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Civil society actors have contested the fifty-year-long transition 
to a global economy based on the principles of neoliberalism. 
Mobilization against neoliberal measures represents one of the 
most common forms of social movement activity across the 
world, as most recently witnessed in the 2019 mass uprisings 
in Chile, Ecuador, France, Honduras, Iraq, Iran, Lebanon, South 
Africa, and Sudan. We explore the evolution of resistance to 
economic liberalization from the 1970s to the current period. 
Our study highlights several dimensions of civic opposition to 
the implementation of free market policies, including: forms 
of neoliberalism; geographic distribution of protest events 
across world regions and time; and outcomes of movement 
campaigns.
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Social movements have often played an important role in 
emergencies, mobilizing in defence of those rights that they 
perceive as being at risk or more urgently needed than ever. In 
general, progressive social movements develop in moments of 
intense change, mobilizing with the aim of turning them to their 
advantage. The specific balance of challenges and opportunities 
faced by progressive social movements during the Covid-19 
crisis is a central question addressed in this Element. Based 
on existing research on the first phases of the Covid-19 
pandemic, this Element addresses the ways in which the 
health emergency had an impact on the repertoire of action, 
organizational networks and collective framing of progressive 
social movements that adapted to the pandemic conditions and 
the related crises, but also tried to transform them.
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At noon on August 9, 2014 when Michael Brown was killed 
on Canfield Drive in Ferguson, there was little protest. But by 
9 pm, dozens were nonviolently defying police armed with 
military style weapons, armored vehicles, helicopters, and 
snarling dogs. The structural situation alone cannot account 
for the emergence of insurgency in Ferguson. To explain 
mobilization, I advance a theory of Contested Legitimacy. 
The stakes of each action by insurgents, authorities, and 
third parties for mobilization concern regulatory repression. 
Actions that undercut the validity of repression encourage 
mobilization. Video, photo, and textual data make it possible 
to unpack the complex interactive process of mobilization. 
Given longstanding grievances concerning racist policing in 
Ferguson, reclaiming the site where Michael Brown was killed 
on Canfield Drive as a memorial provided means to challenge 
unjust police authority. When police responded as accustomed 
– disproportionately, callous, and indiscriminate – their actions 
galvanized local Black support for insurgency.
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