, they suggested to conceptualize “time periods and cohort memberships as 
social historical contexts within which individuals are embedded and ordered by age” 
(2013, 69). Instead of regarding period and cohort effects as fixed and additive, they 
modelled them as random in a cross-classified random design, effectively avoiding the 
identification problem (2013, 69–70). Beyond its obvious methodological advantages, 
this approach also appears to reflect the social reality more closely. Hierarchical APC 
with cross-classified random effects models (HAPC-CCREM) can be used with data from 
repeated cross-sectional sample surveys such as the ESS. This has led to a recent regain 
of interest for APC models in the social sciences, including in studies on political 
participation (Caren, Ghoshal, and Ribas 2011; Quaranta 2015).  
Inspired by these new developments in APC analysis, this paper proposes the following 
model of protest participation:278 

(1)  Level 1 or “within-cell” model: 

                                                        
277 Quaranta (2015) uses a very similar coding to capture life-cycle effects.  
278 The presentation of the model mirrors Yang and Land’s (2013, 216).  
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 LogitPr(PROTESTi jk = 1) = ��0jk + ��1AGE(<35)ijk + ��2AGE(�•������ijk 
 
(2)  Level 2 or “between-cell” model: 
 ��0jk = ��0 + u0j + �#0k, u0j ~ N(0, �2u), �#0k ~ N(0, �2�#) 
 
(3)  Combined model: 
 LogitPr(PROTESTi jk = 1) = ��0 + ��1AGE(<35)i jk+ ��2AGE(�•������ijk+ u0j + �#0k 
 
for 
 i = 1, 2, …, njk individuals within cohort j and period k; 
 j = 1, …, 9 birth cohorts; 
 k = 1, …, 6 survey years.  
  

where the logit of the probability of taking part in a protest activity is the combination of 
a model intercept ��0 (grand-mean for all individuals), ��1 and ��2 are the coefficients of age 
effects (fixed for all individuals),279 u0j is the cohort effect (residual random effect) and 
�#0k is the period effect (residual random effect).  
 
Results 
 
The model was tested separately for East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia. 
Results revealed interesting similarities anddifferences between cases. As presented in 
Table 6,the overall probability of having taken part in a protest activity during the last 12 
months (intercept) was fairly low in three out of four cases. In East Germany, respondents 
in the reference age-group (35-64) had a probability of about 0.47280 of having protested 
during the year preceding the interview,while in Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia, the 
probabilities were respectively 0.09, 0.12, and 0.11. For these three countries, protest is 
still a rare form of political participation, especially when recalling that signing a petition 
or boycotting certain products demand very little time and resources. The effect of being 
aged less than 35 was inconsistent across cases: only in Slovenia were younger people 
significantly more involved in protest activities. In contrast, people aged 65 and more 
appear to participate less in all four cases.   
 
Table 6. HAPC-CCREM of Protest Participation in DE (East), HU, PL, and SI 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 East Germany Hungary Poland Slovenia 
 
Fixed Effects 
 
Intercept -0.131 -2.303***  -1.976***  -2.077***  
 (0.0947) (0.143) (0.101) (0.183) 
     
Age (under 35) -0.127 -0.0865 0.159 0.340**  
 (0.0907) (0.139) (0.0860) (0.130) 

                                                        
279 The reference category comprises the people aged 35 to 64.  
280 Based on the inverse logit function, ex/(1 + ex): e-0.131/(1 + e-0.131) = 0.47 
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Age (65 and 
over) 

-0.456***  -0.331 -0.909***  -0.577**  

 (0.121) (0.192) (0.143) (0.180) 
     
 
Variance 
components 
 
Period 0.017 0.022 0.033 0.086 
 (0.012) (0.017) (0.022) (0.055) 
     
Cohort 0.008 0.040 0.008 0.088 
 (0.014) (0.040) (0.009) (0.063) 
     
N 6138 9803 10805 8364 
Standard errors in parentheses 
*p< 0.05, ** p< 0.01, *** p< 0.001 
 
As presented in the variance components bloc, period and cohort effects were generally 
weak in all four countries or region. The average contribution of belonging to a certain 
generation or of the timing of survey do not influence strongly the probability of taking 
part in a protest activity. However, a closer look at the predicted effect of individual 
periods or cohorts could reveal that some of these stand out of the distribution. This is 
what we explore in Figure 1.1 to 4.2.281 
 
Figure 1.1. Cohort Effects on Protest 
Participation in East Germany 

Figure 1.2. Period Effects on Protest 
Participation in East Germany 

                                                        
281 All graphs display cohort and period predicted effects for the reference age-group, 35-64 years 
old. The grey zone indicates the 95% confidence interval. The dashed line reports the average 
probability of taking part in a protest activity in a given country. To be significant, a cohort or 
period effect should have a confidence interval which does not overlap with the average 
probability.  
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Figure 2.1. Cohort Effects on Protest 
Participation in Hungary 

