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COLUMBIA WORLD PROJECTS 

Summary of Workshop: Worldwide Protest Movements 

February 27, 2020 

 

Columbia World Projects, an initiative focused on partnering scholars with practitioners to 

address fundamental challenges facing humanity, hosted a day-long workshop 

regarding worldwide protest movements on February 27, 2020.  The workshop was undertaken 

in collaboration with the United Nations (UN) Peacebuilding Support Office to explore ways in 

which the international community, and in particular the United Nations, might better enable an 

environment in which nonviolent protest movements are able to pursue positive change, while 

also mitigating against the instability and violence that protests can sometimes trigger.  The 

experts who took part in the workshop included scholars and practitioners who have studied 

protest movements in regions around the world including Africa, Asia, the Americas, the Middle 

East and Europe, as well as experts in technology and mediation.  This report summarizes the 

discussion that took place during the course of the workshop and specific recommendations for 

the international community put forward by participants.   

Drivers, Risk Factors, Triggers and Historical Context 

As an initial matter, participants discussed the drivers, risk factors and triggers of protests, in an 

effort to put the surge of protests over the last decade into context.  In doing so, participants 

discussed the different circumstances under which protests arise, the importance of historical 

contextualization, what constitutes a protest, the social movements that are often – but not 

always – associated with such protests, and elements that either enable or undermine such 

movements.     

Participants observed a range of factors driving protests at large, including: a sense of exclusion 

from political participation and decision-making, marginalization and dehumanization; 

dissatisfaction with the existing political order, leading protesters to seek radical transformations 

in leadership or to pursue systemic change when established channels prove ineffective; rising 

inequality, particularly in newer democracies where the transition away from autocratic 

governments has not resulted in a hoped for redistribution of economic resources or is otherwise 

exclusionary; and the erosion of trust in the social contract between people and their 

governments, as states fail to adequately address pressing social, economic and civic concerns, 

such as corruption, unemployment, climate change, rising prices and immigration.   

 

In considering why there has been such a surge in protests over the last decade,1 participants 

indicated that this was due, at least in part, to the increasing challenges that individuals are facing 

 
1 While no participants characterized the extent or scope of the surge, there has been widespread reporting, research 

and surveys done that reflect a generally increasing number of protests, particularly beginning in 2011, though 

certainly people have different definitions of what constitutes a protest and it is not a straight-line increase.  See, 

e.g., a global map of worldwide protests captured by GDELT from January 1979 through May 2015 at 

http://data.gdeltproject.org/blog/mapping-global-protests-redux/protests-eventv1-monthly-1979-2015.gif; The 

International Labor Organization’s Social Unrest Index, https://www.ilo.org/newyork/voices-at-

work/WCMS_217280/lang--en/index.htm; and Verisk Maplecroft Report, which covers research done indicating a 

significant uptick in protests in 2019, in 47 jurisdictions, https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/analysis/47-

countries-witness-surge-in-civil-unrest/.   

http://data.gdeltproject.org/blog/mapping-global-protests-redux/protests-eventv1-monthly-1979-2015.gif
https://www.ilo.org/newyork/voices-at-work/WCMS_217280/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/newyork/voices-at-work/WCMS_217280/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/analysis/47-countries-witness-surge-in-civil-unrest/
https://www.maplecroft.com/insights/analysis/47-countries-witness-surge-in-civil-unrest/
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in countries around the world with expressing discontent and addressing grievances through 

traditional mechanisms, such as civic participation, labor unions or even the media.  Such 

challenges are especially pronounced for young people, who are often excluded from 

participation in governance structures, find themselves disillusioned by the fact that many newer 

democracies have not lived up to their expectations, and are increasingly distrustful of public and 

political institutions.  These factors combined have driven more people, and youth in particular, 

to turn to social movements and protests, rather than to political parties or other formal 

representative institutions, to express their views and effect change.   

 

Participants noted that although protesting can be an effective means of achieving desired 

outcomes, it is just one of many tactics that social movements employ when other mechanisms 

for expressing such grievances are unavailable, inaccessible or ineffective.2  Whether protests 

manifest themselves as a mass rally, a march, a boycott, a committee of correspondence, a strike, 

a sit-in or in some other form, they have the potential to give voice to a constituency outside of 

existing political or institutional structures.   

