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Between 2022 and 2025, South Asia experienced a series of rapid-onset protest movements that successfully toppled
established governments within compressed timeframes. This article examines the protest waves in Sri Lanka (2022),
Bangladesh (2024), and Nepal (2025) through the lens of Rauf Arif’s Flash Social Movement theory while critically
extending this framework through comparative institutional analysis. These movements demonstrate both the
continued relevance of Arab Spring dynamics in contemporary Asian contexts and reveal new patterns wherein
digital mobilization intersects with traditional forms of collective action. The analysis reveals how accumulated
grievances, digital connectivity, and generational political consciousness converge to create predictable yet powerful
challenges to authoritarian governance, while institutional variables (particularly security force cohesion and elite
fragmentation) mediate the effectiveness and timing of regime change. By engaging with connective action theory
and networked movement scholarship, this article advances our understanding of how South Asian contexts adapt

global protest repertoires to regional political cultures.

Keywords: Flash social movements; digital activism; youth protest; South Asian politics; transnational movements;

regime change

Introduction

The wave of protests that swept across South Asia
between 2022 and 2025 represents one of the most
significant challenges to established political order in
the region’s recent history. Within the span of three
years, mass movements successfully forced regime
changes in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal, while
similar patterns emerged in Indonesia.' These develop-
ments cannot be understood as isolated national phe-
nomena but rather as interconnected expressions of
what Rauf Arif conceptualized as Flash Social
Movements (FSMs), which are rapid onset, digitally
coordinated protests that achieve transformative politi-
cal outcomes despite their brief duration.

The designation “South Asian Spring” requires careful
qualification. Unlike the Arab Spring’s tightly clustered
timeline (2010-2012) and shared post-colonial state struc-
tures, South Asias protest wave unfolds across three years
in contexts ranging from island nations to landlocked
states, from presidential to parliamentary systems. What
justifies regional framing is not identical causation but

rather three key elements: (1) demonstrable tactical diffu-
sion and mutual awareness among protest movements, (2)
shared generational consciousness among digitally-
connected youth facing similar exclusions from political
power, and (3) parallel tensions between aging political
elites and excluded younger populations across the region.
This article argues for “South Asian Spring” as a heuristic
for understanding linked rather than parallel phenomena.
These are movements that emerged from distinct national
contexts yet drew inspiration, tactical repertoires, and sym-
bolic power from each other’s successes.

This analysis contributes to social movement scholar-
ship by extending Flash Social Movement theory through
systematic comparative analysis, revealing how institu-
tional variables mediate FSM effectiveness in ways not
fully theorized in Arif’s original formulation. By enga-
ging with connective action theory’ and networked
movement scholarship,4 we demonstrate how South
Asian cases represent hybrid forms that incorporate
regional traditions of collective mobilization into digi-
tally-enabled repertoires. The article further advances
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understanding of regime vulnerability by analyzing the
political economy contexts and institutional responses
that determine whether FSM mobilization translates
into regime change or accommodation.

Theoretical Framework: Flash Social Movements
and Beyond

Flash Social Movement Theory

Rauf Arif (2020) developed the concept of Flash Social
Movements to explain the rapid-onset, digitally-
coordinated protests that emerged during the Arab
Spring.’> FSMs are characterized by five key features:
(1) compressed timelines between initial mobilization
and peak intensity, (2) horizontal organizational struc-
tures facilitated through digital platforms, (3) youth
leadership without formal hierarchies, (4) symbolic
political actions targeting centers of power, and (5)
accumulated grievances reaching tipping points
through specific trigger events. Arif’s framework effec-
tively captures the mechanisms of rapid mobilization. It
explains how digital platforms enable coordination,
how youth networks bypass traditional political struc-
tures, and how symbolic occupations of power centers
galvanize movements.®

However, the framework offers limited insight into
why similar mobilization patterns produce different
timelines and outcomes. The compressed timeline in
Nepal (7 days) versus Bangladesh (36 days) versus Sri
Lanka’s extended crisis (months) suggests that institu-
tional variables mediate FSM effectiveness in ways
requiring theoretical extension. These variables include
the cohesion of security forces, the degree of elite
fragmentation, and the constitutional mechanisms for
power transfer. Additionally, Arif’s emphasis on digital
platforms as primary organizational infrastructure may
overstate technological determinism while understating
how protesters combine digital tools with traditional
forms of collective action rooted in regional political
cultures.’

