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Abstract: The article explores urban social movements. It is the city that sets out stimulating strategies for 
building a social movement and forms of its activities and protest. The article is based on ethnographic 
studies conducted among activists from movements opposing neoliberalism, anti-corporate movements 
and the alter-globalist movement. Urban activities and protest tactics are treated as an emanation of their 
chief ideologies and means of articulating fundamental political postulates. 
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Manuel Castells presents in his book Networks of Outrage and Hope. Social Move-
ments in the Internet Age (2012) a thesis that the characteristic feature common to all modern 
social movements is their complexity as well as diversity. This is not a groundbreaking 
statement. Not only do modern social movements originate from defiance and a range of 
social contradictions, but they are also based on the antinomy of power and counterpower. 
Their battle with the authorities takes on a special character: the majority of movements do 
not strive to replace the people now in power with other ones, but to gain greater political 
freedoms, broader participation in democracy for all citizens and enable the whole society 
access to power. Castells argues that the factor that brings the movements and their ideolo-
gies together (even those that nowadays appear exceptionally utopian) is the limitless pos-
sibilities of communication via the Internet. In the “Internet Era”, the main venue the move-
ment is being organised is the cyberspace, where it takes the form of a hybrid and 
decentralised rhizome, and the real urban space, where activists and supporters of the 
movement become collective actors. Thus, similarly as the virtual space determines inspir-
ing means of participation in the political life of new social movements, urban activities are 
the emanation of leading ideologies and emancipation policies (non-institutional, non-state, 
non-parliamentary). The activities of new social movements are aimed at creating a collec-
tive and at confronting their political opponents. Manifestations of those activities, taking 
place in real urban spaces, allow identification of the movement both “externally” and by its 
participants. Therefore, Castlells is right in claiming that social movements offer a utopia of 
network democracy, manifesting itself in mass and street protest. 

The assumption behind this article is that new social movements are equally network 
movements as urban movements. Their identity is shaped both through virtual communi-
cation and joint participation in the urban space. This “new culture of being” proposed by 
the movement participants involves creation of new rules of managing the social space, in-
stitutions, democracy, politics, economics, ecology, etc. There are continuously produced 
and discussed projects to transform and create alternatives of “a better world”. The article 
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focuses on the forms of activities of new social movements in the urban space, where the 
multiplicity of postulates is often brought together under the common slogan “the right to 
the city” (Harvey 2012; Mayer 2012: 63-85). Street protests are presented here as the embod-
iment of the movement’s ideology, presentation of its strength and real political potential. 
As David Graeber noticed, activism does not mean only protest, what it really stands for is 
engagement in direct activities (Graeber 2007). Analysing social movements’ activities in the 
urban space, I mostly draw on my own experience accumulated through ethnographic re-
search which I conducted in 2008-2010 and 2012-2014 among participants of social move-
ments against neoliberalism, in particular the alter-globalist movement, anarchist move-
ment, and anti-corporate movement. The text serves at the same time as a follow-up to the 
discourse on new social movements in the context of urban problems, presented in my book 
Alter-Globalists. Anthropology of the Global Justice Movement (Pomieciński 2013). Since then 
there have been many new publications dealing with the subject of urban social movements 
and the most recent social movements for which the fight for the city (symbolically reflected 
in the slogans (“city is not a business” and “reclaim the city”) seems essential in the face of 
transformations and the dynamics of processes connected with late capitalism. The city as 
the arena of the battle for a “better world”, similarly as in the times of the onset of alter-glo-
balism, has again become an effective space for legitimising grassroots political claims and 
“civil disobedience”. 

Reclaim the Streets and inspirations for urban protest

Mass street resistance is always deemed by new social movement a suggestive 
language for manifesting their political stance. Presumably such radical actions constitute 
the most distinct feature of the alter-globalist movement as well as other new social move-
ments. There are many indications that these ideologies and their practical manifestations 
are directly influenced by the international movement known as Reclaim the Streets, started 
in the early nineties in London. 

 Later alter-globalist campaigns, with their own scenarios of activities, built upon the 
strategies presented by Reclaim the Streets. After all, as evidenced in cultural analyses of the 
movement (e.g. Smith 2004: 157; Juris 2008: 42-44) many activists from Reclaim the Streets 
engaged in organising alter-globalist protests and in events organised by anti-corporate 
movements. Reclaim the Streets was an urban social movement oriented at rebellion against 
neoliberal globalisation. Its goal was a campaign for the right to public space free from cor-
porate undertones. 