Figure 2.2. Period Effects on Protest 
Participation in Hungary 

 
Figure 3.1. Cohort Effects on Protest 
Participation in Poland 

Figure 3.2. Period Effects on Protest 
Participation in Poland 

 
Figure 4.1. Cohort Effects on Protest 
Participation in Slovenia 

 

Figure 4.2. Period Effects on Protest 
Participation in Slovenia 
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Patterns in Protest Participation 
 Different observations can be made from the eight graphs previously presented. 
Period effects – that is, situational protest – appear to be mostly grounded in national 
contexts: at first glance, there was no common Central or East European periodical effect 
on protest. Cohorts, however, exhibit similar patterns: 

1. In all four cases, protest participation peaked with the 1960 or 1970 cohort.  
2. This peak is preceded by a plateau for the 1930 to 1950 cohorts.  
3. The 1960-70 peak is followed by a decline in protest participation, with 1980 or 
1990 cohorts having a protest participation under average. 
 

 There is no evidence of a profound shift in generic protest in the four countries 
under study,yet we notice a disruption around the 1970 cohort. It would be reasonable to 
assume that this effect is the consequence of the unique historical circumstances which 
characterized the transitional period and which affected primarily young people at that 
time.Starting with Mannheim(1952), many authors affirm that early socialization, 
including the experience of exceptional historical circumstances, has lasting effects on 
political attitudes and behavior. For the 1970 cohort, this early socialization coincided 
with the transition from communism,282 a period which, needless to say, was 
characterized by a political effervescence and a deep reconfiguration of power. That we 
can still observe a distinctive cohort effect using data collected in the last ten years is a 
demonstration that the exceptional events around the 1989 period imprinted protest 
practices. It is also plausible that the 1980 and 1990 cohorts in return experienced a form 
of disillusionment which could explain their (sometimes sharp) decline in protest 
participation.  
Contrasting East and West Germany provides additional insight into the observed 
generational dynamics. Figure 5 reports the results of an age-period-cohort analysis 
comparing protest participation in West Germany and in theLändern of the former GDR. 
Cohorts are categorized according to whether they experienced early socialization – that 
is, they were aged 15283 – before the two-state system, during it, or in unified Germany. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
282 People born in the 1970 cohort would have been aged 10 to 19 years old in 1989.  
283Most authors place early political socialization between 7 and 25 years old. This delimitation 
seems a decent middle point, as suggested by Mishler and Rose (2007).  
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Figure 5. Protest Participation by Cohort: East and West Germany284 

 
In comparison to West Germany, East Germany’s cohort effects on protest participation 
seem surprisingly stable. Cohort effects in the Westfollow a sharp inverted U pattern, 
with the 1910, 1920 and 1990 cohorts clearly under the level of their respective cohorts in 
the East. To be sure, these cohorts are situated at the extremities of the distribution and, 
therefore, have a larger measurement error, but the difference remains striking. For 
cohorts having experienced an early socialization under two separate states, the trend is 
opposite, with the 1940, 1950, and 1960 cohorts more active in the former FRG. 
It would be difficult to conclude without further investigation that some generations in 
the East experienced a “protest penalty” due to socialization under communism: 
generational patterns are in fact relatively stable (except for the 1970 disruption). In the 
end, if there was ever a “clash of generations” in Germany, it was felt harder in the West 
than in the East.  
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper has shown that a reconceptualization of protest along two dimensions – 
situational and generic – allows a better assessment of trends in unconventional political 
participation. Age-period-cohort analysis, in turn, constitutes a well-fitted method to 
disentangle these two aspects empirically. Situational protest can be observed through 
period effects whereas generic protest is captured by cohort effects. Applied in the 
context of postcommunist Europe, this strategy offers another tool to move beyond the 
“paradox” of mass mobilization in the region. Based on data from East Germany, 
Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia, the analysis has demonstrated that there was no common 
period effect on protest during the last 10 years. Cohort trends do not signal a radical shift 

                                                        
284 Age effects diverged slightly between East and West Germany and affect the two curves 
differently. Constraining them to be equal for both countries does not change the general pattern.  
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in protest practices – hence, no “generational clash.” However, in all four cases, the 1970 
cohort stood out as a particularly active one. This phenomenon can be traced back to the 
context of the early socialization of this group which was hit more directly by the 
political effervescence of the transition from communism.  
 

***  
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Protest tool, social movement or politicized lifestyle? 
On the nature of squatting in Poland. 