Connective Action and Networked Movements

Bennett and Segerberg’s connective action theory distin-
guishes between traditional collective action and connec-
tive action.® Traditional collective action requires formal
organizations, collective identities, and resource mobili-
zation. Connective action, by contrast, enables persona-
lized, individualized participation through digital
networks. This framework helps explain how FSMs can
mobilize rapidly without pre-existing organizational
infrastructure. However, South Asian cases reveal

a hybrid form. While organization remains horizontal
and digitally-mediated, protesters consistently invoke
strong collective identities such as “students,” “youth,”
and “the people” rather than purely individualized
frames. This suggests FSMs may be culturally adaptive,
incorporating regional traditions of collective mobiliza-
tion into digitally-enabled repertoires.

Castells’ analysis of networked movements empha-
sizes how horizontal networks enable rapid scaling but
potentially limit post-uprising governance capacity.” This
insight proves particularly relevant for understanding
post-regime change challenges in all three South Asian
cases, where movement success in toppling governments
has not automatically translated into effective interim
governance or democratic consolidation. The tension
between networked horizontal mobilization and hierarch-
ical governance structures represents a persistent chal-
lenge across FSM cases globally.

South Asian Student Movement Traditions

To understand what is genuinely novel about the
2022-2025 uprisings, we must situate them within
South Asia’s long history of student-led political move-
ments. The region has experienced repeated waves of
youth mobilization, including the 1969 Bangladeshi (the
then East Pakistan) student movement, the 1990 Nepali
pro-democracy movement, the 1991 Bangladesh democ-
racy uprising, and numerous campus-based protests
throughout the decades.'” These historical precedents
established students as legitimate political actors and
created cultural memory of successful youth-led regime
challenges.

What distinguishes contemporary FSMs from
these earlier movements is not youth leadership
per se but rather four key innovations: (1) the scale
and speed enabled by digital coordination, (2) the
explicitly generational framing that transcends tradi-
tional political ideologies, (3) the transnational
awareness and tactical borrowing facilitated by social
media, and (4) the symbolic emphasis on occupying
centers of state power rather than merely mobilizing
street protests. Contemporary movements represent
an evolution rather than a revolution in South Asian
youth activism, combining established repertoires
with new technological capacities and generational
consciousness.

Analytical Framework for Comparative Analysis

This article extends FSM theory by proposing that
successful regime change through flash mobilization
requires both necessary and sufficient conditions.



FSM dynamics (digital coordination, youth leadership,
accumulated grievances, trigger events) provide neces-
sary conditions for rapid mobilization. However, suffi-
cient conditions for regime change depend on three
institutional variables:

(1) Security Force Cohesion: Whether military
and police maintain unity in defending the
regime or fragment and defect

(2) Elite Fragmentation: The degree to which rul-
ing coalitions splinter under protest pressure
versus maintain solidarity

(3) Constitutional Pathways: The availability of
legitimate mechanisms for power transfer that
allow face-saving resignations

By systematically comparing how these variables oper-
ated across Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal, we can
better predict when FSM mobilization will achieve
regime change versus government accommodation or
violent suppression.

Case Studies: Comparative Analysis

Sri Lanka 2022: Economic Collapse and Extended
Crisis

Political Economy Context

Sri Lanka’s uprising emerged from a profound eco-
nomic crisis rooted in decades of poor governance
and exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The
Rajapaksa government’s 2019 tax cuts decimated
state revenues, while the 2021 ban on chemical fer-
tilizers (intended to promote organic agriculture)
devastated agricultural production and exports.''
Foreign exchange reserves collapsed, rendering the
country unable to import essential goods including
fuel, medicine, and food. By early 2022, daily
power cuts extended to 13 hours, fuel queues
stretched for kilometers, and inflation reached
54.6%."

