
Is the time of the third sector as a bearer of citizen interests now over? Civil society, the 
third sector and protest movements after the financial crisis of 2008/09 
 
 A notable trend in many countries in the aftermath of the recent economic crisis has been the 
deconstruction of previous patterns of collective representation through the adoption of consumer 
models of citizenship and the incorporation of civil society into a market organized delivery 
system of public welfare (Lister, 2010) accompanied by a delegitimising of interest group 
representation (Laforest, 2013) and a privatisation of public space. Emerging evidence suggests 
that partnerships are being replaced by growing hybridization of third sector organisations in 
public service delivery and the emergence of another wave of social movements and protest 
organisations outside of formal politics (Davies, 2011; Geoghegan and Powell, 2009; Kirby, 2010; 
Powell, 2013).  
Comparative research on the range of responses in social policy suggests that governments have 
responded differentially depending on the degree of exposure to the international banking crisis 
and on the relative role of the state and civil society in their welfare regimes (Farnsworth and 
Irving, 2011), but pressure from global financial markets and the growing power of transnational 
corporations have nevertheless left governments with limited room for manoeuvre and 
established a recognizable pattern of intensifying neoliberal reform (Klein, 2007; Crouch, 2011). 
We find an emerging welfare regime that is recasting TSOs as just another way of delivering 
public services while at the same time reformulating citizens as consumers in a welfare market, 
undermining the collective representation of interests (Clarke et al, 2008). Questions of ‘what’ and 
‘how’ are replacing questions of ‘who’ and ‘why’ (Acheson and Laforest, 2013). Governments 
increasingly seek out partners not for who they are, but for what they can do.  
The process is fundamentally challenging long-standing assumptions about the role of 
organizations within civil society as intermediaries between citizen and state, who collectivities of 
citizens represent, and the extent of their recognition in formal political and public space. A key 
concern for scholars is tracing the dimensions of these changes as they impact on citizen 
engagement in the production of welfare. In these emerging post recession welfare systems, the 
core questions that this panel addresses concern how the future of a shared civil society identity 
as the bearer of citizen interests is defended and negotiated among a multitude of various and 
competing interests in ways that protect and enhance citizen engagement in relations with state 
structures.  
New tools are required to understand and map this process of deconstruction currently underway 
on a comparative basis. We need to make the links between changing configurations of power 
and welfare regime adjustments, and the reconstruction of a civil society identity, that protects 
citizen interests in the face of inexorable pressures (Evers, 2013). In the face of the marketisation 
of services and the commodification of citizenship a core questions addressed in the panel is 
whether the time of the third sector as a collective bearer of citizen interests is now over and 
whether civil society as a space of engagement between citizen and state is moving outside of 
formal politics in the form of protest movements. 
The papers in this panel address these questions from a variety of theoretical perspectives and 
national contexts. Acheson and Laforest’s paper draws on evidence from Ontario and Northern 
Ireland, where neoliberal reforms have been particularly far reaching; to show how third sector 
agencies use narratives of dispossession to protect their identities as mission-driven while acting 
in ways that tend to reinforce the changes they complain about. The paper asks where the 
spaces for resistance are to be found. Powell’s paper addresses this question by shifting the 
focus to the implications of the social movements that have emerged since the 2008 banking 
collapse. It argues that the movements that emerged in democracies in particular suggest that 
civil society is being reconfigured in a discursive realm outside of politics and formal relations with 
state structures. Ketola’s paper provides further empirical grounding in its discussion of the 
“Geysi Park protests” in Istanbul in summer 2013. Drawing on a comparison with the Occupy 
movement in Western Europe and North America, the paper aims to unpack the ideational and 
practical characteristics of the Gezi Park protests to analyse these events in the light of 
authoritarian state response. Taylor’s paper returns to the role of third sector agencies in 
representing citizen interests. Drawing on theories of governmentability and the commodification 
of citizenship in market-driven welfare systems to address evidence of change in England, it 



discusses how understanding the sector as a “tension field” between community, market and 
state nonetheless acknowledges the potential for actors to continually negotiate spaces for 
action. 
 
The talking cure: How do third sector organizations talk about change and to whom and 
with what effect? Observations from evidence in Ontario and Northern Ireland. 
 