 
Grzegorz Piotrowski285 

 
 
Abstract:  
 

Squatting is often mentioned in connection with radical left-libertarian social movements 
(Guzman-Concha 2015, Katsiaficas 1997) but recently the far-right groups also occupy 
buildings in Italy (the case of Casa Pounds). However in the academic literature it is 
operationalized as a social movement, protest repertoire, lifestyle choice etc. according 
to the needs of the research. At the same time it is stressed that squatting in Poland (and 
in general in Central and Eastern Europe) is a new phenomenon strongly connected to 
�W�K�H���K�H�U�L�W�D�J�H���R�I���:�H�V�W�H�U�Q���(�X�U�R�S�H�D�Q���V�T�X�D�W�W�L�Q�J���H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V�����)�X�N�������������� 
The aim of this paper is threefold: (1) to make a typology of approaches to squatting to 
indicate strengths and weaknesses of each of them and also to cross-reference it with the 
self-image of the squatters themselves as observed during intensive fieldwork. The other 
(2) aim is to analyze squatting from the perspective of Polish social movement studies, in 
particular to examine the strong connection between subcultural music scenes and social 
movements that are much stronger than in Western Europe (Piotrowski 2013). The last 
(3) goal is to see how the recent attempts to open legally-functioning social centers affect 
the squatting movement / scene. 

 
 
Introduction.  
 
Social squatted centers are an integral part of alternative social movements 

(mostly autonomous, but also anarchist or radical environmentalist) for the last few 
decades. They have been providing a place for the activists to meet up, to organize 
themselves and to find shelter. For many of the activists they have became an end for 
itself, free spaces, where introducing ideals into everyday practice (of consensus-based 
decision making processes, environmental stability, autonomy and so forth). Squatting 
has emerged in Central and Eastern Europe in the beginning of 1990s and since then has 
gained different level of appreciation over the region. Poland stands out among other 
post-socialist countries as the one with quite rooted squatting movement (Piotrowski 
2011a, 2014; Polanska 2014; Polanska and Piotrowski 2015) with squatting initiatives 

                                                        
285 Södertörn University, Sweden 
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�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�H�G�� �L�Q�� �P�R�V�W�� �3�R�O�L�V�K�� �F�L�W�L�H�V�� ���3�R�]�Q�D������ �:�D�U�V�D�Z���� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���� �2�S�R�O�H���� �*�G�\�Q�L�D���� �/�X�E�O�L�Q����
�à�y�G�(�����*�G�D���V�N�����*�O�L�Z�L�F�H�����%�L�D�á�D���3�R�G�O�D�V�N�D�����&�]�
�V�W�R�F�K�R�Z�D�����.�U�D�N�y�Z�����*�U�X�G�]�L���G�]�����5�X�G�D�����O���V�N�D����
�%�L�D�á�\�V�W�R�N�����D�Q�G���6�R�V�Q�R�Z�L�H�F�������,�Q���W�K�H�� �U�H�F�H�Q�W���\�H�D�U���3�R�O�L�V�K���V�T�X�D�W�W�H�U�V���E�H�F�D�P�H���L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G���Q�R�W���R�Q�O�\��
in activities directed towards the squatting environment, but also in numerous local 
initiatives and campaigns. The cooperation between squatters and tenants’ associations 
regarding evictions from privatized municipal houses and other campaigns has not only 
made new openings to the squatting activists incorporating them into more mainstream 
civil society activism and bringing their radical critique into the mainstream discourse. 
These developments, in my opinion, have changed the squatting activists into a more 
open direction of their activism (less focused on their subcultural identities). At the same 
time it aggravated the emergence of new kinds of activism, namely legalized social 
centers as well as other forms (such as social cooperatives) that are lest costly for the 
activists to sustain as they have less fears of being evicted at any moment. 

 
What is squatting? 
 
Squatting is an important faction of the scene, which has developed in Western 

Europe in the late 1960s, being basically the occupation of an abandoned / unused land or 
building. Besides its pragmatic functions – such as providing shelter for people and their 
political and cultural activities –, it has symbolic value: it renegotiates property rights (as a 
result of a quote from Proudhon, to the effect of 'every property possession is a theft'); as 
well as redefines the concept of public space. The idea behind squatting as a political 
activity (because of the rather small scale of the scene and the constant threat of attack from 
right-wing extremist groups, all squats in the region are either places for living or a mix 
between the two kinds, social centres per se do not exist in Central and Eastern Europe) was 
formulated into the concept of Temporary Autonomous Zones by an anarchist poet Hakim 
Bay. For him, TAZs are the places ruled by internally negotiated principles that are the 
basis for a broader social revolution, a kind of blueprint for outsiders, portraying what it 
pertains to. Furthermore, squatting apartments, warehouses, or old factories, became the 
manifestation of a lifestyle in which people rejected the 'rat race' and run for goods that was 
performed by the rest of the society. Ever since squatting became popular, some thinkers - 
like Laura Portwood-Stacer (2013) - trend to use the term 'lifestyle activists for people who 
amused themselves with the everyday rebellion, but lacked deeper, intellectual reflection on 
society and the revolution. Due to the illegality of squats, temporality became their essential 
part. The ‘lifespan’ of squats became shorter after gentrification programs were introduced 
in many cities, especially in their centres.  