The crisis represented not merely policy failures but
systemic corruption, with the Rajapaksa family having
dominated Sri Lankan politics for decades through
patronage networks and ethno-nationalist mobilization.
Youth unemployment had remained persistently high,
while economic opportunities concentrated among poli-
tically connected elites. The pandemic’s impact on tour-
ism (a major foreign exchange earner) accelerated the
economic collapse, creating universal suffering across
class lines."?

South Asian Studies 3
Mobilization Dynamics

The Sri Lankan uprising began in March 2022 as
scattered protests against fuel shortages and power
cuts rapidly escalated into a nationwide movement
demanding President Gotabaya  Rajapaksa’s
resignation.'* The hashtag #GoHomeGota became
the rallying cry that unified protesters across the
island, demonstrating how digital platforms could
transform localized grievances into coordinated
national resistance. However, the movement’s organi-
zation transcended purely digital coordination.
Protesters established the Gota Go Gama (Gota Go
Village) occupation site at Galle Face Green in
Colombo, creating a physical space for deliberation,
cultural performance, and sustained mobilization."?

Young professionals, students, and activists
emerged as the driving force, but the movement
succeeded in mobilizing across class, ethnic, and
religious lines (a remarkable achievement in Sri
Lanka’s historically divided society).!® The universal
impact of economic crisis created rare cross-cutting
solidarity, with Sinhala, Tamil, and Muslim citizens
united in demanding accountability. The occupation
of Galle Face Green lasted over 100 days, serving
both as protest site and alternative political space
where citizens enacted democratic practices excluded
from formal politics.

Institutional Responses and Outcomes

The movement’s symbolic power reached its peak on
9 July 2022, when demonstrators occupied the
Presidential Palace, forcing Rajapaksa to flee the
country and ultimately resign.!” This occupation repre-
sented more than tactical success; it constituted
a symbolic reclaiming of democratic space from
authoritarian control. Critically, the Sri Lankan mili-
tary declined to use lethal force to defend Rajapaksa,
reflecting institutional calculations that preserving
military professionalism and avoiding civil war repeti-
tion outweighed regime loyalty.'®

However, the movement’s success in achieving
regime change did not translate into transformative
political reform. Ranil Wickremesinghe, an establish-
ment politician with six previous terms as Prime
Minister, succeeded Rajapaksa and subsequently
cracked down on protest sites. The interim government
prioritized negotiating with the IMF and restoring eco-
nomic stability over addressing systemic corruption or
implementing constitutional reforms demanded by pro-
testers. This outcome reveals the gap between FSM
capacity for regime change and the institutional
power required for democratic transformation.
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Bangladesh 2024: State Violence and Revolutionary
Escalation

Political Economy Context

Bangladesh’s July 2024 revolution occurred against
a backdrop of fifteen years of increasingly authoritarian
rule under Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League government.'’
While Bangladesh achieved impressive economic growth
(particularly in the garment export sector), this prosperity
was unequally distributed and increasingly dependent on
patronage networks. The government job quota system
reserved 30% of civil service positions for descendants of
1971 liberation war veterans, effectively functioning as
hereditary privilege in a context where government
employment represented rare secure opportunity. >’

Youth unemployment and underemployment per-
sisted despite economic growth, with educated young
people finding degrees insufficient for securing quality
employment. The quota system symbolized broader
patterns of political cronyism, where access to oppor-
tunities depended on partisan connections rather than
merit. Hasina’s government had systematically sup-
pressed opposition through extrajudicial killings,
forced disappearances, and electoral manipulation,
while controlling media and civil society through
legal harassment and violence.”!

The 2019 murder of student activist Abrar Fahad by
Awami League student cadres for criticizing govern-
ment policy demonstrated the regime’s willingness to
use violence against youth dissent. This event became
a mobilizing memory, establishing students as martyrs
to authoritarian repression and creating accumulated
grievances that would explode in 2024.

