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Socia l  movements in a neo- l ibera l  era

Civil society and social movements 

in Eastern Europe

Grzegorz Piotrowski

The big wave of social mobilisation under alterglobalist slogans seems to 
be behind us. Although the current economic crisis raises lots of social 
contention, the future of the alterglobalist movement (or the Global 
Justice Movement) is hard to define, at least in its current terms. The 
alterglobalist movement is mostly regarded as opposed to neo-liberal 
capitalism and globalisation; at the same time, the movement seems to be 
particularly weak in places that have introduced this model of capitalism 
and governance. The reason for my choosing the alterglobalist movement 
for comparison with the broader civil society sector in Eastern Europe 
is its significance for local social activism, and its comparability with 
its counterparts in the rest of the world. Also, in Eastern Europe, the 
development of politics (including the contentious) and civil society is 
different from that in other parts of the world. The region’s transforma-
tion after 1989 resulted in the introduction of a neo-liberal economy, 
which re-defined the way society works. Relations between the political 
and economic areas are complex and full of tensions.

The alterglobalist movement

The name “alterglobalist movement” (sometimes referred to as the 
antiglobalist or Global Justice Movement) became popular after the 
Battle of Seattle in November 1999 – riots that broke out on the streets 
of Seattle during the World Trade Organization summit. The protests 
and other events that were soon to follow (other counter-summits, World 
and local Social Forums etc) created a growing interest within the acade-
mic world. The wave of mobilisation was seen as a new kind of social 
movement. Most of the signs of the alterglobalist movement were also 
present in Eastern Europe, with counter-summits (September, 2000, in 
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Prague, April 2004 in Warsaw, December 2008 in Poznań), local social 
forums, street parties, anti-war demonstrations, campaigns and so on. 
Although the political impact of the movement was limited, it brought 
many activists together and laid the foundations for future networks. 

Donatella della Porta and Mario Diani list four characteristics of social 
movements (1999:14-15) which seem to perfectly fit the alterglobalist 
movement:

1. Social movements are informal interaction networks. They are 
never formed by one organisation, but always by a plurality of 
organisations, groups, and individuals. Interaction among them 
form a movement. 

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

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

4. 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.

However, the alterglobalist movement differs significantly from other 
waves of social mobilisation with its weak (or lacking) organisation, 
which is mostly based on loose networks with different political objecti-
ves. Previous social movements (such as the women’s rights movement, 
the peace movement etc) were focused on political change that could be 
achieved through political means. They therefore formulated their claims 
in a way that allowed them to reach a broader public and, in the end, 
either change legal conditions or replace already existing power structures. 
The alterglobalist movement, in contrast, does not have a clear political 
programme or vision – there is one “no”, but there are many “yeses”. 
This makes it possible to organise broad networks with shared beliefs that 
are highly inclusive; on the other hand, the lack of a common political 
program is seen by some as an inherent vice of the movement that will 
lead to its decline.
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Development of civil society in Eastern Europe

Civil society in Eastern Europe has a specific history and a different line 
of development than its counterparts in Western Europe. In the late 
1970s and during the 1980s, attempts to build a civil society were a way 
to fight the Communist regimes. Independent civil society – whether it 
was an independent trade union, or academic lectures held in secret in 
private apartments – was a challenge to the authorities that could not 
control it. As one of the leaders of the democratic opposition in Poland, 
Bronisław Geremek (1992, p 4) put it:

the idea of a civil society – even one that avoids overtly political activities 
in favor of education, the exchange of information and opinion, or the 
protection of the basic interests of the particular groups – has enormous 
anti-totalitarian potential.

It was also a call for an independent society with an uncontrolled arena, 
where it could operate. In this sense, Eastern European civil society came 
very close to its definition as the force that protects society from the state 
and the market (which are more or less the same in a centrally-planned 
economy). 