Currently researchers (Prujit 2013, Owens 2013) recognize six different kinds of 
squatting. The deprivation-based squatting is close to the roots of squatting and is 
performed by poor people who lack other options for housing. Although popular, it is 
often not considered in analysis of squatting. Secondly, there are alternative housing 
strategies and alternative living arrangements. For instance the German Wohnprojekte 
(when people manage their houses in which they have their flats that derived from 
squatting projects) and popular Wohngemeinschaft (when people rent a large flat to live 
together) fall into this category. Third type are entrepreneurial initiatives that involve 
squatting, in particular the more popular ‘pop-up shops’ but also bars, cafes, info-shops 
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and alike. Squatting is not always an end – it becomes a tool for other campaigns, for 
instance as it is with conservational squatting when buildings are occupied in order to 
preserve them from demolishing and change of development plans. Prujit distinguishes 
also ‘tourism squatting’ when buildings or areas are occupied for short periods of time to 
provide housing for travellers. Finally, the most recognized – political – squatting aims at 
building up counter-power to the state.  

In the US some characteristics of the social centers are performed by community 
centers, however they are different in their political meaning. This might be disrupting the 
perception of the role of squatted social centres within the broader urban social 
movements setting, in particular when one looks at the functions such places perform and 
in the context of the ‘radical flank’. As one can read: “while "community centre" is a term 
used to describe any center of "public" activity, occasionally sanctioned by the state or 
private interests such as a corporation, social centres are characterized by their quasi-legal 
and sometimes illegal existence, their direct subsistence on the community that supports 
it and their political vision vis-a-vis the state286”. This confrontational attitude of the 
social centers (in particular the ones that are in squatted buildings) is at the core of the 
definition of the squatted social centers. 

 
Squatting in CEE 
 
In Central and Eastern Europe, the squatting movement was not as successful, but 

visible enough to become a substantial part of the movement and the alternative scene, 
revolving around many political and cultural initiatives. Although there are only few 
squats remaining in the Czech Republic and in Poland (in Hungary, attempts to establish 
a squat failed, but were successfully ‘framed’ and introduced into the mainstream 
discourse), they seem to be islands of activism. Squatters also form social networks that 
are later used by other kinds of activists, and the concepts of mutual support; solidarity 
protests; and joint actions, seem to be important issues within that group (as could be seen 
in the 2007 Copenhagen riots after the eviction of Ungdomshuset, or the campaign to 
defend Keopi in Berlin)287. What is interesting is that there is far more cooperation 
between groups of squatters than political activists, regarding regional cooperation 
(within Central and Eastern Europe), and contacts with Western Europe; bilateral 
invitations; solidarity support actions; media campaigning; and so forth. From a 
functional viewpoint, squats also provide space for gatherings and cultural activities, 
therefore the term 'Social Centres' (coming from the Italian tradition of activism and the 
'Centro Sociale') was adopted. However, for some activists, the foreign origins of the 
phenomenon is occasionally a problem, since they feel that the blueprint developed in 
other circumstances and environments is not fully applicable to post-socialist reality. 
�3�L�R�W�U���)�X�N����������������- in his study of Polish squatters, feminists and ecologists - pointed out 
that most of them refer to Western European traditions rather than to local ones.  

On the other hand, squatting is a relatively new concept in Central and Eastern 
Europe, which dates back to the early 1990s (the first long-term squatting took place in 

                                                        
286 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_center 
287 Examples of campaigns taken from localindymedia websites and squat.net. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_center
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Poland in 1994), and there are no other traditions to refer to. In a constant debate between 
openness to the outside world on the one hand, and the provision of a safe space for the 
movement on the other hand (in Poletta’s terms: between transmovement and 
prefigurative spaces), one of the critical points is that what is relatively successful in Italy 
(Centro Sociale) does not work in Poland or the Czech Republic. Becoming an important 
part of many cities' cultural maps, the style of the squats (rugged, recycled furniture from 
dumpsters, many D.I.Y. posters on the walls, graffiti, and a sense of chaos and 
disorganization) were copied by more commercial venues. 

Different analytical approaches to squattingcan result in different outcomes of the 
analysis. Surprisingly, there is little theoretical reflection on the nature of squatting and the 
ways to analyze it. In the literature the approaches vary from depicting squatting as a social 
movement or at times a radical social movement, a tool or repertoire of action used by other 
movements; part of politicized subcultures or part of the social movement scences. 

 
Squatting as a social movement (della Porta and Diani), as a radical social 

movement, as a tactic of a radical left-libertarian social movement. Using the definition 
developed by Donatella della Porta and Mario Diani. Della Porta and Diani list four 
characteristics of social movements (1999: 14-15): 

- Social movements are informal interaction networks. They are never formed 
by an organization, but always by a plurality of organizations, groups, and individuals. 
Interactions among them form a movement. 

- Social movements are kept together by shared beliefs and solidarity. In other 
words, social movement is cemented by collective identity that is shared across its 
constituent parts. 

- Social movements engage in collective action focused on conflict. They take 
part in political and/or cultural conflicts, and strive to promote or prevent a social change. 