Mobilization Dynamics

The immediate catalyst came in July 2024 when security
forces killed student protesters demanding reform of the
quota system.”” However, these killings occurred against
accumulated grievances, transforming what began as sin-
gle-issue reform demands into revolutionary rejection of
Hasinas entire regime. The movement demonstrated
sophisticated use of multiple digital platforms (Facebook,
Instagram, Twitter, WhatsApp, and Telegram), creating
redundant communication networks that proved resilient
against government shutdown attempts.*>

Generation Z emerged as the movements primary
demographic, with university students taking leadership
roles without formal organizational structures. The decen-
tralized nature made it difficult for authorities to target
specific leaders, while the movement’s rapid broadening
across social classes prevented dismissal as elite-driven
agitation.”* International solidarity emerged through

hashtags like #StudentsUnderAttack, #StepDownHasina
and #SaveBangladeshiStudents, generating global media
attention and diplomatic pressure on the Hasina
government.”’

The movement explicitly referenced Sri Lanka’s
success, with protesters and social media posts citing
#GoHomeGota as inspiration and adapting its tactics to
the Bangladeshi context.”® This direct tactical borrow-
ing demonstrates transnational learning within the
regional protest wave, though organizational structures
remained nationally bounded.

Institutional Responses and Outcomes

The Hasina government initially responded with
extreme violence, deploying security forces that killed
an estimated 1,400 protesters.27 This violent repression,
however, backfired by radicalizing protesters and gen-
erating international condemnation. After 36 days of
sustained protest, demonstrators achieved their ulti-
mate goal when they occupied the Prime Minister’s
residence in Dhaka on 5 August 2024, forcing Hasina
to resign and flee to India.

The prolonged timeline compared to Nepals subse-
quent uprising reflects two factors. First, security force
cohesion was initially maintained through the Bangladesh
Police, Bangladesh Border Guard and Rapid Action
Battalion’s loyalty to Hasina. Second, the military’s ultimate
decision to refuse orders to fire on protesters came only
after calculating that continued violence risked interna-
tional intervention and threatened military institutional
interests. The security forces’ eventual defection proved
decisive, demonstrating how institutional variables med-
iate FSM effectiveness.

The interim government led by Nobel laureate
Muhammad Yunus has faced significant challenges in
transitioning from protest movement to governance,
with tensions between revolutionary demands for sys-
temic change and pragmatic needs for stability and
economic recovery.”® This post-uprising struggle illus-
trates Castells’ insight about the governance limitations
of horizontally networked movements.*’

Nepal 2025: Digital Censorship and Rapid
Mobilization

Political Economy Context

Nepal’s 2025 Gen Z protest emerged from longstanding
frustrations with political corruption, elite capture of
post-earthquake reconstruction resources, and genera-
tional exclusion from decision-making.*® Despite
Nepal’s 2006 transition from monarchy to republic,



power remained concentrated among aging political
elites from traditional parties (the Nepali Congress,
Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marxist-Leninist),
and Maoist Centre) who rotated leadership through
unstable coalition governments.

Youth unemployment remained high, with educated
young people finding limited opportunities in Nepal’s
remittance-dependent economy. Approximately 1,500
Nepali youth leave the country daily for foreign
employment, primarily in Gulf states and Malaysia,
reflecting the failure of domestic political economy to
provide opportunity.®' The political class was widely
perceived as corrupt and self-serving, enriching them-
selves through control of state resources while ordinary
citizens (especially youth) struggled.

The post-2015 earthquake reconstruction became
a symbol of elite corruption, with billions in interna-
tional aid flowing through channels controlled by poli-
tical party networks while affected communities saw
limited rebuilding. This visible discrepancy between
elite enrichment and popular suffering created accumu-
lated grievances among a generation that had come of
age after the 2006 democratic transition yet saw little
improvement in governance quality.**

Mobilization Dynamics

The immediate trigger came on 4 September 2025, when
Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli’s government banned 26
online platforms including TikTok, Instagram, and
YouTube, ostensibly for “security reasons” but widely
understood as censorship targeting youth political
expression.” This heavy-handed attempt to control digi-
tal space backfired spectacularly, providing a clear focal
point for accumulated frustrations with political corrup-
tion and generational exclusion.