At the very beginning of its existence Reclaim the Streets was a resistance movement op-
posed to the “automotive culture and expansion of roads and highways” (Smith 2004: 157). 
The struggle for space free from cars could have not been separated from the critique of 
capitalism, and the car became a significant symbol of rejected (mostly by anarchists and 
radical leftist youth) global capitalism. Activists from Reclaim the Streets tried to overtake 
busy streets, major crossroads, and even whole sections of highways, organising spontane-
ous roadblocks, which however resembled massive happenings and parties. More often 
than not thousands of people gathered in agreed spots of towns and cities, blocking nearby 
roads. 

With time, the political agenda of Reclaim the Streets was developed to include other as-
pects concerning making urban spaces political. The postulates for maintaining non-com-
mercialised areas of cities were now expanded with demands for urban ecology and envi-
ronmental protection. In the mid 1990s Reclaim the Streets was active not only in Great Britain 
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but in many cities all around the world, like New York, San Francisco or Barcelona (Ches-
ters, Welsh 2004: 328). Soon it became an inspiration for other similar initiatives. 

Alter-globalist fight for the city

The need for stronger articulation of urban tactics ensued from the emergence of 
the alter-globalist movement. At the end of November 1999, in Seattle, the headquarters of 
the world’s biggest companies such as Microsoft or Boeing, the movement announced to the 
world its existence. At that time the coalition of radical trade unions, anarchists, supporters 
of free trade, feminists, ecologists, and even religious groups paralysed the World Trade 
Organisation conference. Alter-globalists used mobile phones for communication, split into 
loose groups, squatted on the ground, holding hands, blocked delegates from arriving at the 
conference. The aforementioned tactics demonstrated the unpredictability of international 
forms of protest. Their scale and fierceness forced the police to focus on protecting interna-
tional institutions and conference centres. Apart from urban actions, activists opened inter-
net forums which coordinated and informed about alter-globalists’ actions. With the use of 
the Internet an independent team of journalists, Indymedia, was launched, providing regular 
updates on the happenings on the streets. All those acts of disobedience enabled the activ-
ists to block the talks held by the delegates of the World Trade Organisation. Police opera-
tions on the streets lasted several days, and the protest turned out a complete success for the 
protesters and a spectacular failure of the participants in the summit. The overtone of the 
Seattle protests was significant and, what is important, inspired other social movements all 
around the world.

 The alter-globalist movement’s resistance involved great political engagement and 
contestation on the ideological plane. It began to be intertwined with global politics. Subse-
quent and later protests on the streets were about influencing the international political 
structure. The alter-globalist movement presented itself in the context of global institutions, 
the development of which was key to understanding the movement as well as other contem-
porary social movements. The means of rebellion, deliberately going “against the tide” and 
questioning of officially promoted doctrines were proofs of strongly engaged political cri-
tique among participants of the movement contesting neoliberalism. 

 Therefore, it is easy to evidence that alter-globalists calling for “fair globalisation” 
are part of a wider system and political processes. Pascale Dufour dubbed them political 
actors fighting with neoliberal globalisation (Dufour 2009: 336). Being in constant opposi-
tion to the authorities and international economic institutions (della Porta 2005: 177), 
 alter-globalists never fail to express their deep distrust of those in power. And this is one of 
the reasons why new social movements usually articulate their demands outside of official 
channels of information flow. Creating independent media centres and expressing dissent 
on the streets constitute important attempts to build an autonomous space and forms of 
expressing their opinions in a public debate. Interviewed Greek anarchists explain: 

We are active on city streets, where you can find the real society. (The Anarchists Review 2009: 166)

For the representatives of new social movements the urban space functions as an impor-
tant venue of political action and rebellion. It is even assumed that alter-globalism is a move-
ment based on actions being a sort of “street education” (Starnawski 2006), with the “street” 
being a symbol of social battle, providing critical information when the mainstream media 
fail in doing so. It is politicisation of urban spaces that has become the leading characteris-
tics of new social movements. That is why activists creating various organisations: from 
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anarchists to the radical left, frequently describe it as a ”mass street movement” or simply 
“urban movement”. A great example of such understanding of the movement is the opinion 
of an activist I met during one of the protests against the European Economic Congress in 
Katowice: 

I think that our battleground must be the public space, first of all city streets. It cannot be other-
wise, because cities have been colonised by capitalism, corporations, developers, banks. (own 
materials).