- Social movements use a protest action repertoire. Although this criterion is not 
accepted by all scholars, social movements are often understood as actors engaged in 
non-institutional protest tactics. 

 This approach, which stresses the presence and importance of networks and 
the meaning of practices (as direct action), is significantly different from classic 
approaches and definitions which state that: "Social movements can be thought of as 
collectivities acting with some degree of organization and continuity outside of 
institutional or organizational channels for the purpose of challenging or defending extant 
authority, whether it is institutionally or culturally based, in the group, organization, 
society, culture, or world order of which they are a part." (Snow et.al. 2007: 11). Other 
scholars, using more cognitive-based approaches, claim that: "[social movements are] 
those sequences of contentious politics that are based on underlying social networks and 
resonant collective action frames, and which develop the capacity to maintain sustained 
challenges against powerful opponents." (Tarrow 2006: 2). However, I think that the 
approach that does not only concentrate on the political outcomes of actions and the roles 
of the agents in political games, suits the purpose of studying a movement like the 
squatting movement much better. 
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On occasions, such an identity is the outcome of contentious interactions between 
these groups, authorities and opponents/counter-movements. 

Guzman-Concha (2015) suggests that in order to define radical groups one should: 
"(1) establish historical and geographical parameters, against which similar instances of this 
type can be reasonably compared and (2) define the components that constitute the concept.” 
He later claims that radical groups: "(a) pursue an agenda of drastic changes that concerns a 
broad range of issues, especially the political and economic organization of society, whose 
implementation would affect elite interests and social positions. In order to implement their 
agenda, they (b) perform a repertoire of contention characterized by the employment of 
unconventional means, specifically civil disobedience. In addition, these groups adopt (c) 
countercultural identities that frame and justify unconventional objectives and methods, 
although this identity might not be present at early stages.” 

Squatting as a tool: in many cases squatting is not an end for itself but a tool for 
social movements (usually radical-leftist libertarian, in Polish case mostly connected to 
anarchism) in their attempts to raise awareness about a certain issue or make a case 
stronger. This is observed from time to time in Poland and such squatting attempts are 
�F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�H�G���W�R���V�R�P�H���R�W�K�H�U���S�U�R�W�H�V�W���H�Y�H�Q�W�V�����,�Q���3�R�]�Q�D�����D���E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J���Z�D�V���V�T�X�D�W�W�H�G���L�Q���0�D�U�F�K������st 
2009 during the demonstration in defense of Rozbrat squat (when a court auction of the 
squat was scheduled) a group left the protest march and began to occupy a vacant 
building close to the Old Town Market. The strong presence of police forces in this case 
benefited the group as they were evicted in front of the journalists. This allowed the 
activists to make their claims about the endangerment of the squatted centre and to the 
issues of vacant buildings, in particular in the city centre. Later this evolved into a 
campaign during which the activists counted empty buildings (dwellings, the campaign 
information was not precise about this), 800 of them belonging to the municipality and 
the total number resulting in around 30000.  

[quote from the campaign ‘Policzmy Pustostany’] 
The second analyzed event took place at the recent (April 18 2015) European 

Economic Congress in Katowice. This recurring event is usually accompanied by a 
counter protest organized by anarchist milieus (www.antykongres.pl). This year, after the 
first major protest frequented by around 250 people, a group of 21 masked people got into 
an empty building owned by the municipality located at Mariacka Street 32, in the exact 
city center of Katowice. After they got in, they released a 4-story tall banner saying 
�µ�K�X�P�D�Q�� �F�D�S�L�W�D�O���U�H�V�L�V�W�V�¶���>�N�D�S�L�W�D�á���V�S�R�á�H�F�]�Q�\���V�W�D�Z�L�D�� �R�S�y�U�@���D�Q�G�� �I�L�U�L�Q�J�� �H�P�H�U�J�H�Q�F�\�� �I�O�D�U�H�V�����7�K�H��
activists were evicted by the anti-terror group the following morning at 5AM and later 
faced charges of trespassing. The eviction resulted in solidarity actio�Q�V�� �L�Q�� �3�R�]�Q�D������
�:�D�U�V�D�Z�����:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���D�Q�G���V�P�D�O�O�H�U���D�F�W�L�R�Q�V���L�Q���/�X�E�O�L�Q�����6�]�F�]�\�W�Q�R���D�Q�G���à�y�G�(�����D�Q�G��– which is not 
uncommon for the described environment – heated internal discussions. The core aim of 
the squatting action was to draw attention and create publicity to the Antykongres event 
(that was supposed to go on for two more days) and to the existence of empty buildings in 
the city, including the city center. 

The third case of using squatting as a tool was during the eviction of Elba squat 
in Warsaw in 2012. As a measure to defend the place a protest (of claimed 2500 people) 
was organized. One group decided to occupy a building in the very city center of 
Warsaw, at Skorupki street, an old and unused ambulatory point for people with 

http://www.antykongres.pl).