The response was swift and decisive. Within 24 hours,
protests had erupted across Kathmandu, Pokhara, and
other major cities, organized through remaining digital
channels and coordinated through hashtags like
#OpenOurVoice and #GenZForFreedom.* The move-
ment explicitly referenced both Sri Lanka and
Bangladesh, with protesters posting images of those upris-
ings and adopting similar tactics of occupying symbolic
sites of elite power. Social media posts circulated with
captions like “If Bangladesh can do it in 36 days, we can
do it in 7” and “First Sri Lanka, then Bangladesh, now
Nepal,” providing direct evidence of transnational learning
and inspiration.

Institutional Responses and Outcomes

Despite facing curfews and lethal force from security
services that killed an estimated 40 protesters, the
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movement maintained momentum.®> Protesters tar-
geted not only government buildings but also luxury
hotels and properties associated with political elites,
explicitly framing their movement as generational war-
fare against a corrupt class of political insiders.*® This
targeting of elite economic spaces alongside political
institutions represented a tactical evolution from pre-
vious South Asian FSMs.

On 13 September 2025 (just nine days after the
initial platform ban), Oli announced his resignation.
The speed of this political transformation demonstrated
how FSM dynamics had become increasingly efficient
across successive regional iterations. Three factors
explain Nepals compressed timeline compared to
Bangladesh. First, Oli’s coalition government was
already fragile, with partners calculating that abandon-
ing him would preserve their own political futures.
Second, the Nepali military (remembering the 2006
people’s movement that ended the monarchy) quickly
signaled unwillingness to use sustained lethal force
against protesters. Third, the narrow trigger (digital
censorship) allowed for a face-saving resolution
where Oli could resign while blaming coalition part-
ners rather than admitting defeat to street protesters.

The interim government faces similar challenges to
Sri Lanka and Bangladesh in translating protest energy
into institutional reform, with traditional party elites
already maneuvering to preserve their power while
making minimal concessions to youth demands for
systemic change.

Comparative Analysis: Patterns and Divergences
Shared Mechanisms and Tactical Diffusion

All three movements demonstrate core FSM character-
istics: compressed mobilization timelines (relative to
traditional social movements), digital coordination
enabling rapid scaling, youth leadership without formal
hierarchies, and symbolic occupations of centers of
state power. However, the comparison reveals (See
Table 1) instructive variations in how these mechan-
isms operated across different institutional contexts.

Divergent Pathways Within Shared Patterns

Despite surface similarities, these movements reveal
instructive differences that extend FSM theory. Sri
Lanka’s uprising mobilized across class lines due to
universal economic suffering, creating the broadest
coalition but also the most diffuse demands. This
universality enabled successful regime change but
limited transformative  potential, as diverse
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Table 1. Comparative overview of South Asian flash social movements.

Dimension Sri Lanka 2022

Bangladesh 2024

Nepal 2025

Primary Trigger Economic collapse, fuel shortages

Underlying Rajapaksa family corruption, economic
Grievances mismanagement
Duration ~4 months (March-July) 36 days

Cross-class coalition
Presidential system

Social Base
Institutional

Target
Security Force Refused lethal force against palace
Response occupation

Elite Cohesion Rajapaksa isolated as crisis deepened

State killing of student protesters
15 years authoritarian rule, quota
system patronage

Student-led, later broadened
Parliamentary PM

Initial violent repression, later
defection
Awami League cadres loyal until

Digital platform ban
Elite corruption, youth exclusion, post-
earthquake aid theft
7 days
Youth-focused, cross-class support
Parliamentary PM

Limited lethal force, quick signaling of
non-intervention
Coalition fragmentation enabled rapid

military defection abandonment
Estimated Deaths  ~2 (comparatively low) ~1400 ~40
Outcome Establishment politician Interim government under Yunus Interim government, traditional parties
(Wickremesinghe) succeeds maneuvering
Transnational Arab Spring inspiration Explicit #GoHomeGota references Direct Bangladesh and Sri Lanka
References references

constituencies held competing visions for post-
Rajapaksa governance.