 

Participants generally agreed that placing protests into their respective historical context – and 

studying the social and political structures that inevitably shape them – is critical to 

understanding such protests and forecasting their evolution over time, including the risk of 

violence.  For example, one participant shared findings on how historicizing the current wave of 

African protests allows one to understand that they are fragmented in ways that are rooted in the 

divisions created under colonialism and austerity.3  Further, what constitutes a protest may differ 

in various geographies, cultures or political contexts.4  For example, one participant noted how 

workers in Vietnam engage in micro-protests – halting work for just a few minutes or days – as a 

method of protesting work conditions, thereby allowing workers to register dissatisfaction 

without provoking the severe consequences that would result from a more protracted strike.  

Others commented on the role of art in protesting in places like Chile, Iraq, Iran, Cuba, Malaysia 

and Syria, where participants described how street art, performance art and other artistic media 

have been used as expressions of dissent.  One participant remarked that certain forms of protest, 

such as mass rallies and marches, are not always accessible to everyone, while other forms of 

protest may not be as visible to the international community or even state actors.  For example, it 

was noted that popular protests are generally only visible in urban or densely populated areas, as 

opposed to rural spaces.  Moreover, under certain circumstances, there may be additional barriers 

to participation for segments of the population, such as women in Sudan who have been targeted 

for retribution because of their gender, placing them at higher risk for engaging in certain kinds 

of protests, like street demonstrations.   

 
2 For example, Gene Sharp, in his “198 methods of Nonviolent Action,” compiled an extraordinary range of 

activities and methods of nonviolent action beyond protests, first published in his 1973 book, The Politics of 

Nonviolent Action, Vol. 2: The Methods of Nonviolent Action, Boston: Porter Sargent Publishers, 1973.     
3 Under colonialism, urban areas were violently separated from rural areas, and then each was fragmented further.  

This legacy shapes many of the protests today, for those living in the different compartments have fundamentally 

different political and economic concerns, expectations, identities and forms of politics.  See Adam Branch and 

Zachariah Mampilly, Africa Uprising: Popular Protest and Political Change, London: Zed Books 2015 at p.8.   

4 See, e.g., Eva Hansson and Meredith L. Weiss (ed.), Political Participation in Asia: Defining and Deploying 

Political Space, London: Routledge, 2018.  See also, Adam Branch and Zachariah Mampilly, “Africa’s Road to 

Democracy,” Jacobin 2019, https://www.jacobinmag.com/2019/05/africas-democracy-elections-parties-protest-

regimes. 
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In sum, without an understanding of the political, historical, geographical and cultural context, 

protests may be misunderstood or missed altogether.  Furthermore, without such context, the 

impact of relevant trends in urbanization, demographics, democratization, globalization, 

inequality and the suppression of civil society are unlikely to be adequately factored into efforts 

to understand the development of social movements that employ mass protests over time.5 

Workshop Focus 

The discussion then turned to the question of where the workshop should focus in this complex 

landscape, and two areas of particular interest emerged.  First, participants agreed that the 

international community should not be seen as promoting certain social movements over others, 

but rather as nurturing an environment in which nonviolent and independent social movements 

might exist without threat of violent reprisal or criminal designation.  Such movements, it was 

observed, are frequently fluid, diverse, decentralized and loosely organized outside of existing 

power structures, yet they are key drivers of social and political development and thus critical to 

the health of a society.  Participants cited the need for sustained sources of funding – separate 

from those of political parties or other existing power brokers within the given society – to build 

and maintain such movements.6  Others reflected on the need to promote and protect the civic 

space and the independence required by social movements to effectively engage and represent 

people across society; to mobilize technology to enable such movements, while avoiding some of 

the pitfalls discussed later in the workshop; and to support capacity building and training for 

such movements.   

