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Résumé et objectifs du cours / Course description - Targets 

This course focuses on the conflictual and contentious nature of politics, and examines why and 

how individuals engage in collective actions or events aimed at bringing about social change. It 

explores how contentious politics have evolved, especially since the 1960s, and how it is shaped by 

local and global contexts. To do so, the course introduces students to key theories and concepts 

about social movements and activism. It then applies them to historical and contemporary forms of 

contentious politics, relying on case studies from across the globe and the study of transnational 

movements, with a primary focus on labour-related conflicts, on feminist, civil rights or anti-racist 

and environmentalist movements, as well as on conservative movements. 

 

Overall, the course raises four types of questions: 

❖ Why do people engage in contentious politics?  

❖ How do they express dissent and make claims, and what resources do they mobilise?  

❖ How are contentious collective actions and events shaped by local and global political 

contexts, regimes and times?  

❖ What effects do they have on political regimes, organisations and activists, and to what 

extent do they achieve their transformative goals? 

 

The course is organised into five sections. 

In the first one (sessions 1 and 2) students get introduced to key generic theories and 

concepts on social movements and activism, with a primary focus on political process theory, and 

are provided with a brief overview of the historical general transformations of social movements. 
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The second section (sessions 3 and 4) focuses on “traditional” forms of protest such as 

demonstrations, marches, strikes and occupations. It examines how these have evolved, and how 

they differ locally and according to the nature of the cause defended. 

In the third section (sessions 5, 6 and 7), the course shifts towards the analysis of alternative 

expressions of dissent and ways to make claims which complement or at times replace traditional 

forms of protest. These include civil disobedience, the use of humour, festivities and arts, as well as 

boycotts and disinvestment. Such forms and tactics are explored and compared as they arise in the 

context of both considered “liberal democratic” and “authoritarian” regimes. 

In the fourth section (sessions 8 and 9), the course contrasts institutional and 

institutionalized forms of contentious politics with violent forms of protest. It first looks at “legal 

activism” and at “bureaucratic activism” in order to explore to what extent litigations and activists-

turned-into-state officials contribute or extend the reach of social movements. Then, it compares 

these to various forms of political violence more or less explicitly used by social movements and 

activists, such as riots, sabotage or terrorism, and discusses the articulations and disarticulations 

between these two modes of protest that appear the most antagonistic. 

Finally, the last section (session 10) concludes with an exploration of the effects of social 

movements on political regimes, organisations and the biographies of activists; and makes general 

remarks on their abilities to bring about social change. 

 

Modalités d’évaluation / Assessment 

The assessment is made of four components: 

1) An oral grade for a group presentation on a given topic related to the theme of the session. 

The exercise will require students to contrast two or three social movements or protest 

events in order to illustrate the topic (25%) 

2) An oral grade for participation in the collective discussions in class. (10%) 

3) A short collective paper in which students must offer both a sociological and strategic 

analysis of a social movement, articulating both theory and empirical observations. (35%) 

4) A test on the course content (short questions) organised at the end of the term (30%) 
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