Bangladesh’s movement began within specific stu-
dent networks before broadening, maintaining sharper
focus on authoritarian governance as the core issue.
The governments violent response paradoxically
strengthened protest coherence by creating clear mar-
tyrs and consolidating opposition. The 36-day duration
(longer than Nepal but shorter than Sri Lanka) reflects
the time required for security force defection in
a context where initial cohesion was strong.

Nepal’s rapid success stemmed from coalition frag-
mentation and institutional memory of the 2006 people’s
movement. The Nepali military’s quick decision to signal
non-intervention reflected calculations shaped by both
recent history and assessment that the protest had cross-
party elite support. The narrow trigger (digital censor-
ship) allowed for face-saving resolution that broader
economic or systemic grievances might not permit.

These variations suggest that while FSM dynamics
provide necessary conditions for rapid mobilization,
sufficient conditions for regime change depend on
three key factors: (1) security force willingness to
defect or remain neutral, shaped by institutional mem-
ory and calculations about preservation of organiza-
tional interests; (2) elite fragmentation that isolates
the targeted leader, making resignation politically fea-
sible for coalition partners or party members; (3) avail-
ability of constitutional mechanisms for power transfer
that allow face-saving exits.

Digital Mobilization: Hybrid Forms

All three movements demonstrated sophisticated digi-
tal coordination, yet their relationship to technology

reveals a hybrid form not fully captured by either
Arif’s FSM framework or Bennett and Segerberg’s con-
nective action theory. Protesters combined digital plat-
forms with physical occupations, creating both virtual
and material spaces for mobilization.?” The movements
invoked strong collective identities (“students,”
“youth,” “the people”) rather than the individualized
participation frames emphasized in connective action
theory.

This hybridization reflects South Asian political
culture, where collective mobilization has deep histor-
ical roots in anti-colonial struggles, socialist move-
ments, and previous waves of student activism.
Digital platforms enable rapid coordination and trans-
national awareness, but protesters ground their actions
in culturally resonant repertoires of collective action.
The symbolic occupations of presidential palaces and
prime ministerial residences echo tactics from the 1990
Nepali movement, the 1971 Bangladesh liberation war,
and earlier South Asian popular mobilizations.

The transnational dimension deserves careful qua-
lification. While protesters in Bangladesh explicitly
referenced Sri Lanka and Nepali protesters cited both
previous cases, this represents tactical learning and
inspiration rather than coordinated organization.
There is limited evidence of cross-border funding net-
works, shared leadership, or pre-planned coordination.
The linkages appear more “relational” than “organiza-
tional.” Protesters in each context adapted globally-
circulating repertoires to local conditions while draw-
ing moral authority and tactical confidence from regio-
nal precedents.

Social media facilitated this relational transnationalism
by making protest tactics immediately visible across bor-
ders and enabling rapid assessment of what worked. When
Nepali protesters saw Bangladesh succeed in 36 days, they



incorporated this timeline into their own expectations and
rhetoric. When Bangladeshi students saw Sri Lankan pro-
testers occupy the presidential palace, they adapted this
tactic to targeting Hasinas residence.®® This represents
what Gerbaudo calls “protest waves’” where temporal clus-
tering produces mutual awareness and tactical diffusion
without requiring direct coordination.

Political Economy and Institutional Mediation

The political economy contexts differed significantly
across cases, yet all shared structural patterns of youth
exclusion, elite corruption, and patronage-based govern-
ance. Sri Lankas crisis was primarily economic,
Bangladesh’s primarily political (with economic dimen-
sions), and Nepal’s primarily generational and corrup-
tion-focused.’® These different emphases produced
different coalition compositions: broader in Sri Lanka,
student-centered in Bangladesh, youth-focused in Nepal.