Nick Acheson, N.Acheson@ulster.ac.uk; University of Ulster  
Rachel Laforest, laforest@queensu.ca; Queen's University 
 
A notable trend in many countries in the aftermath of the recent economic crisis has been an 
acceleration in the deconstruction of previous patterns of collective representation in the political 
process through the adoption of consumer models of citizenship and the incorporation of civil 
society into a market organized delivery system of public welfare accompanied by a 
delegitimising of interest group representation (Laforest, 2013) and a privatisation of public 
space.  
The literature on the impact of the changes on the third sector has focused largely on increased 
pressures on hybridization of organizational form (Billis, 2010; Smith, 2010), and on adaptation 
strategies (Buckingham, 2012, Chew and Osborne, 2009). Less attention has been paid to the 
active role of TSOs in co-constructing these new policy spaces. This is unfortunate as it 
reinforces a sense that TSOs are simply subject to external forces of change over which they 
have little control. 
But in order to understand the role of third sector organizations in the reconstruction of these civic 
spaces, it is necessary to address the apparent contradiction of TSOs simultaneously presenting 
themselves as having to adapt to circumstances beyond their control while those very acts of 
adaptation further embed the changes underway. What is the role of the actions of third sector 
organizations in cementing these changes and how do the ways in which these actions are 
understood, interpreted and talked about reinforce the process of constructing this new welfare 
regime?  
Focusing on the role of agency, this paper explores how the interpretations of third sector actors 
are embedded in webs of belief that shape their actions in ways that make the changes under 
way possible. It adopts a comparative case study approach and draws on interview evidence 
from the Canadian Province of Ontario and from Northern Ireland in the UK, two contrasting 
cases which the paper shows have experienced similar changes in policy towards the third 
sector. Rejecting institutionalist explanations, it adopts a decentred interpretivist approach (Bevir 
and Rhodes, 2010) to show how actors within the third sector frame their actions as necessary 
and use narratives of loss as a means to sustain their core sense of identity and moral purpose. 
In the face of the way actors in the third sector talk about their predicament, the paper asks where 
the spaces for “doing things differently” that resist market pressures and the commodification of 
citizenship can be found 

 
2011: Civic Protest and the Radicalisation of Civil Society 
 
Fred Powell, f.powell@ucc.ie; National University of Ireland, Cork 
 
 This paper addresses the significance of the momentous civic protests during 2011 for our 
understanding of civil society. It reviews the evidence and argues that these events mark a 
redefinition of relations between citizens and states as a public sphere beyond the invited spaces 
of partnership and as a renewed source of civility. 
 
While events such as the 2012 Olympics remind us that there still exists a visceral loyalty to the 
nation, the authority of the state, both as an abstract idea and as a tangible set of institutions (for 
example, public services, parliaments, courts), it is increasingly contested. Clearly, in the case of 
tyrannical states, such as Eastern Europe during 1989 and the Maghreb-Mashreq region in 2011, 
uprisings against the state are directly attributable to the existence of repressive regimes. 



However, the protest movements in the West during 2011, such as the Occupy movement, los 
indignados, the German Wutbürgers and English riots, occurred in democratic regimes. The 
paper argues that these events suggest that the tectonic plates are shifting and the 
communicative power of citizens is redefining state-civil society relations. Civil society has 
emerged in this changing context as a force beyond the institutions of the state, family and 
community that is harnessing new communication technologies (for example, Facebook, Twitter, 
blogs, Wikileaks, texting and so on) to reframe social and political relations in a globalised world. 
The pace and scale of these changes is reflected in discursive voices that increasingly take 
shape outside traditional politics in the forms of digital activism, citizen journalism and new social 
movements (Powell, 2013). 
 
The paper reviews the evidence of the form and content of these protests and suggests that 
these struggles arguably represent a cacophonous struggle for political change that (a) knows no 
borders, (b) is committed to civility in the form of non-violence, toleration and respect for 
difference – in terms of ethnicity, gender, religious affiliation, sexual orientation and so on – and 
(c) is driven by experimentation, innovation and learning that reflects Umberto Eco’s concept of 
‘wild thinking’. They represent an extension of civil society outside of state structures and state 
endorsed public spaces as a response to an increasingly regulated and compromised public 
sphere that has closed off options for the representation of citizen interests. In an age of 
fragmentation, atomisation and deepening scepticism, civil society has morphed into a new 
lifeworld – a citizen-led theatre of global debate and digital action, whose many emerging socio-
political narratives take experimental form (Blaagaard, 2012). In this new communicative reality 
civil society defines our collective self in the postmodern world – isolated, sometimes angry and 
concerned about the future. This paper will address the evidence of change and will contribute to 
an illumination of the meaning of these events in terms of radicalising civil society. 
 
Comparing protest movements and political activism: What can we learn from Istanbul’s 
Gezi Park? 
 
