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This panel will present papers of a debate started in 2011 on the nature of the recent global 

wave of civic activisms. This debate was initially started with practitioners and explored the 

nature of the multiple spontaneous civic mobilizations of the past three years (see the 

special issue of Development, May 2012). It then continued to examine whether these 

waves of activisms were actually different from previous acts of popular upheaval and the 

social movements associated with them, and what their mutual connections are. Can we 

speak of a turning point in history similar to May 1968, or not, and why? The papers were 

discussed at a workshop in July 2012 and subsequently rewritten and edited, and are 

published in the Forum 2013 issue of Development and Change. The panel will present this 

special issue by offering contributions from four authors to this volume; the panel invites for 

an active discussion with all participants on implications and ways forward for follow-up 

research. 

The following authors will participate and present their papers: 

Dr Kees Biekart (ISS) 

Prof dr Jenny Pearce (Bradford University, UK) 

Dr Nishant Shah (University of Luneburg, Germany) 

Dr Wendy Harcourt (Institute of Social Studies, The Hague) 

 



 

Abstracts: 

 

Transforming Activisms Post-2010: Exploring the Waves  

Kees Biekart (with Alan Fowler) 

[Institute of Social Studies, The Hague, Netherlands] 

Across the world, the beginning of this decade has seen an abrupt and seemingly contagious 

upwelling of civic activism against the prevailing economic and political order. These 

numerous geographically dispersed - but in one way or another related - acts of public 

defiance and rebellion, suggest that something exceptional is happening within and across 

multiple political landscapes. This paper contributes to debates about the nature and ‘why 

now?’ of multiple spontaneous civic mobilizations.  Are these different from previous acts of 

popular upheaval and the social movements associated with them?  And, do they signal a 

turning point away from a history of a waxing and waning of such activisms?  This paper will 

try to position the notion of Activisms 2101+ in terms of its nature and relevance to current 

debates about citizens-led socio-political change.  We will argue that contemporary 

activisms constitute a distinct shift in the character of civic engagement as it surfs on waves 

created by the increased availability and use of social media and electronic communication. 

In addition, new types of spontaneous (political) organizing, viral, non-violent confrontation 

and forms of ‘non-directed’ campaigning are emerging that merit attention as additions to 

an activism repertoire.  These capabilities are potentially critical in ‘invisibly’ spreading, 

adapting and sustaining the effects of the more overt, media-catching forms of activism that 

complicate assessments of achievements.   



 

 

Power and the 21st Century Activist: From ‘Neighbourhood’ to ‘The Square’ 

Jenny Pearce (Bradford University, UK) 

This paper argues  that one of the key dimensions of Activisms 2010+ (and one of its most 

positive contributions) is the way it has connected local (neighbourhood) to the global 

(public square) but, in doing so, provides new understanding of the nature of the power 

involved at both sites.  The paper makes the point that activists always have had a difficult 

position with respect to power.  They are, to paraphrase Mansbridge (2006) ‘both fighting 

power and using power’.  It is pointed out that the underlying view of power generally was a 

conventional one of ‘power as domination’ or ‘power over’.  For radical activists, also 

associated with the ‘old social movements’ the emphasis was on taking and replacing the 

dominating power of the existing holders, and replace this with a progressive and 

alternative political project.  But this shift was still top-down and very much hierarchical, 

which was increasingly criticized, in practical by feminists movements but also by later 

‘newer’ social movements.  Through a series of propositions, the paper argues that it is time 

to revisit power, to rethink its meaning and practice in the midst of the revitalized new 

forms of activism of the new century.  It is suggested we should shift from ‘empowerment’ 

to ‘transforming’ power.  The paper argues that this other understanding of power 

correlates with deepening democracy and participation, conflict reduction and ultimately 

violence reduction:  it is a means to rethink the meaning and practice of politics itself.  The 

argument is illustrated with experiences of community activists in the North of England, 

which suggests that an alternative vision and practice of power does exist.  This example 

links to evidence of how new activists in social movements also appear to be rethinking 

power, such as the anti-globalization movements of the late 1990s and early 20th century 

and the anti-capitalist movements which emerged in the wake of the 2008 banking crisis.  



 

 

Citizen Action in the Time of the Network 

Nishant Shah (CIS, India) 

The rise of digital activism is another development that has strongly affected the character 

of the Activisms 2010+ movement.  As this paper points out, one cannot simply assume that 

these new forms of activism also generate new structures within which citizen activism can 

be understood.  This paper actually argues the opposite and suggests that digital 

technologies have forced us to make all forms of protest intelligible, legible and accessible 

within the framework of the digital paradigm.  It demonstrates that this view tends to 

obscure the existence of different geographical and temporal dynamics, due to what he calls 

a ‘spectacle imperative’: if something cannot be tweeted, is does not exist and is thus not 

part of digital activism.  It is argued that this ‘hyper visibility’ of mass mobilisations around 

the world exemplified a ‘visual hegemony’, which is leading to a homogenous and 

misleading discourse on citizen activism.  This is illustrated with the example of a very 

popular Chinese TV show on the annual Spring Festival Gala, which is a traditional moment 

to transmit state-sponsored ideologies and cultural values and watched by many millions.  

However, with the increased access to cyberspace, digital activists started to challenge the 

Chinese political and economic monopoly with a ‘shanzhai spring gala’, which was a bottom-

up effort building on global digital democracy mobilizing many Chinese ‘netizens’.  Its rapid 

success also raised high expectations, which eventually undermined the shanzhai campaign 

altogether when it tried to link up with a corporate TV station. The broadcast was cancelled 

and the gala transformed into a ‘non-event ‘, not only symbolizing the new digital activism 

in China, but also nurturing the ‘impossible’ dream’ of making political change happen in 

China.  The paradox is that the advent of a ‘non-event’ due to regime clampdown is a 

‘marker’ or point of reference which re-energises activism. 



 

 

Transnational Feminist Engagement with Post 2010 Activisms 

Wendy Harcourt (ISS, The Hague) 

The character of Activisms 2010+ seldom reflects the typical project and programme-bound 

political economy common to international NGOs (INGOs).  This paper argues there is still a 

role for international NGOs in post-2010 activisms, albeit conditioned by dispersed but 

formalised structures.  In particular, the paper points to new forms of organization in 

international networks that have played an important role when looking at transnational 

feminist struggles. It analyses the case of the Association for Women’s Rights in 

Development (AWID), an international feminist NGO network founded thirty years ago.  

Starting as a Washington-based service-delivery provider for large development donors, 

AWID gradually turned into a transnational advocacy and campaigning network rooted in 

the global south, engaging a new generation of young activists.  In regular ‘international 

forum’ settings, AWID offered a key space for a wide range of women’s rights activists. The 

transformation was that the northern and UN-based focus gradually changed to include a 

more diverse, political and grassroots-oriented approach, moving away from concerns 

about the success of ‘development projects’.  Whilst having become more activist, AWID as 

‘a hub of women’s rights and feminist movements’ is still running on donor money and 

employs staff.  The paper therefore poses the question: “can a true political project have 40 

paid staff including an executive director?”.  The answer is not encouraging, even more so 

since donor money tends to divide, create suspicions, as well as generate power 

inequalities.  But AWID is a good example of how the new activisms are stimulating 

organisational evolution from the traditional NGO realm. 

 