Institutional variables proved crucial in mediating
FSM effectiveness. Security force behavior depended
on institutional memory (Nepal’s 2006 experience, Sri
Lanka’s civil war legacy), calculations about organiza-
tional preservation, and assessment of international
responses. In all three cases, military leadership ulti-
mately concluded that defending authoritarian leaders
risked institutional damage, though they reached this
conclusion at different speeds.

Elite fragmentation operated differently across
institutional contexts. Sri Lanka’s presidential system
concentrated power in Rajapaksa individually, making
his isolation more complete but also his replacement
straightforward. Bangladesh’s parliamentary system
required Hasina’s party to maintain cohesion, which
they did until security force defection made her posi-
tion untenable. Nepal’s fragile coalition enabled quick
abandonment once protests demonstrated Oli’s political
liability.

Constitutional mechanisms for power transfer existed
in all three cases, providing face-saving resignation path-
ways that violent suppression might foreclose. This insti-
tutional feature distinguishes these cases from contexts
like Myanmar, where military coup foreclosed constitu-
tional pathways, or from Syria during the Arab Spring,
where Assad’s minority sectarian base made resignation
equivalent to regime extinction.*’

Indonesia 2025: Accommodation Rather Than
Regime Change

Indonesia’s protests merit separate analysis because
they demonstrate FSM mobilization without regime
change, revealing the limits of protest effectiveness
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when governments respond adaptively. Beginning in
August 2025, Indonesian students mobilized against
parliamentary attempts to reverse Constitutional Court
decisions and increase parliamentary allowances, using
familiar tactics including digital coordination, hashtag
campaigns (#IndonesiaGelap or Dark Indonesia), and
occupation of parliament buildings.*'

The Indonesian case shares key FSM characteristics
with Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal: rapid digital
mobilization, youth leadership, symbolic targeting of
elite spaces. However, the outcome differed signifi-
cantly. President Prabowo Subianto and parliamentary
leadership responded by acknowledging protester
demands, postponing controversial legislation, and
announcing disciplinary measures against officials
who proposed salary increases. The protests achieved
policy concessions without regime change.

This divergent outcome reveals critical variables
that mediate FSM effectiveness. First, Indonesia’s
more robust democratic institutions (including an inde-
pendent Constitutional Court and competitive elec-
tions) provided legitimate channels for protest
demands beyond regime change. Second, government
responsiveness (acknowledging protester grievances
rather than dismissing or violently suppressing them)
defused revolutionary escalation. Third, accumulated
grievances against Subianto personally were less
severe than against Rajapaksa, Hasina, or Oli, making
policy accommodation politically feasible.

The Indonesian case thus demonstrates that FSM
mobilization constitutes a necessary but insufficient
condition for regime change. When governments main-
tain democratic legitimacy, respond to protests rather
than suppress them, and can offer meaningful conces-
sions short of resignation, FSM dynamics produce
reform rather than revolution. This finding extends
Arif’s framework by specifying the conditions under
which flash mobilization achieves different outcomes.

Indonesia’s inclusion also complicates simple “South
Asian Spring” framing, suggesting these dynamics oper-
ate across Southeast Asia and potentially throughout the
Global South. The regional scope may be broader than
South Asia alone, reflecting global patterns of youth poli-
tical exclusion, digital connectivity, and authoritarian
governance rather than region-specific dynamics.

Discussion: Extending Flash Social Movement
Theory

This comparative analysis extends FSM theory in three
key directions. First, it demonstrates that institutional
variables (security force cohesion, elite fragmentation,
constitutional pathways) mediate the translation of pro-
test mobilization into regime change. FSM dynamics
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explain how movements emerge and scale rapidly,** but
institutional analysis explains why some succeed while
others produce accommodation or suppression.

Second, the South Asian cases reveal hybrid forms
that combine digital coordination with traditional collec-
tive action repertoires, challenging both technological
determinism in FSM theory and individualism in connec-
tive action frameworks. South Asian protesters use digital
platforms to enable collective mobilization rather than to
replace it, suggesting cultural adaptation of global protest
technologies to regional political traditions.