180 Social Movements in Central and Eastern Europe 

tuberculosis. The building belongs to the municipality and its occupation was intended to 
involve local authorities into a dialogue with the squatters in Warsaw, as Elba was 
located on grounds that belonged to a private Swedish company and the squatters were 
evicted by a private security company. Squatters had an experience of contacting the 
authorities, in particular in the context of tenants’ struggles in which they participated (for 
more, see: Polanska and Piotrowski 2015).What is interesting in that case is that the 
occupation was not temporary and that the authorities agreed not to evict squatters (from 
the squat that was named Przychodnia) until they will clear the complicated legal issues 
with the rights to the plot of the land on which the buildings stand and find a new purpose 
for the building. Such approach opened space for establishing a legalized social center 
�W�K�D�W���W�R�R�N���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H�� �Y�D�F�D�Q�W���E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J�V���I�R�U�P�H�U�O�\�� �X�V�H�G���E�\�� �7�H�D�W�U���1�R�Z�\���D�W���3�X�á�D�Z�V�N�D���6�W�U�H�H�W�� ��������
�7�K�H���S�O�D�F�H�� �Z�D�V�� �Q�D�P�H�G�� �$�X�W�R�Q�R�P�L�F�]�Q�\���'�R�P�� �$�N�W�\�Z�Q�\�� ���$�'�$���� �3�X�á�D�Z�V�N�D���D�Q�G���L�W�V�� �F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�Y�H��
was joined by many former squatters from Elba. 

In December 2013 a group of Warsaw squatters also entered an empty Smyk 
commercial building in the very city center of Warsaw at Aleje Jerozolimskie. The iconic 
piece of abandoned architecture is perceived by some as a symbol of gentrification of 
Polish city centers. The activists used masking tape to write in the shopping windows 
across three floors ‘Capitalism: Game Over’. This action, close to Christmas, attracted 
lots of media attention, although some activists complained that the journalists confused, 
who organized the action (it was associated with the anarchists), which is not unheard of 
in Poland. 

Occupation is rarely used as a tool by the activists because of the costs connected 
to it: forced eviction (involving squatters’ property destroyed, physical injuries – in 
Katowice 3 people ended in hospital) and trespassing and policemen assault charges. 
With the limited resources the radical left libertarian movement has, such costly 
initiatives are too much of a burden for the activists. On the other hand, in an 
environment that is very unfavorable to illegal property occupation and anti-capitalist 
claims, squatting as a tool 

 
Politicized subculture? Connections between squatters and counterculture. 
 
One of the key features of subcultures is the purity of the groups and their 

members and any sign of diversion from the imagined model of the subculture member is 
regarded as treason. Such practices are reinforcing the groups and the members’ feeling 
of belonging, which might be surprising, considering the fact how much individualism, is 
stressed in their statements. Subcultures are more oriented on actions towards inside of 
the groups (Muggleton and Weinzierl 2003), focused on building the groups’ strength and 
unity. Politically oriented groups are at the same time focused on the outcomes of their 
actions (Tilly 2004, Tilly and Tarrow 2006), on policy change and alike. Therefore their 
actions are concentrating on possible recipients of the claims, on decision-makers and the 
activists are more flexible in negotiating their claims. When one advocates a certain 
policy change (for example defends a local playground or some political dissidents in 
some country), the way in which one looks is far less important for potential allies. Also 
claims are more easily modified if demands are to be met. In the case of subcultures, 
there is an (idealized) image of the group and its participants and if one does not meet 
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such image, is excluded from (or not allowed into) a particular group (Marcus 1990). In 
other words, if one wants to become a punk, but still feel more comfortable in suits and a 
tie, he or she will not be recognized as a punk by other punks and therefore not allowed to 
enter their group.  

Greg Martin writes: “Focusing on the relationship of social movements to the 
state and polity thus tend to ignore the hidden cultural dimension of social movements, 
which is significant because, among other things, it is the culture of movements – 
submerged in pre-existing networks of everyday life – that makes mobilization possible. 
In this way, the network of groups that constitutes a social movement serves as a platform 
for mobilization, since the movement network shares a culture and collective identity” 
(Martin 2013). The groups that are analysed in this paper put a lot of stress on 
prefigurative politics. Such zones can be observed during protests (Graeber 2009), in 
squatted social centres and other movement’s spaces. This suggests that the movement’s 
identity (or identities) is constructed in a different way compared to the classical theory of 
social movements. As Martin continues: “For Melucci (1989, 1996), contemporary 
movements mount symbolic challenges to dominant homogenizing cultural codes by 
communicating to the rest of society the message of difference. They do that by living out 
alternative lifestyles. In this sense, the “medium is the message.” In order to communicate 
a clear and coherent message, movements must generate a collective identity” (Martin 
2013). When looking at the alterglobalist movement, especially in Central and Eastern 
Europe, that is a rather hostile environment for grassroots social activism and for leftist 
ideas and mobilizations, analyzing the movement’s identity building through the 
perspective of subcultural studies, can provide interesting examples. 