 

Second, participants agreed to consider how the international community, and in particular the 

United Nations, might work to reduce the risk of violence associated with protests, regardless of 

whether such protests are associated with a sustained social movement.  Consequently, the 

workshop focused on what actions might be taken to preserve peoples’ freedom of expression 

and the right to peaceful assembly, and to safeguard civic space, while also reducing the 

potential for violence in the context of such protests, particularly on the part of governments that 

respond to protestors with disproportionate force.  In so doing, participants noted that these two 

areas of focus are intimately connected and mutually reinforcing.  If actions are taken by the 

international community to nurture peaceful and independent social movements, and furthermore 

to foster the development of mechanisms through which such movements are able to have a 

meaningful opportunity to be heard within their political systems, the less likely it is that popular 

protests or other high risk tactics will occur. 

 

The Impact of Digital Technology  

Advances in communication and information technologies have historically had an impact on the 

success or failure of social movements and their tactics, but perhaps none have been as impactful 

as the Internet.  In particular, participants discussed how the Internet increasingly provides 

protestors with a means of communicating with and mobilizing the public at large both quickly 

 
5 Furthermore, it was noted that without understanding protests as one of many tactics employed by movements, 

analysts may misunderstand or misrepresent how protests contribute to societal change. 

6 It was additionally noted that in some circumstances, national law may prohibit the provision of such funding.   
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and at relatively low cost, thereby enabling and accelerating the recruitment and mobilization of 

people and resources virtually and physically.  On the other hand, relying primarily on digital 

means of communication has some significant downsides for social movements, including for 

their sustainability and consequently their success.  Moreover, many governments have learned 

how to use these technologies to surveil and repress dissent and spread disinformation, though 

participants noted that recent innovations among activists appear to be effectively countering 

some governments’ efforts to disrupt social movements and protests.7  What is also clear, 

however, is that the technical competence of activists and governments varies widely, and 

consequently so does the impact of technology on these movements.  Ultimately, participants 

agreed that the impact of technology on protests and social movements continues to evolve and 

is somewhat cyclical, based on the competing learning curves of protestors and governments.   

 

The impact of the Internet was initially thought to be significantly more beneficial to activists 

than it was for the governments against which they were protesting and consequently to shift the 

balance of power, particularly in the Middle East.  Even so, the way in which the Internet 

impacted such movements quickly evolved.  One participant noted, for example, that in 2009, the 

Internet was judged to be far more useful in the context of the Iranian Green Movement by virtue 

of its ability to get the news out about what was happening in Iran to the rest of the world, than it 

was for internal mobilization or organizational purposes.  Only shortly thereafter, in the context 

of the series of protests that swept across the Arab world starting in 2010, did it become clear 

that the Internet and social media platforms were capable of assisting in the internal 

communication, mobilization and organization of protests.  The same participant noted that, in 

2013 and 2014, the landscape shifted again, this time in Syria, as it became clear that the 

proliferation of videos and communication coming out of the conflict drove not only the 

international response, but also what was happening locally.  Only a few years later, the Syrian 

regime and Russia began to use these same platforms to promote their own agendas, 

weaponizing the methods pioneered by activists for state disinformation campaigns.  Now, in 

places like Sudan, Algeria, Lebanon and Hong Kong, activists are again innovating in response 

to the repressive technological tools of governments, including, for example, by using closed 

digital networks like WhatsApp to communicate and mobilize, rather than open social media 

platforms. While this has helped safeguard protesters and organizers, it has also complicated 

research into these movements and their tactics.   

 

In aggregate, participants were generally of the view that digital technologies have had a number 

of important and undeniably positive impacts on social movements.  To begin with, mass media 

– once limited in many countries to television, radio and newspaper outlets controlled primarily 

by the government and sympathetic media monopolies – has grown significantly more diverse in 

all but the most repressive countries, due to a proliferation of both outlets and types of media.  

This shift increased the access of a far broader cross-section of the population to different 

sources of information, allowed more users to generate content in addition to consuming it, 

multiplied the outlets capable of disseminating information about social movements and the 

grievances that tend to drive them, and thus enabled greater participation in such movements.  