The NGO-isation of civil society 

When the regimes changed, the sphere of civil society also underwent a 
fundamental transition. Civil society has developed into a “third sector,” 
providing auxiliary services and expertise knowledge to the state (Żuk 
2001, p 114). The development of this sector, located between the state 
and private-owned business, is argued to be a consequence of the neo-
liberal way of thinking that was codified in the Washington Consensus 
(Załęski 2006). State institutions were regarded as less effective than a 
free-market and competition-based array of non-governmental organi-
sations, foundations, associations and non-profit organisations. Most of 
the organisational models and – in the first years – also funding came 
from Western Europe and the US, reproducing the shape of civil society 
in these areas. The introduction of a grants-based funding model resul-
ted not only in higher competition among the actors, but also in the 



121

Socia l  movements in a neo- l ibera l  era

abandonment of political claims and the adoption of a much less radical 
repertoire of actions. 

The two groups of actors – civil society, in the shape of non-govern-
mental organisations, and social movements – not only grew apart, 
although they came from the same background, but began to oppose each 
other as well. One main argument that social movement activists give is 
that civil society organisations in this region are not entirely independent, 
since they rely on funding from national and local authorities or supra-
national entities, such as the EU or the big business. Social movement 
activists find it difficult to trust the independence of a sector that finan-
cially relies on external funding. Along with the financial dependency 
comes a number of legal restrictions for civil society organisations (CSOs), 
such as the exclusion of people with criminal records from their boards, 
or threats of being deleted from the court registries in case one is not 
law-abiding Even minor cases – for instance the organisation of an illegal 
demonstration – may lead to the exclusion of a particular group from 
public grants; similarly, tracking the changes in regulations on strikes 
shows increase in criminalisation of this kind of protest.

Grassroots social movements 

When one looks at the current initiatives and campaigns of social 
movements, especially those that grew out of the capitalist-critical and 
anti-neo-liberal alterglobalist movement, one can see a shift in civil 
society actions. A number of initiatives to protect the citizens from the 
market and the state are organised by social movement activists. These 
include: the protection of minorities (ethnic, sexual) from aggression and 
attacks, particularly during public events, such as during the mobilisation 
against right-wing vigilantes harassing Roma people in Hungary; or the 
involvement of activists in the Gay Pride marches all over the region; 
as well as anti-gentrification campaigns, protecting local poor residents 
from private investors, and forcing local authorities to implement more 
citizen-oriented social housing programs. Also, the whole region witnesses 
a growth in grassroots trade unions that try to protect their members in 
a much more radical way than the already existing unions do. 
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A similar situation can be observed within the environmental protec-
tion movement, a long-time example of the development of civil society 
in the Eastern Europe. A number of recent mobilisations show that for 
some of the activists – many of whom also have an alterglobalist expe-
rience – the role as service (including education) or expertise knowledge 
provider is no longer sufficient. Nor is appealing to the public opinion 
for support, or lobbying for policy change sufficient for these groups, 
who move towards more radical activism, inspired by Direct Action. 

Conclusion

The shift from CSOs towards grassroots groups suggests a significant shift 
in the composition and ways of action of the whole civil society sector 
in Eastern Europe. As such, it also suggests the need to redefine how the 
concept of civil society is applied in the region. The exclusion of grassroots 
mobilisation groups and social movements (the alterglobalist movement 
being one good example) was a process that took place during the time 
of transition, when, I suggest, contentious groups were not “needed” by 
the regimes of the new and weak democracies. Ensuing developments 
(such as changes of legal systems and funding opportunities) have lead 
to a rapid growth of the “third sector” composed mostly of NGOs and 
political parties. However, at some point, the existing societal structure 
proved incapable of solving the problems of the everyday lives of cit-
izens, and this opened up space for grassroots mobilisation groups and 
organisations. Not only do these groups benefit from the experiences of 
the alterglobalist movement, but they also rely more and more on new 
communication technologies, in particular on the social networking 
websites. This technological revolution is adding another piece to the 
puzzle of civil society in Eastern Europe.
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