 
Recent developments 
 
One of the most recently observed developments within the squatting 

environment n Poland, besides few evictions, is the legalization of some social centers. 
One of them is Autonomiczny Dom Aktywny[ADA] that can be interpreted as an 
�H�[�D�P�S�O�H�� �R�I�� �U�H�V�S�R�Q�V�L�Y�H�Q�H�V�V�� �R�I�� �O�R�F�D�O�� �D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�L�H�V�� �I�U�R�P�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���� �2�W�K�H�U�� �F�D�V�H�V�� �L�Q�F�O�X�G�H�� �W�K�H��
�O�R�Q�J���O�D�V�W�L�Q�J�&�H�Q�W�U�X�P���5�H�D�Q�L�P�D�F�M�L���.�X�O�W�X�U�\���>�&�5�.�@���I�U�R�P���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���D�Q�G���7�H�N�W�X�U�D���I�U�R�P���/�X�E�O�L�Q����
Many of the participants of these centers are former squatters and the legal way of their 
functioning sparks a number of controversies within the squatting community. The main 
reasons for some activists to try to legalize their places arechecks and balances.There are 
a number of repressions of the police towards ‘regular’ squatting, official and not 
performed by both authorities and private security companies. For instance a Wroclaw-
based squat Rejon 69 experienced a violent eviction in June 1997, despite the consent of 
the owner of the property for their stay. The brutal police intervention as well as the rest 
of the police station had its sequel in court - in 2009 the European Court of Human Rights 
upheld the two complainants of squatters that the police intervention was unjustified, 
unnecessarily brutal �D�Q�G�� �D�Z�D�U�G�H�G�� �W�K�H�P�� �F�R�P�S�H�Q�V�D�W�L�R�Q�� ���V�H�H�� �)�\�W�Q�L�F�N�L�� �������������� �7�K�L�V�� �V�K�R�Z�V��
that the squatters not only are more skilled in litigation and legal practices, but are also 
open to use emerging Political Opportunity Structures and to work within the system and 
not only outside / against it.At the same time constrains for the movement (financial but 
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also resulting from dependency from local authorities) that might be problematic for 
maintaining the ‘purity’ of the movement. 

Such developments are not only particular to the Polish case. In Berlin during the 
early 1990s there were around 100 squats, many of which later turned into Wohnprojekte 
('housing projects' – a legalized form with self-governing decision bodies, but with a 
symbolic payment of rent). Nowadays, in 2009, there are only a few 'real' squats left in 
the city, and the former 'alternative' districts - such as Friedrichshein, Prenzlauerberg, and 
Kreuzberg - became the trendiest districts of the city. However, for most of the activists 
(especially squatters), any cooperation with the authorities is a betrayal of their principles 
and of the scene 

 
Legalization as a tool of the authorities to exaggerate cleavages within the 

squatting community. 
 
After the turbulent development of Berlin’s squatting scene during the 1980s that 

resulted in numerous occupations and evictions the authorities began to seek a 
compromise with the squatters. One of the developments was the establishment of an 
electoral committee to the city council elections that represented squatters that in the end 
managed to get into the city council. By the end of the decade the authorities began to 
offer to transform occupied places into legalized living collectives (Wohnprojekte) that 
paid lower rent to the city and former squatting collectives were in charge of the project’s 
management still having a collective form of administration and organization. 

�,�Q�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���� �3�R�O�D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�U�H�� �L�V�� �D�� �&�5�.�� �F�H�Q�W�U�H���� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �L�V�� �D�Q�� �D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H�� �V�S�D�F�H��
functioning in a legal way, was considered a ‘sell-out’. The CRK (Centrum Reanimacji 
Kultury – Center for Re-�$�Q�L�P�D�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �&�X�O�W�X�U�H���� �V�R�F�L�D�O�� �F�H�Q�W�H�U�� �L�V�� �O�R�F�D�W�H�G�� �L�Q�� �:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�� �L�Q��
�-�D�J�L�H�O�O�R���F�]�\�N�D���V�W�U�H�H�W�����V�R�P�H�W�L�P�H�V���L�W���L�V���F�D�O�O�H�G���-�D�J�L�H�O�O�R���F�]�\�N�D�����D�V���W�K�H���F�X�U�U�H�Q�W���S�R�O�L�F�L�H�V���R�I���W�K�H��
center raise some controversies). Its history dates back to 2001, when the first concert 
took place and initiated the activities of the place, but there are (mostly personal) links to 
the people occupying the Wagenburg (squatting area with a sort of campers). As the 
founders of the place say:  “we are part of global alternative movement. CRK is a 
platform of cooperation of artists and pro-social activists. We trying to create atmosphere 
to inspire and promote ideas what We share. We prefer methods than specific esthetics or 
taste, so we can’t be called one genre name. One for sure is a common: DIY288”. CRK is a 
�F�R�P�S�O�H�[���R�I���W�Z�R���E�X�L�O�G�L�Q�J�V�� �L�Q�� �F�O�R�V�H�G���E�D�F�N�\�D�U�G���L�Q�� �F�L�W�\�� �F�H�Q�W�H�U���R�I���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z�����$�V���W�K�H���D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�V��
continue: “we are trying to arrange our place proper and still have some space for new 
people with their ideas”. Until now they run a record studio, silk-screen printing 
workshop, utopia café, concert room, rehearsal room for bands, bike workshop, internet 
radio, and guest room for bands and travellers. The activists are planning to start a gallery 
and big kitchen to cook big meals in the framework of the initiative Food Not Bombs. 