Under these conditions, one participant suggested, virtual mobilization at its most vibrant can 

 
7 See, e.g., Valerie Belair-Gagnon, Colin Agur, and Nicholas Frisch, “Mobile sourcing: A case study of journalistic 

norms and usage of chat apps,” Mobile Media & Communication 2018, Vol. 6(I) 53-70, 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2050157917725549.   

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2050157917725549
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give rise to a sense of belonging and allow for “connective action” that is not tied to a particular 

group identity, ideology, geography or party membership, and thus can help bring together 

individuals within a community who otherwise would remain divided by institutional politics, 

cultural norms or other barriers.  Further, the ability of movements to communicate almost 

instantaneously to potential supporters far beyond their immediate geography – including 

internationally – has strengthened the leverage and resources of many movements.   

 

Participants nevertheless recognized that there are significant challenges associated with digital 

activism for social movements.  First, a digital divide exists in the vast majority of countries, 

including some with advanced economies, and can produce inequities in such movements by 

limiting participation to those who are typically more affluent and have access – and in 

particular, consistent access – to the Internet.  Second, online activity by participants of social 

movements does not necessarily translate into offline activity or long-term participation in a 

movement, and thus an organization that exists principally online is likely to be less sustainable 

and perhaps less powerful over the long run.  Third, digital platforms permit people to 

communicate with one another directly, which enables greater decentralization and facilitates the 

development of networked movements with multiple influencers or leaders.8  While this 

decentralization has benefits, it may contribute to weaker and more divided leadership structures 

within social movements that make them more prone to internal disputes, while also making it 

harder for such movements to develop relationships with external actors.  Fourth, malicious 

activities on the Internet by both state and non-state actors have resulted in the propagation of 

disinformation, which has increasingly eroded trust in facts; has exacerbated societal divisions, 

which tend to undermine social movements; and has deepened skepticism of the very online 

platforms that can enable greater dissemination and participation. 

 

Participants additionally discussed how technology has been used by governments to effectively 

suppress dissent, specifically noting the growing proficiency with which regimes use the digital 

sphere to surveil, control and repress social movements.  For example, autocratic governments 

increasingly offer their citizens walled-off versions of the Internet that they can monitor and 

restrict, which they use in turn to identify and target individuals who participate in social 

movements.  In addition to cracking down on people who participate in such movements, these 

tactics are aimed at deterring other individuals from participating in protests and other forms of 

dissent.  Repressive governments also increasingly engage in disinformation campaigns to 

deflect, distort and deny the narratives put forward by such movements; disrupt protests; and 

undermine the credibility of movements and their leaders, as one participant noted has happened 

in Nicaragua, Turkey and Ecuador.  These strategies are often shared amongst like-minded 

regimes and are sometimes deployed by third-party governmental actors.  

 

One participant noted that research had demonstrated that there was a dramatic drop in the 

overall effectiveness of major nonviolent campaigns focused on challenging incumbent regimes 

or vying for territorial self-determination since the mid-2000s, when such campaigns went from 

70 percent effective at achieving their stated goals to 30 percent effective since that time, and 

 
8 See, e.g., Valerie Belair-Gagnon, Colin Agur, and Nicholas Frisch “The Changing Physical and Social 

Environment of Newsgathering: A Case Study of Foreign Correspondents Using Chat Apps During Unrest,” Social 

Media & Society January-March 2017, https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/2056305117701163. 
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that one theory for this drop in effectiveness is the impact of technology on these movements.9  

While this body of research was focused on, and effectively demonstrates, that nonviolent 

campaigns challenging incumbent regimes or vying for territorial self-determination are typically 

more successful at achieving their aims than those that pursue change through armed conflict 

(which have an effectiveness rate of roughly half that of nonviolent campaigns), it is nevertheless 

alarming to consider that technology may be making it harder for nonviolent movements to 

achieve their goals.10   

 

While participants recognized the need for more research to fully understand the reasons for this 

drop in effectiveness of major nonviolent campaigns, they discussed the possibility that the 

increased ease and speed of digital mobilization with a hashtag or online post may result in less 

incremental effort being expended on capacity building and organizing, which is critical to 

sustaining a movement over time.  As one participant noted, research has shown that as a general 

matter, movements that last longer tend to be more effective in achieving change.  Furthermore, 

protestors who are not connected to a well-organized and enduring social movement are less able 

to pivot to new, more effective tactics.  They are also less likely to identify and pursue options 

for taking hold of civic power in the form of concessions offered by governments, building new 

opposition parties to strengthen their voice, or holding governments publicly accountable for 

implementing any concessions they offer in the context of mass protests.   