Thus, alter-globalists pronounced our cities “full of global capitalism”. Important “cen-
tres” of demonstrations are places embodying its power: stock exchanges, shopping centres, 
congress centres, offices of international organisations, corporations and governments. 
Quite often alter-globalist protests’ success lies in the ability to paralyse a city where pecu-
liar “accumulation of capital” has taken place (Harvey 2012: 161). Thus, the urbanised space 
features many places associated with the dominance of capitalism, where the relationship of 
power and subordination gain prominence. In other words, social networks of the move-
ment, and therefore forms of protest and key actions, become part of the landscape of the 
city. It is especially striking during international summits, featuring roadblocks, parts of 
districts excluded from social life, and the summit venues separated from the rest of the 
world. In places like Seattle, Prague and Genoa protesters blocked conference centres, meet-
ing sites, important streets and arteries. Similar “protest rituals” have taken place elsewhere, 
also in Poland. 

It is clear to see then that for alter-globalists a city is a place where globalisation materi-
alises, and global problems take a definite shape. The alter-globalist movement was the first 
one that not only demanded democratisation of international institutions, but also exposed 
the issues of privatisation and violence of social rights of large groups of people living in 
cities, such as immigrants or blue collar workers (Mayer 2012: 69). No doubt this has con-
tributed to global articulation of urban protests, which manifested convergence of specific 
problems. Alter-globalists came up with the slogan “City is not a business!”. Similarly, con-
temporary anarchism is a movement engaged in popularising the idea of “reclaiming the 
city” and public space: 

 “Modern cities have become dominated by shopping precincts and commercial centres; traf-
fic-jammed streets; people hurrying to work, striving to get a moment of rest; cameras monitor-
ing our every step; empty apartments which can be afforded by the chosen few, separated by 
thick walls from the increasingly brutal reality. But there is more to contemporary cities. Social 
movements that emerged in Spain, Greece, the USA and other countries show that cities – not for 
the first time in history – are the scene for social mobilisation and resistance. On 25 May in Athens 
thousands of people (at some point reaching 500,000) started spontaneous occupation of the Syn-
tagma Square. The message they conveyed was collective resistance and resentment caused by 
the political elites burdening ordinary citizens with the costs of the economic crisis”. 
(http://www.rozbrat.org/publicystyka/aktywizm/2783-jestesmy-zwyklymi-ludzmi, accessed on 
17.09.2011).

As far as the general debate on the role of the alter-globalist movement is concerned, 
Donatella della Porta and Sidney Tarrow note that the movement has turned out to be com-
bination of modern urban tactics (della Porta, Tarrow 2005: 12). It is worth mentioning here 
that contemporary metropolises are characterised by strong concentration of political, com-
mercial and economic aspects of globalisation. (see e.g. Eade 1997). As a consequence, it is 
no surprise that the urban environment spawns equally strong grassroots reactions to the 
phenomena connected with globalisation, among other things, criticism of mass consumer-
ism, neoliberal politics, international capitalism and corporatism. Cities, in alter-globalists’ 
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view, are no longer peaceful oases for hegemonic neoliberalism. Cities serve as a scene for 
articulating and celebrating differentiated forms of the culture of resistance (Starr 2000: 37). 
The edifices of large corporations, facilities of well-known retail chains or ubiquitous bill-
boards have not covered the alter-globalist rebellion. “Colonised” by businesses and adver-
tising messages, city streets have become a peculiar scenery for political actions of anti-cor-
porate activists. The core of their resistance – condemnation of hedonistic consumerism 
– have resulted in multiple actions for “silencing” the corporate culture. In the course of my 
research, I was a witness to or heard from my informers about many actions contesting or 
boycotting corporations’ practices. For example, members of the “Better World” Association 
engaged in the international boycott of Coca-Cola products (action called Killer-Cola in-
forming about abuses and breaches of employee rights by the concern); members of the 
Polish Trade Union Workers Initiative called for boycott of Nestlé, responsible for redun-
dancies of employees in the company’s manufacturing plants in Poland; activists of Polish 
Anarchist Federation, opposing the plans to build a social housing development for the 
poorest citizens of Poznań, promoting the slogan City is not a business!, employed artistic 
provocation that used the stylistics of urban advertising campaigns. 