Unlike the other social centers, the CRK participates in several Wroclawian 
�I�H�V�W�L�Y�D�O�V���O�L�N�H���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z���,�Q�G�X�V�W�U�L�D�O���)�H�V�W�L�Y�D�O�����������'�D�\�V���$�J�D�L�Q�V�W���'�R�P�H�V�W�L�F���9�L�R�O�H�Q�F�H�����/�H�V�E�L�D�Q�V����
Gays and Friends Festival; Graffiti festivals. This is the most controversial issue for 
act�L�Y�L�V�W�V�� �I�U�R�P�� �R�W�K�H�U�� �3�R�O�L�V�K�� �F�L�W�L�H�V�����D�Q�G�� �I�R�U���V�R�P�H�� �D�F�W�L�Y�L�V�W�V���I�U�R�P���:�U�R�F�á�D�Z������ �V�L�Q�F�H�� �I�R�U���V�R�P�H��
                                                        
288 http://www.crk.wroclaw.pl/index.php?/Projekty/manifest.html 
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of them participating in ‘official’ city events means to legitimize them and their 
organizers, in this case the city officials. One of my informants was involved in that 
project at the beginning, and later got involved in an alternative coffee shop, which 
caused many controversies. He told me: 

 
This is only one other place possibly, the CRK, but it operates on slightly different 
principles [...]. So I think those are two lines of analysis, is an ideological environment, 
the second is a lack of dialogue and cooperation on the part of certain individuals or 
groups from the so-called scene. And the second point is related to something else, no 
search some more moderate approach to come up to people outside. 
 
All this suggests, that one of the main threats for the squatted social centers that 

can affect their identity, which is based on opposing the local authorities and the state is 
institutionalization. It means that a movement is channelled into a stable pattern based on 
formalized rules and laws. Expected behavior becomes clearly defined; sanctions are in 
place. The institutionalization of a movement means that it loses its identity (Castells 
1983: 328). Institutionalization is also followed by a changed movement action 
repertoire: conventional methods take the place of disruption (Kriesi, et al., 1995). This 
results in the loss of creativity, which attracts many people to squatting and social centers. 
And since for the anarchist-based groups that usually are behind squatting and 
occupation, practices are as important as the ideals (or even more, see for example 
Graeber 2009 where he claims that the decision-making process based on consensus is a 
fundamental part of the group’s identity), this is also a starting point for many fierce 
debates. 

The involvement of the squatters in tenants’ activism allows them to participate 
in broader social conflicts, amplify them and politicize according to their political lines. 
As the activists self-assessment of such cooperation says: “thanks to our publishing of 
violations of tenants’ rights, a large part of public opinion today perceives tenant issues 
differently, especially when it comes to forced displacement and ‘cleaning’ of houses. 
This practice is now massively condemned and rarely justified with the right to freely 
dispose one’s property”289. But the Polish activists also provided examples of specific 
political proposals that have entered the public debate and later been picked up by 
politicians or officials. One long-time anarchist activist, sees “participatory budgets” as 
such an example: 

 
Today you can find many things that anarchists have been propagating for many years. 
Look at the recent discussion about participatory budgets. We were talking about such 
�W�K�L�Q�J�V���W�H�Q�� �\�H�D�U�V���D�J�R�� �R�U�� �P�R�U�H���� �5�D�I�D�á���*�y�U�V�N�L���Z�U�R�W�H���D�� �E�R�R�N���D�E�R�X�W�� �L�W���>�«�@�����%�X�W���W�K�L�V���L�V���V�R�P�H��
�N�L�Q�G�� �R�I�� �Z�H�L�U�G�� �P�X�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �W�K�L�V�� �F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���� �\�R�X�� �R�Q�O�\�� �K�D�Y�H�� ������ �P�L�O�O�L�R�Q�� �]�á�R�W�\�� �>�D�S�S�U�R�[�L�P�D�W�H�O�\��
0.35 per cent of the city budget] to spend and the projects proposed are some kind of a 
joke […]. So on the one hand it is our victory, but on the other that’s not what we wanted 
to achieve, so I have mixed feelings about it and it convinces me to keep doing my work 
and not looking at how the authorities are using our ideas. 

                                                        
289www.rozbrat.org/publicystyka/kontrola-spoeczna/4082-raport-dziaania-lokatorskie-w-2013-roku [accessed 
18.10.2014] 
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