 

Coming out of this session, participants first noted the importance of, and the increasing 

challenges associated with, tracking and mapping social movements in the digital realm, which 

everyone agreed was critical to understanding such movements, forecasting their evolution and 

ultimately providing opportunities for mediation in the context of a crisis.  Particularly as 

activists in closed societies are turning to private digital networks to communicate, mobilize and 

organize, rather than open social media platforms, researchers must find other ways to access the 

information they need in order to study such movements.  Organizations like the United Nations, 

moreover, must engage with such movements on the ground to understand how they are 

developing and the tactics they are using.  Participants also focused on the value of digital 

communication and its critical role in certain regions where social movements would otherwise 

lack the capacity to mobilize, for example, due to the distances they would have to travel (e.g., 

Sudan) or the instability and level of repression exercised by some governments.   

 

In addition, participants noted the importance of having access to the Internet in conflicts and 

other crises, in order for protestors and organizers to disseminate information that can bring 

international pressure to bear, pointing to recent examples of when the Internet was shut down to 

repress dissent and citizen reporting on it, such as in Kashmir and Iran.  The question was raised 

as to whether continuous and widespread access to the Internet might not be pursued and 

supported by the international community as a key component of creating an enabling 

 
9 See Max Fisher and Amanda Taub, “The Interpreter,” The New York Times April 21, 2020, https://messaging-

custom-newsletters.nytimes.com/template/oakv2?uri=nyt://newsletter/375eeb8b-49fd-4a0f-933c-9ef2ed0a10d8 

(referencing the following study by Erica Chenoweth: “Trends in Nonviolent Resistance and State Response: Is 

Violence Towards Civilian-based Movements on the Rise?”, Global Responsibility to Protect January 2017, 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316474594_Trends_in_Nonviolent_Resistance_and_State_Response_Is_V

iolence_Towards_Civilian-based_Movements_on_the_Rise?te=1&nl=the-interpreter&emc=edit_int_20200421. 
10 See Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works, Columbia University Press 2012. 

https://messaging-custom-newsletters.nytimes.com/template/oakv2?uri=nyt://newsletter/375eeb8b-49fd-4a0f-933c-9ef2ed0a10d8
https://messaging-custom-newsletters.nytimes.com/template/oakv2?uri=nyt://newsletter/375eeb8b-49fd-4a0f-933c-9ef2ed0a10d8
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316474594_Trends_in_Nonviolent_Resistance_and_State_Response_Is_Violence_Towards_Civilian-based_Movements_on_the_Rise?te=1&nl=the-interpreter&emc=edit_int_20200421
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316474594_Trends_in_Nonviolent_Resistance_and_State_Response_Is_Violence_Towards_Civilian-based_Movements_on_the_Rise?te=1&nl=the-interpreter&emc=edit_int_20200421
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environment for social movements in general, and as a way of mitigating against the risk of 

increased violence in a moment of crisis.   

 

Several other participants pointed to the importance of training social movements that use these 

technologies to engage in what one participant called “deep organizing,” capacity building, and 

constructing the overall infrastructure needed to sustain such movements and facilitate their 

interactions with public institutions and political systems to effect change, which often rely on 

offline trust and relationship-building.  Participants finally discussed the ways in which the UN 

could use digital communication technologies to more effectively respond to crises, as well as to 

strengthening its voice and those of Member States committed to reducing violence in the 

context of protests, while also creating space for protestors to exercise their right to freedom of 

expression, association and peaceful assembly.  These themes continued to be raised in later 

sessions.     