Doubtless to say, street revolts are manifestations of the fight for “social visibility” of 
those groups that feel marginalised in the neoliberal reality. That is why alter-globalists re-
sort to differently understood provocations and seek subtler forms of resistance. It is easily 
seen for instance in the means of solving conflict without the use of violence. Events resem-
bling alternative theatre, performance or happening infiltrate political actions and are inex-
tricable elements of street appearances of alter-globalists and other actors of new social 
movements. Alter-globalists argue that the challenge faced by the system is the “spectacle of 
resistance” itself, which involves the reversal of rules, opening the path towards greater 
autonomy of the groups of protesters and concrete demands concerning a “better world”. In 
the case of new social movements, protest strategies appear to be a harmonious fusion of 
rebellion, politics, contestation, art and theatre. 

Happening and carnivalisation of protest 

The theatrical and spectacular dimension of alter-globalist demonstrations is 
their always present theme. According to David Graeber, these strategies allowed the move-
ment to develop a “new language of protest” (Graeber 2005: 169), which crucially involves 
recognition of fight without violence as the most appropriate and justified means – although 
not the only one – in the clash with global capitalism. This also means that various groups 
of activists contesting neoliberal globalisation have included in their practices elements 
which otherwise could be perceived as street theatre or festival. In consequence, public per-
formances of alter-globalists are seen as a kind of “joyous carnivalisation of rebellion” (Kle-
jsa 2008: 89), as well as a form of “peaceful contestation” (Antoniewicz 2010: 44). These two 
interlinked aspects of the alter-globalist rebellion are its highly distinctive characteristics. As 
figuratively presented by Graber, when this army of dressed up activists attack the police 
with balloons, water pistols and dusting brushes, breaks through police barricades, defend-
ing one another against being beaten or arrested by police officers, all that equipment seems 
to transform real human beings into cartoon characters – shapeless but indestructible . Hap-
pening and public ridicule of the authorities are part of the political affinity of the alter-glo-
balist movement. It is because this “powerless army”, openly utilising carnival strategies, 
rejects all authoritarian practices of resistance. Albeit carefully monitored and controlled by 
the “forces of the law”, the “spectacle of resistance” is seen as a form of “free enclave”, 
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which complies with the spirit of anarchism and the idea of radical autonomy of both an 
individual and society. 

The carnivalisation of rebellion is one of fundamental means used by alter-globalists in 
their fight with hegemonic capitalism. Moreover, it is connected with a specific model of 
functioning of the movement itself, which generates something that the famous anarchist 
writer Hakim Bey dubbed “temporary autonomous zones” (Bey 2003). According to Bey, 
the essence of the activities undertaken by social movements that fight for their autonomy 
is gaining at a given moment specific liberty zones, which are only of temporary and ad-hoc 
in nature. These temporary autonomous zones are a sort of “partisan operation” (Bey 2003: 
108), which after a given area (territory, time, imagination) is liberated, becomes naturally 
suspended only to be shaped somewhere else at a different time. The centre of Bey’s analy-
sis is occupied by the concept of temporary freedom, which must be not only brave but also 
highly creative. 

Alter-globalist direct actions largely reflect the words of the anarchist schemer. The di-
rectness of action, for the most part without resorting to violence, not only means the exclu-
sion of all forms of violence but also asserting their rights outside of courts or representative 
system, therefore usually during organised pickets, boycotts and demonstrations. Alter-glo-
balists’ “weapon of choice” are all forms of “creative activity”, meant to convey a positive 
vision of democracy. Apart from serious political debates, there are also happenings and 
street theatres. In this way colourful, loud alter-globalists, opposed to the existing order, 
break free from the guardianship of the consumer society. Not only by external observers 
their street gatherings are seen as a manifestation of spontaneous freedom, where the dom-
inant order becomes reversed. In this way, the alter-globalist movement, treated as a move-
ment of a radical nature, manifests its anti-revolutionary approach. For alter-globalists, 
non-violence strategies become not only a form of peaceful resistance, but first of all are 
considered the most effective method of civil disobedience in the clash with the authoritar-
ian system. 