Third, the analysis reveals how transnational learn-
ing operates through relational rather than organiza-
tional linkages. Protesters gain tactical knowledge,
moral inspiration, and strategic confidence from obser-
ving regional precedents, yet maintain nationally-
bounded organizational structures. This pattern sug-
gests we should understand contemporary protest
waves not as coordinated transnational movements
but as parallel mobilizations that learn from each
other through digital observation while responding to
distinct national contexts.

These extensions have implications for predicting
future protest dynamics. Governments facing youth
exclusion, economic crisis, or authoritarian consolida-
tion should anticipate FSM mobilization when trigger
events occur. However, regime vulnerability depends
on institutional factors governments can potentially
address: maintaining security force professionalism
and institutional interests, preserving elite coalition
cohesion, demonstrating responsiveness to legitimate
grievances before they accumulate to crisis levels.
Indonesia’s case suggests that democratic responsive-
ness can channel FSM mobilization toward reform
rather than revolution.

Conclusion: Democracy’s Changing Nature in South
Asia

These uprisings reveal three fundamental tensions in
South Asian democracy. First, the gap between formal
democratic institutions and meaningful youth political
participation has widened, with aging political elites
monopolizing power while excluding generational
cohorts educated in digital-era expectations of trans-
parency and accountability. Second, the contradiction
between economic liberalization and political entrench-
ment has created frustrated aspirations, where educated
youth lack opportunities despite economic growth cap-
tured by politically-connected elites. Third, digital con-
nectivity poses profound challenges to traditional
clientelist politics, enabling horizontal mobilization

that bypasses party structures while making protest
tactics immediately visible across borders.

The “South Asian Spring” framing proves useful not
for claiming identical causation but for highlighting how
regional position shapes democratic possibilities. Small
countries (Sri Lanka, Nepal) proved more vulnerable to
rapid regime change than larger ones, reflecting limited
capacity for violent suppression and fewer buffer
resources to weather economic crisis. The absence of
major powers like India from this protest wave warrants
attention. India’s size, federal structure, and established
democratic institutions may buffer against FSM
dynamics, while Pakistan’s military dominance forecloses
the constitutional pathways that enabled resignations in
Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal.

Post-uprising governance challenges across all
cases reveal a persistent tension between networked
horizontal mobilization and hierarchical institutional
governance. Movements that successfully topple gov-
ernments through decentralized coordination struggle
to translate this organizational form into effective gov-
ernance structures. Traditional political elites have pro-
ven adept at reasserting control during transitions,
making minimal concessions while preserving sys-
temic features protesters sought to transform. This pat-
tern suggests that FSMs excel at regime change but
require supplementation with institutional strategies
for democratic consolidation.

Future research should examine several dimensions
this article could not fully address. First, longitudinal
analysis of post-uprising governance will reveal
whether these movements produce democratic consoli-
dation or merely elite circulation. Second, comparative
analysis with Southeast Asian cases beyond Indonesia
would test whether these dynamics operate at larger
Asian or Global South scales. Third, investigation of
diaspora and international actor roles would illuminate
external influences on domestic protest dynamics.
Finally, attention to gender dimensions of these youth-
led movements would provide important nuance cur-
rently missing from FSM literature.

The South Asian experience from 2022 to 2025
represents more than a regional political phenom-
enon. These movements demonstrate how Arab
Spring dynamics have evolved and adapted to new
contexts while maintaining core characteristics of
digital coordination, youth leadership, and symbolic
political action. As similar patterns continue emer-
ging across different national contexts, Flash Social
Movement theory (extended through attention to
institutional mediation, hybrid organizational forms,
and transnational learning) provides essential analy-
tical tools for understanding contemporary demo-
cratic struggles in an increasingly connected yet



nationally-bounded world. The challenge for both
scholars and practitioners lies in understanding how
these movements can transcend regime change to
achieve the democratic transformation their partici-
pants envision.
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