The International Community and Recommendations 

Participants agreed that the international community has a critically important role to play in (1) 

understanding the social movements that tend to undergird and lead to protests; (2) enabling an 

environment in which nonviolent social movements, which may or may not engage in protesting, 

can thrive; (3) mitigating against the risk of violence in the event that protests occur; and (4) 

promoting an environment in which peaceful protests, whether connected to existing social 

movements or not, can take place.  What generated the most discussion during this part of the 

workshop was the question of how the international community might effectively pursue these 

objectives, and the degree to which the international community, including the United Nations, 

should actively support movements in pursuit of objectives that are consistent with fundamental 

principles and goals safeguarded by the United Nations.  These include the rights and freedoms 

set forth in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development that countries have agreed to, which are closely aligned with the unmet aspirations 

that appear to be driving many of today’s movements and protests.   

 

Multiple participants underscored that in order to understand social movements, it is necessary 

for the United Nations to diversify and deepen its engagements on the ground with leaders of 

such movements and the communities that they represent.  Doing so is critical not only for the 

purpose of better understanding the goals and objectives of such movements, but also to more 

effectively forecast when movements are likely to lead to protests that may trigger violence.  

Additionally, by engaging consistently with local movements and civil society, 

intergovernmental organizations like the United Nations can and should identify in advance of a 

crisis who appropriate interlocutors might be for purposes of mediation, which could strengthen 

the options available to the international community for avoiding a violent escalation in a 

moment of crisis, while also strengthening the prospects of achieving durable solutions.  

Developing such relationships requires time to build sufficient trust and is most effectively done 

in the field, as one participant noted, but can allow the United Nations to observe activities of 

dissent that often precede mass protests, which are generally smaller-scale, less public actions 

that fail to achieve the change desired.  An initial step recommended by participants in this area 

was that the United Nations engage in a mapping exercise of major social movements around the 

world and identify relationships that the United Nations’ system already has with such 

movements. 
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Several participants noted that it might be possible to identify existing officers in the field, as 

well as UN agencies and bodies such as the United Nations Population Fund, that already have 

relationships with social movements locally, and rely on them for help in obtaining this 

information and for developing the needed relationships, rather than establishing a new 

institutional role for this purpose.  The challenge, one participant noted, is identifying where 

those relationships exist and ensuring that any information collected is then systematically shared 

within the United Nations, while also handling the relationships in such a way as to make it 

possible to quickly identify and engage potential interlocutors in such movements for purposes 

of mediation in a crisis without compromising the safety and security of activists.     

 

In turning to the question of how the international community can best enable an environment in 

which nonviolent social movements thrive, a number of ideas were surfaced largely reflecting 

earlier themes.  Participants noted the utility of having an organization like the United Nations 

highlight the value of social movements as drivers of social and political development, and 

consequently as a critical element of a healthy society.  One participant suggested that an 

international organization convene social movements across regions to promote the intrinsic 

value of such groups.  Such a meeting could provide opportunities to share methodologies and 

organizational lessons; collaborate on shared issues; increase knowledge of mediation processes; 

and discuss how to effectively and peacefully advocate in a complex and often opaque 

multilateral system, in which social movements often lack a voice or even structures through 

with to engage.  Several participants discussed the importance of making available to social 

movements basic capacity building and organizational training, particularly on the use of digital 

technology and combating disinformation; mediation training, including inter- and intra-

movement mediation for purposes of better decision-making and unity; and lessons on how to 

engage with different levels of government that are relevant to social movements’ efforts.  A 

further suggestion was to include more activists and movement leaders in high-level events and 

discussions, which would amplify grassroots voices and perspectives.  Another participant 

discussed the need to facilitate funding for such groups that is not attached to a particular 

political party or agenda.  The question was raised as to whether organizations like the United 

Nations can help to promote or enable such financial support, even if the funds do not come from 

them.   