Scenic forms are a feature of each demonstration organised by the opponents of global 
capitalism, making them very spectacular. It is understandable then that this alter-globalist 
“carnival” attracts the attention of mass media, and the messages of the movement partici-
pants are conveyed outside. It is thanks to such theatrical actions that alter-globalists reach 
wider audience with their political manifestos. A provocative medium of conveying their 
ideas become a means of pressure on those in power. It can be assumed, as Marvin Carlson 
argues, that this is the “practical language of the movement (Carlson 2007: 264), which is 
supposed to evoke a widespread interest in problems emphasised by the contesters of neo-
liberal globalisation. 

The strategies of the alter-globalist protest show that the interlinks between art, politics 
and ideologies of new social movements are very close. Creative anxiety and radical politi-
cal ideologies have spawned the anarchist theatre Komuna Otwock (Berlińska, Plata 2009: 12). 
Some of the groups are oriented exclusively at creative expression, which is directed against 
“systems” based on domination. These include, among others, bands that perform at street 
actions. The most distinguishing bands at demonstrations are those incorporating percus-
sion instruments. Musicians are led by activists who use various sound signals, for example 
wit whistles or drums, to coordinate the protest. The groups are commonly called Rhythms 
of Resistance. Often they are loosely connected with anarchist groups. Musical groups were 
already present at the large demonstrations of alter-globalists in Prague, Genoa as well as 
during the 1st Social Forum in Porto Alegre. Since then Rhythms of Resistance have been sup-
porting almost every demonstration featuring alter-globalists. The music, together with 
banners, happenings and speeches, becomes part of the ideological discourse. The resist-
ance expressed through art becomes a political act. The goal is not to achieve “musical mas-
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tery”, but to loudly present their own beliefs through musical expression.
These and similar actions have become the trademarks of the whole alter-globalist move-

ment and many other contemporary social movements. Creative rebellion propagated and 
described earlier by Situationists such as Guya Deborda and Raoula Vaneigema has been 
reshaped by alter-globalists and applied to the “grim neoliberal contemporary times”. It is 
very likely that this theatralisation of resistance remains “a social meta-comment” (Turner 
2005: 172-173), in which problems and social crises are reflected. During many demonstra-
tions I saw protesters had a countless number of masks, caricatures and puppets resembling 
well-known politicians – Bush, Obama, Sarcozy or Merkel (and recently politicians from the 
Polish political scene have also been represented). It seems that caricaturing their image is 
a distinctive political gesture. Apart from that, all those “props” were mostly designed spe-
cially for the protests organised by alter-globalists. Puppets, some of monstrous sizes, other 
much smaller, masks covering the demonstrators’ faces, loud music and eye-catching col-
ourful costumes – they all were part of the attack on the “dominant system” and served as 
an important complement of the act of public criticism. 

Black bloc

Nevertheless, looking at new social movements through the prism of political 
happenings cannot obscure the wider and more differentiated background of activists’ ac-
tions. In this regard, the picture seems more intriguing. Besides paper puppets, people in 
seal or polar bear costumes and colourfully dressed musicians loudly beating the “rhythm 
of resistance”, one can also find anarchists with black masks and hoods who are ready to 
take part in combat-based tactics of resistance. As opposed to the colourful crowd, they 
present themselves as anonymous, and their almost identical uniforms make it hard for the 
police to identify them. This tactic is called black bloc. The non-violence strategy becomes 
only one of many methods of fighting, and new social movements are more differentiated 
also in this aspect. On the one hand, there are black, faceless, anonymous individuals look-
ing all the same, on the other multi-colour goddesses, clowns, birds, pigs and politicians. 
The former is destructive and deadly serious mass, the latter a variety of spectacular rep-
resentations of fanciful creativity (Graeber 2007: 380). I would suggest that these two differ-
ent tactics set extreme planes of possible direct actions during street mobilisations, the dif-
ference being that the aggressive methods of fight are much rarer than non-violence means. 
Combat actions are often aimed at headquarters of corporations, banks, state governments, 
etc. A symptomatic incidence I witnessed happened in Copenhagen at the protests during 
the UN International Climate Conference, when Samba Hałastra was followed by black bloc 
supporters, all masked and in black clothes, throwing firecrackers and stones at bank and 
the city hall buildings. In the aftermath of those events more than 250 people were arrested, 
according to the Danish press and world media.