Markus Ketola, m.ketola@ulster.ac.uk; University of Ulster  
 
For many observers, the comparison between the Occupy movement and the protest movement 
that crystallised around Istanbul’s Gezi park is inescapable. Not only does the occupation of a 
public park resonate strongly with the memory of Zuccotti Park in New York, the symbolic heart of 
the Occupy movement, it is also tempting to fit the case of Turkey within the narrative of the 
global capitalist crisis and the protest movements that have emerged in response to this. It is also 
tempting to draw parallels with the wave of protests during the Arab Spring, with anti-authoritarian 
protests in Egypt being of particular relevance.  
The anti-capitalist and anti-authoritarian themes that run through the ‘collective imaginary’ 
(Sotirakopoulos & Sotiropoulos, 2013) of the global protests are indeed relevant to analysing the 
protests that took place at Gezi park. The top-down nature of government policymaking was 
clearly demonstrated by the policy process (or the lack thereof) that preceded the redevelopment 
plans for Gezi park and the adjacent Taksim Square. Moreover, these plans were representative 
of the gradual commercialisation and privatisation of public space in Turkey under the current 
government. In this way, it is plausible to see the Gezi Park protests as connected with the global 
collective conscious around anti-capitalist and anti-authoritarian themes that have been employed 
to identify common denominators between the Occupy movement, Arab Spring, the Spanish 
indignados and the Greek ‘Outraged’ (Gitlin, 2013; Langman, 2013; Sotirakopoulos & 
Sotiropoulos, 2013). 
However, at the same time there are a number of critical differences between the protests around 
the world and the case of Gezi Park. For one, the park was not a mere symbolic social space 
occupied by the protestors; it was much more functional in the sense that the protests were about 
the park. Second, as the protests developed, the inner movement were able to articulate a 
precise set of demands. Third, the protests brought together a highly heterogeneous group of 
protestors that cut across socioeconomic groups in an unprecedented manner. These 
differences, the paper argues, is what accounts for the relative success of the Gezi park protests 



in affecting government policy and form the focus of the analysis in this paper.  
The paper makes use of the comparative method by contrasting the Occupy movement with the 
Gezi Park protests and is based on key informant interviews with organisers of the Gezi protests. 
This is done by applying a framework developed by McAdam et al. (1996) where three sets of 
factors relevant to comparative analysis of social movements are identified: political opportunities, 
mobilizing structures and framing processes. By focusing on the similarities and differences 
between the two movements, the paper aims to unpack the ideational and practical 
characteristics of the Gezi Park protests in order to analyse the events that unfolded. This is 
framed around three key questions: 1) What was the nature of the claims being made? 2) How 
were the protests organised? 3) Who were the protestors? 
The paper is structured in four sections. The first section offers a brief account of the events that 
unfolded in Gezi Park over the summer of 2013. The second section places these events in the 
context of social movement theory, applying in particular the framework of McAdam et al. The 
third section presents a comparison with the Occupy movement while the fourth and final section 
offers a discussion of the three key questions around the nature of the claims made, organisation, 
and participation in the protests.  
 
 
Solidarity and citizen expression in a market economy: the English case 
 
Marilyn Taylor, marilyn.taylor@uwe.ac.uk; University of the West of England 
 
 In many ways, the challenges facing the third sector in England mirror those of other countries 
represented in this panel. The rhetoric of partnership, which characterised the period from the 
early 1990s until the financial crisis, was abandoned in favour of a neo-liberal reliance on the 
market, with the third sector seen increasingly as an alternative to the state in the provision of 
welfare, and as a vehicle for community and citizen responsibility (the Big Society). In some 
ways, this reflected growing trends even before the financial crisis, with radical service reform and 
community cohesion central elements of the New Labour agenda, as well as a growing interest in 
social investment. But New Labour’s interest in democratic renewal no longer features in the new 
order. The evidence of deepening and accelerating change since the 2010 general election 
shows how citizens are increasingly viewed by government as social and economic actors, but 
are no longer seen as political actors in organized civil society.  
Recent trends have generated considerable debate within the sector, with fears for its 
independence and accusations that it is becoming the agent of a neo-liberal agenda, complicit in 
the dismantling of the welfare state. There has been considerable concern about the extent to 
which the distinctiveness of the sector has been compromised, along with its advocacy and 
campaigning roles. There have also been suggestions that the sector is polarising between those 
that operate as not-for-profits in the welfare market and the ‘real’ voluntary sector.  
This paper will review evidence of the changes that have taken place in England and emerging 
evidence on their impact on the sector. In the light of this evidence, the paper will approach the 
question of the third sector’s future role as a bearer of citizen interests from two perspectives.  
First, it will draw on governmentality theory and Bourdieu’s ideas on habitus to ask how far the 
sector has become compliant in the commodification of citizenship and what scope there is for 
resistance and the development of a ‘radical habitus’ (Crossley 2003). To what extent has a 
diffusion of power through the networks and relationships in which the third sector is embedded, 
predetermined what third sector actors consider normatively desireable or practically achieveable 
in ways that rule out alternatives?  
Secondly, it will consider concerns about blurring and hybridisation, drawing on Evers and 
Laville’s characterisation of the third sector (Evers and Laville 2004) as a tension field or 
intermediary area between state, market and community. While this framework places blurring 
and hybridisation in the context of organisation adaptation, it also recognises that the third sector 
is a sphere of contradictory forces and rationales, mediating between multiple stakeholders, 
whose interests have to be constantly renegotiated; organization identities are malleable and 
actions not predetermined. It thus moves our attention away from policing the boundaries of the 
sector towards exploring how the complexity, dynamism and diversity within this intermediary 



terrain is understood by actors within it and the ways in which different actors and organisations 
within it negotiate the tensions between market, state and informality that it embodies.  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 