 

In discussing how to engage protest movements, a few participants cautioned against the 

propensity of some actors in the international community to encourage movements to transform 

altogether into formal institutions such as political parties or civil society organizations, which 

may ultimately not be appropriate institutional structures for such movements to achieve desired 

change or, in the event of such a transformation, could potentially reduce the movement’s 

legitimacy with its members.  Instead, the suggestion was made that the international community 

recognize social movements as separate from political parties, even if they overlap at times with 

large subsets of civil society.  Another participant countered that political parties and more 

formal civil society organizations are often the institutions through which change is made, and 
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consequently, it may be useful for such movements to adopt these structures to further their 

goals.11  

 

In turning to protests, participants considered whether there were steps that the international 

community might take to mitigate against the current surge of protests, which could reduce the 

risk of violence and instability that is sometimes triggered by such events.  Participants reflected 

on the view that mass protesting, which typically is associated with some level of risk for the 

protestors, is generally a tactic that is exercised only when there are no other options for 

protestors to effectively express their concerns.  Consequently, one approach to mitigating 

against such events, several participants noted, would be to encourage governments to create 

more space for social and political activity through which individuals and social movements can 

exercise their voice and meaningfully be heard.  In some liberal democracies, for example, this 

might include a shift to more participatory forms of governance, where people have deeper 

involvement in decision- and policy-making than just the right to vote.  One participant noted 

that to the extent governments are encouraged to do this, it must be clear that merely allowing 

people to “provide input” that can be ignored is insufficient; rather, any mechanisms developed 

must allow social movements to take substantive part in setting the agenda.   

 

Participants also reflected on the discussion earlier in the day regarding the extent to which such 

movements – and the protests that are associated with them – are driven by failures to deliver on 

basic human rights and citizens’ frustration with governments for failing to address pressing 

social, economic and civic concerns.  One participant noted that given how aligned these 

concerns are with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development adopted by all UN Member 

States, one approach to reducing the rising tide of protests would be for countries to do more to 

meet the targets set out in the 2030 Agenda, thereby strengthening what many perceive to be an 

increasingly brittle social contract.   

 

Some participants, while not opposed to the ideas discussed above, noted that the goal should not 

be to reduce the number of protests.  Protests can be an effective tactic for social movements to 

achieve change, and thus the international community would be better focused on lowering the 

risk of violence associated with protests – which most often occurs when governments respond 

to protesters with a disproportionate use of force – rather than on reducing the number of 

protests.  In fact, at least one participant noted that an increase in the number of protests might be 

a healthy development, suggesting a more open political climate in which citizens are 

appropriately exercising their voice.  In looking at this issue, participants discussed a series of 

approaches designed to tackle the problem at different levels, to be taken well in advance of any 

particular crisis erupting.   

 

First, participants discussed ways in which the international community might more effectively 

enable an environment where protests can occur peacefully, whether connected to existing social 

movements or not, while simultaneously raising the costs to governments of responding with a 

disproportionate use of force.  Multiple participants spoke to the value of establishing basic 

standards or principles building on existing rights, obligations and norms that the international 

 
11 This is an area in which it was generally noted that further research is needed, and one participant noted that 

Sudan would make a good case study.  See Zachariah Mampilly, “After Bashir: How Sudan Can Heal From Decades 

of Dictatorship,” Foreign Affairs May 2, 2019. 
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community could embrace as intrinsic to protests.  These standards would need to be 

independent of the drivers, participants or places where protests occur, but would nevertheless 

promote space for nonviolent protests and reaffirm the international community’s condemnation 

of governments that respond with excessive force.  Participants suggested that, in this context, 

the United Nations might additionally attempt to build a broader consensus around a normative, 

principle-based role for the United Nations and like institutions in diffusing and de-escalating 

protests where violence has erupted, and then try to lead the international community in issuing 

consistent responses based on that affirmative agenda, rather than trying to build such consensus 

de novo around situations in individual countries.12  While several participants noted their 

skepticism regarding the effectiveness of a normative instrument that is intended to restrain 

governments from engaging in violent repression, others were of the view that while it would not 

prevent every government from engaging in violent repression, depending on the region and the 

government, it could be helpful as a method of galvanizing a number of Member States to speak 

out against violent repression when they might not otherwise do so, and this might deter some 

countries from taking such steps, or lead them to exercise some restraint.  Another participant 

pointed out that even regularizing the timing and messages of the international community in 

such circumstances would be helpful, as currently they tend to occur on an ad hoc basis with no 

consistency, and often without the benefit of lessons learned from prior scenarios in which the 

international community’s reactions have been effectively deployed.   