This face of the movement shows what Slavoj Žižek called “permating of opposites” 
(Žižek 2008: 38) and reveals its more aggressive image. It also indicates that each of the 
groups makes their own decisions as to how to engage in direct action. For instance some of 
them will organise street happening, other will participate in blockades, yet other arrange 
the musical setting, and some will use the black bloc tactic. This unique flexibility of fight 
methods is an evidence that alter-globalists had to accept in the movement not only variety 
in the ideological sense, but also variety of the forms of action, which naturally coexist. The 
emergence of black bloc practices generated a number of debates on violence among 
alter-globalists. 
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The destructive logic attacking global capitalism is expressed in different ways. Symbol-
ic violence, such as burning of puppets or caricaturing some people, may be combined with 
physical violence. The protest in Genoa against the G8 is widely recognised as the most 
spectacular alter-globalist demonstration with escalation of violence. One of the alter-glo-
balists present there, Carlo Giuliani, was shot at Piazza Gaetano Alimonda by an Italian 
carbineer. The memory of the event is vivid among Polish activists whom I have inter-
viewed. The happenings in Genoa were also reported by Poles participating in the protest 
in the text titled Z pamiętnika antyglobalisty (From the Journal of an Anti-globalist) (2001: 9-10), 
which presents the means of direct action by various groups of alter-globalists, among oth-
ers, black bloc supporters and non-violence supporters (for example the characteristic inter-
national group Tuti Bianchi, strong opponents of the use of violence; during the demonstra-
tion they were dressed in white and “armed” with sponge protectors, cardboard shields, 
plastic bottles, etc.). Many times during mobilisations I have seen that groups organising 
protests – peaceful in theory – accepted the possibility of resorting to physical violence. 
However, they frequently interpreted violence as defence against the violence directed at 
them from the outside – by the police, the state, or “authoritarian regime”. 

Thus, it is characteristic of alter-globalists action to undertake such forms of resistance 
that fit the goals set by them at a given time. Nonetheless, the use of violence is always con-
troversial for alter-globalists and generally not very effective. In democratic systems only 
the state has the monopoly to use force, and most attempts at taking this privilege back is 
doomed for failure, since the political conflict changes into military confrontation, where the 
state has considerably heavier weapons at its disposal. That is why members of the alter-glo-
balist movement consider peaceful actions as the most valuable in terms of strategy, and are 
more interested in non-aggressive combat methods. Thus, in general the movement for fair 
globalisation features aggression only in a limited scale. It is well illustrated in one of activ-
ists’ comments: 

“If one of us breaks a window at McDonald’s, our protest will soon be seen as brutal. But 
when the police use physical violence against us, this is okay and not at all brutal? This ex-
ample shows where violence is born”. (own materials).

It is also worth adding that the question of violence in the alter-globalist movement is 
complicated by the pressure of mass media, which are eager to show images of aggression 
and destruction. As a result, among various groups taking part in protests only those using 
the black bloc strategy are shown, those who fight the police and destroy corporate property, 
even though all others adhere to the non-violence rules. Emphasising the diversity of protest 
tactics, it must be noted that very often particular groups of opponents of global capitalism 
only create an aura of suspicion around themselves, simulating extremely aggressive 
behaviour. 

Conclusion

The significance of new social movements in the context of their urban character 
is continuously growing. Many social movements on the one hand remain attached to their 
traditional strategies of political action, and on the other redefine their identity. Drawing 
attention to problems occurring in the urban space changes the approach of social move-
ments to a more pragmatic one. In their rhetoric, public space is continuously being evalu-
ated. The actions taken by activists from new social movements are discursive in nature and 
take place on the streets of large agglomerations. They are always in opposition to the dom-
inant political culture and actively criticise the existing postmodern system of values. The 
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city is a scene of clashing opposing values. Finally, the participants in new social move-
ments always make adjustments in the sphere of politics and economics. Frequently the 
underlying theme of these discussions is the “urban question”. Public debate expressed at 
city streets thus remains a vital form of presenting major social problems and equally im-
portant analysis of own actions.
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