 

Second, participants discussed practical steps the international community might take to promote 

effective mediation and dialogue in the context of a particular crisis, in an effort to defuse and 

de-escalate aggression or violence, should it occur.  Specifically, several participants noted the 

value of providing education and training on mediation and dialogue for social movements and 

governments alike in order to have capable interlocutors available in a crisis, while others noted 

the value of supporting existing and new mechanisms for local mediation that reflect the culture 

and politics of different societies.  Other participants discussed the importance of establishing 

direct links between activists and any relevant respective governments, which might be most 

usefully built before a crisis, to promote communication that could facilitate dialogue and 

mediation when needed.  This point was highlighted by a participant who noted that 

governments often indicate to the United Nations, during a protest, that they do not know whom 

to talk to in a social movement.  One participant noted the value of the international community 

directly supporting, including through the engagement of diplomats in such efforts, targeted 

mediation to mitigate repression and violence by regimes targeting protestors.  Another 

commented that the international community might assist in pushing back against national laws 

that criminalize support for social movements, which are forms of repression and make it harder 

for social movements to engage in effective mediation and dialogue with the government, as well 

as for international actors to support such efforts.  Participants again noted the importance of 

pushing back against state-sanctioned black-outs in communication during such periods, which 

sometimes include the shutting down of the Internet, and the point was again raised as to whether 

the international community might be able to work toward promoting widespread and 

uninterrupted access to the Internet.   

 

 
12 See, e.g., International Center on Nonviolent Conflict Special Report Series, Vol. 3, by Peter Ackerman and 

Hardy Merriman, “Preventing Mass Atrocities: From a Responsibility to Protect to a Right to Assist Campaigns of 

Civil Resistance,” May 2019,  https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Right-to-Assist.pdf. 

https://www.nonviolent-conflict.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Right-to-Assist.pdf
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Participants also discussed at length whether the international community and, in particular, the 

United Nations, should ever express support for particular social movements or protestors when 

their platforms are aligned with fundamental principles safeguarded by the United Nations. 

Several participants pointed out that while the international community must be able to support 

unequivocally an environment in which peaceful protests can take place and to condemn the 

disproportionate use of violence by states in response to protestors, questions often come up as to 

whether the United Nations should do more to express support for specific demands being made 

by social movements – or even the movements themselves – when their objectives are aligned, 

for example, with core UN principles and the Sustainable Development Goals. 

On the one hand, participants noted the important and positive the role that the United Nations 

had played historically in supporting social movements in Africa against racial persecution and 

discrimination by mobilizing, for example, governments, non-governmental organizations, the 

private sector and individuals against apartheid and in isolating the South African regime.  On 

the other hand, participants noted that selectively supporting certain movements can be risky for 

both the United Nations’ legitimacy as a neutral actor in mediation and for the movements 

themselves, which may be reticent to accept such support because it might delegitimize them as 

puppets of international actors.  One participant noted that finding a way to at least support the 

positions taken by social movements when they align with those embraced by the United Nations 

would be an important means of demonstrating its commitment to such principles.  Furthermore, 

another participant noted that for some social movements, simply having access to information 

produced by the United Nations that holds states accountable for their commitment to certain 

basic human rights and to the status of the Sustainable Development Goals can be extremely 

helpful in pushing back against disinformation, and is another way to implicitly message support 

for a social movement’s expressed concerns.   

 

At the end of the workshop, despite the obvious challenges, a point of agreement among the 

participants was that the international community – and in particular the United Nations – can 

have an impact not only in enabling the development of healthy and nonviolent social 

movements and in mitigating against the risk of violence in the event of protests, but also in 

helping to restore the social contract between people and governments, and in promoting the 

dignity of individuals seeking to improve the lives of those in their communities through such 

movements.  While many noted that few governments will welcome assistance or interventions 

from the international community in relation to a particular set of protests and often there will be 

insufficient political leverage to effectively promote greater civic or social space, it is critical that 

the international community do better in addressing these issues, including by improving on 

current efforts underway.     
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